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ABSTRACT 

 

Why do social movement organizations change?  This study attempts to answer this 

question by observing forty diverse social movement organizations (from both random and 

convenience samples) active across a wide spectrum of social movements in Seattle, 

Washington between 1999 and 2005.  It focuses on changing organizational 

strategies⎯measured as combinations of issues, tactics, and targets⎯during a dramatic 

period of expanding and contracting political opportunities (e.g., anti-WTO protests, 

election of G. W. Bush, September 11th attack, Afghanistan and Iraq wars).  The analysis, 

based on interviews with representatives from the organizations, charts organizational 

adaptation and stability at both the field and organization levels.  A series of maps of the 

social movement field, generated using correspondence analysis, depict the relative similarity 

and difference between these organizations and their issues, tactics, and targets during each 

year of the study.  The maps reveal a surprisingly stable social movement field characterized 

by three distinct types of organizations (as indicated by their combinations of issues, tactics, 

and targets) that persist throughout the period.  Significant growth in the size of the peace 

movement in the middle of the period has remarkably little effect on the overall shape of the 

field.  This stability is further confirmed at the organizational level.  Neither resource 

mobilization nor political opportunity theories anticipate such a high degree of 

organizational stability, and their explanations for adaptation find little support in these data.  

Consistent with the resource mobilization perspective, SMOs with broader goals are more 

likely change than their counterparts.  However, contrary to this view, younger organizations 

with greater resources and centralized, bureaucratic structures are less likely to change.  
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Expanding political opportunities do not appear to influence these SMOs, while contracting 

opportunities in the wake of Bush’s election and the September 11th attack seem to 

encourage high levels of organizational stability.  The study concludes with a discussion of 

organizational theories of structural inertia and institutionalization, both of which offer 

plausible explanations of organizational stability.
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Though organizing a social movement can seem like swimming upstream, the wise 

organizer knows to pay attention when the current shifts direction.  In 1979, after decades of 

organizing locally, gay and lesbian organizations from across the U.S. came together in the 

movement’s first ever March on Washington.  No one was sure how many people would 

show up or whether it would be enough to demonstrate, both to the country and to 

themselves, that this was now a national movement.  Some within the movement believed 

that the time was right to target Congress and the federal government, but others insisted 

that sticking with local targets was safer.  In the end, those who advocated for change were 

vindicated as 100,000 people from across the country participated in what was to be the first 

of several successful marches on Washington (Ghaziani 2008).  The question arises, would 

holding the march have been the right decision ten years earlier?  Twenty?  Why did gay and 

lesbian organizations decide to take on the federal government at this particular time?  

Equally as interesting is why did some organizations choose to not participate? 

In the first half of the twentieth century, after winning the right to vote, women 

across the country organized state-level campaigns for a right still denied to them, sitting on 

juries.  Although the federal government finally recognized this right in 1975, several states 

conceded to the movement’s demands years earlier.  Among the state-level campaigns that 
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saw the most rapid success were those that strategically adapted, that is they changed their 

strategy in response to legislative defeats and visible opposition.  In some states adaptation 

meant supporting a candidate for state office; in others it meant seeking new endorsements 

from influential elites, or shifting from lobbying to letter-writing.  As with the gay and 

lesbian movement, many jury rights organizations did not adapt (some persisted for as long 

as 34 years!) and paid the price in failed campaigns (McKammon et al. 2008). 

 

Why Change? 

The question of organizational change in social movements is important and 

interesting, both from the perspective of organizers seeking to maximize their influence and 

that of social scientists developing theories of social movements.  For the organizer, 

adapting in just the right way at just the right time can mean the difference between success 

and failure, organizational survival and death.  If a social movement is to be worthy of its 

name it needs to move, that is, to change, to progress and grow.  The strategies that work 

when a social movement organization is young and struggling to find its feet are not 

necessarily those that will work once it has grown, established trusted relationships, acquired 

resources, and become recognized as an astute and effective player in the political arena.  

Organizers also must learn to recognize when something is not working, to cut their losses 

and try something new.  For the social scientist, organizational change is a key component 

for understanding social movement behavior.  Organizations are the engines, the forces 

driving social movements, developing campaigns, innovating repertoires of contention, 

inventing new frames of meaning, and shaping political agendas.  Despite their importance, 

social movement theories cannot fully explain why organizations (like those in the gay and 
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lesbian movement) change when they do, or why some organizations (like those in the jury 

rights movement) adapt while others do not. 

This study adopts an uncommon research design, and attempts to answer these 

questions by observing the activity of forty diverse social movement organizations over a 

seven-year period.  Rather than restricting the analysis to one or a few social movements, as 

most research in this area has done, it includes forty organizations from a wide spectrum of 

social movements.  They include environmentalists, feminists, pacifists, labor unionists, and 

animal rights activists.  They advocate for alternative transportation, low-income housing, 

global justice, peace in Iraq, ending the U.S. embargo on Cuba, healthcare reform, and gun 

control.  Some are multi-million dollar operations with thousands of members and swanky 

offices in downtown buildings; others have little more than the money in their pockets and a 

meeting of the entire membership can comfortably fit in a living room.  By looking at such a 

wide range of movement organizations we will explore the possibility that some social 

dynamics affect the entire field of social movements (or at least large portions of it).  This 

could mean the development of new technologies, availability of new resources, the rise and 

fall of fashionable strategies, or political opportunities for protest in general.  It could also be 

the case that these organizations influence one another (what Meyer and Whittier [1995] call 

“social movement spillover”), whether by providing models of successful (or failed) 

behavior, competing for attention or support, collaborating in campaigns, or sharing 

personnel, any of which could happen across movement lines. 

Another distinctive feature of this research is the particular kinds of change we are 

looking for.  Of course social movement organizations can change in many ways (e.g., size, 

formal or informal structures, relations with other organizations, collective action frames, 
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identities, products and services, personnel, goals, strategies, tactics).  This study focuses on 

the changing combinations of issues, tactics, and targets adopted by organizations.  Taken 

separately, issues, tactics, and targets are significant features of a social movement’s 

campaign.  They reflect what organizers think the problem is, what should be done about it, 

and who is responsible for fixing it.  As such, this study contributes to our understanding of 

why social movement organizations adopt the issues, tactics, and targets that they do. When 

considered in combination, they reflect an organization’s strategy.  This is a topic that has only 

recently reached the agenda of social movement scholars and so here too this study makes a 

contribution.  Issues, tactics, and targets are usually studied separately by social scientists, as 

if decisions about one are independent of decisions about another.  Recent research suggests 

otherwise.  Social movement groups targeting governments tend to use different tactics than 

those targeting businesses or schools, and they bring different issues with them as well (Earl 

and Kimport 2008; Walker et al. 2008).  Some combinations are obvious, like the fact that 

labor unions use strikes against businesses.  But it is also the case that businesses attract 

more disruptive protest than either educational or government targets (Walker et al. 2008).  

In the early nineteenth century England, as political power became increasingly concentrated 

in the national Parliament, the targets of protest shifted from local to national.  The tactics 

followed suit, shifting from “rough music” and “house sacking” to rallies, strikes, and 

marches (Tilly 1978).  In this study we look at issues, tactics, and targets in combination, 

guided by the belief that they are not independent of one another either in the minds of 

organizers or in the practice of organizations.    

 

Seattle, 1999-2005 
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The setting for this research is Seattle, Washington, a city with a reputation for active 

social movements.  Most recently Seattle made international headlines when it hosted the 

World Trade Organization meetings in November 1999 which were unexpectedly overrun 

by tens of thousands of global justice protesters.  The opening ceremonies were cancelled 

and the negotiations eventually collapsed.  This four-day event shook the city.  In the 

months following the event the city faced lawsuits filed by activists claiming that it violated 

constitutional protections of free speech and that the Seattle Police Department had 

brutalized peaceful protesters without provocation.  The Chief of Police was fired and the 

city was forced to pay reparations.  The global justice movement rode this wave of 

international interest to hundreds of subsequent meetings of the global political and 

economic elite (e.g., World Bank, G8, Republican National Convention, IMF) and 

established itself as a major new movement of the 21st century. 

Before Seattle activists could even see the full implications of the WTO protests, 

election season was upon them.  After eight years of Bill Clinton and the Democrats in the 

White House, the position was the subject of an intensely contested election between Al 

Gore, Vice President to Clinton, and George W. Bush, Republican Governor of Texas.  The 

differences between the two were great as were the implications of the election’s outcome 

for environmentalists, feminists, labor activists, and others in Seattle’s social movement field.  

The election of 2000 proved to be highly controversial as the razor-thin margin of votes 

between the candidates could not clearly decide the election, so it was left to the Supreme 

Court of Florida (where Bush’s elder brother was governor) which ruled in favor of Bush on 

a series of challenges of voter fraud.  As President, Bush was decidedly more conservative 
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than his predecessor and at best ambivalent about social movements.  This is one election 

most activists in Seattle wish they could have back. 

In the wake of Bush’s election many social movement organizations in Seattle saw 

resources dry up and access to government leaders decline.  It proved to be a dramatic turn 

of events that many could not ignore.  What happened next did not help matters.  The 

terrorist attack of September 11th, 2001 was a turning point for the Bush administration and 

for U.S. politics more generally.  Issues that topped the agenda before 9/11, like social 

security and education, were pushed aside as domestic security and war became focal points.  

Less than a month after the attack, the U.S. launched its offensive in Afghanistan and 

deposed the Taliban in short order.  Reaction to 9/11 within the U.S. displayed a mix of 

patriotism and vengeance and challenges to the government (e.g., by protesters) seemed out 

of place, insensitive, and, to many, unpatriotic.  Many organizations who had been planning 

a series of protests against the World Bank and International Monetary Fund in Washington, 

D.C. at the end of September abandoned the event as unwise at such a time (Gillham and 

Edwards 2003). 

The dramatic events continued into 2003 when the U.S. launched the second front in 

its Middle Eastern war in Iraq.  This was a much more controversial move than the fight in 

Afghanistan had been and Seattle saw a number of anti-war protests in advance of the 

Baghdad invasion.  The connections to 9/11 were less clear and many people could not see 

the value of the impending Iraq War on their personal lives.  Although protests did not slow 

the U.S. governments rush to war, they did reflect declining approval for Bush’s policies that 

became much more dramatic in the years following the invasion.  2004 marked another 

presidential election (Sen. John Kerry was the Democratic challenger) and was widely seen as 



 18

an acid test of Bush’s handling of the war.  Although Bush won the election, in King 

County, home to Seattle, he lost to Kerry by more than 30%, and Washington State gave 

Green Party candidate Ralph Nader his fourth largest vote count in the country (Washington 

Secretary of State 2004; Federal Election Commission 2005). 

For social movement organizations in Seattle, 1999-2005 was a tumultuous period.  

The events just described are only the most nationally visible that are likely to have had an 

impact on Seattle organizing.  But they are also the kind that some social movement theories 

suggest ought to have an impact on movement behavior.  Some, like the much celebrated 

anti-WTO protests, brought an influx of resources to Seattle and reflect new opportunities 

for local organizations to adopt global justice issues and to target international organizations 

like the WTO, IMF, and World Bank.  Others, like the election of George W. Bush and the 

September 11th attack appear to have decreased the availability of resources and cut off 

opportunities for many to gain access to key decision-makers in government agencies.  For 

this study, this seems like a golden opportunity to examine the effects of major political 

events on social movement organizations.  Why do some adapt while others remain stable?  

This is the question that guides the research in the pages that follow.  While I am not able to 

definitively answer this question, the results are unexpected indeed, and they are likely to be 

of interest to both social movement organizers and social scientists alike. 

 

Overview of the Chapters 

In the next chapter we take up social movement theories of organizational change.  

Two theoretical frameworks dominate the field that in many ways have more in common 

than they do to distinguish them.  Resource mobilization and political opportunity theories 
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both emerged around the same time in American sociology⎯during and after the 1960s 

wave of protest⎯in opposition to an earlier generation of theories that emphasized the 

spontaneous, cognitive, and irrational aspects of protest.  It wasn’t until these newer theories 

turned their attention to the planning, strategizing, and rational components of social 

movements that the critical role of organizations became clear.  Resource mobilization 

theorists have drawn our attention to the opportunities created by resources and the 

constraints imposed by organizational structures.  Resources (e.g., money, members, skilled 

leaders, information) afford flexibility while organizational structures (e.g., large, centralized, 

bureaucracies) create inertia that limits that flexibility.  Although political opportunity 

theorists have paid closer attention to populations of organization than to organizations 

themselves, their precepts suggest that organizational change is a response to reorganization 

within the polity, repositioning of political actors, authorities’ ability to defuse disruption, 

repression, facilitation, and failure. 

Chapter 3 describes the data and methods used in this study.  I explain the rationale 

for choosing Seattle, the period between 1999 and 2005, and the particular set of 

organizations that are the focus of the study.  A major challenge was finding the 

organizations and choosing which to include.  Because I wanted to choose a set of 

organizations that are representative of the field, it was necessary to first locate every social 

movement organization that was active in Seattle during the study period, which was no 

small task.  After two years of searching, I developed what I believe is a comprehensive list 

of organizations that number in the hundreds and have chosen a set of organizations to 
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interview that reflect the diversity in the field.  I conclude by describing the interview 

process and discussing potential weaknesses of the methods. 

The following two chapters describe the empirical analysis and findings in two parts.  

The first presents patterns of organizational change at the field level.  I code the data 

gathered in the interviews and use a method (correspondence analysis) for visually depicting 

the organizations and their issues, tactics, and targets in a series of diagrams, or maps.  These 

maps allow us to see the organizations, issues, tactics, and targets distributed across a single 

two-dimensional space based on their relative similarity to and difference from one another.  

The results are surprising and call into question some of the fundamental precepts of our 

theories about social movement organizations.  The subsequent chapter presents evidence at 

the organizational level.  It compares organizations that change with those that do not, 

comparing them on such characteristics as age, size, resource capacity, and structure.  The 

findings are broadly consistent across the two chapters and raise important questions for 

social movement theorists about the frequency and causes of organizational change. 

In the final chapter I address these questions and speculate about why social 

movement theorists have not yet answered them.  I suggest that the theories developed over 

the past forty years are wedded to the value commitments of theorists who have a favorable 

view of social movements.  Such a view is not a problem unless it leads to inaccurate 

theories of how social movements behave, which is what I believe may have happened.  I 

return to sociological theories of change in light of the findings from Seattle and consider 

how and why they fail to explain organizational behavior here.  Organizational theories of 

inertia and institutionalization offer alternative explanations of organizational behavior that 
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may better account for the patterns observed here.  I conclude with discussions about 

weaknesses of the study and future directions for research.  
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CHAPTER 2 

THEORIES OF SOCIAL MOVEMENT ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGE 

 

Before the 1960s, organizations were the province of organizational theorists, 

specialists interested in management, workers, industrial design, businesses, and 

administrative agencies (Scott 2004)⎯and most certainly not of social movement scholars.  

At the time, these scholars wanted to understand why movements emerge and what compels 

some people to join them.  Their theories catalogued a long list of macro-structural “strains” 

(e.g., wars, economic crisis, absence of supporting institutions, surging violence) that shook 

people from their otherwise contented lives, until, overcome with frustration, grief, anger, 

sadness, cognitive dissonance, or any number of other cognitive-emotional responses, they 

responded to the calls of charismatic leaders raising their armies of activists (Garner 1997).  

The question of organizations was sidelined.  For many, social movements were seen as a 

social psychological (not organizational) phenomenon, their goal to understand how such a 

diverse and otherwise rational set of individuals could come to behave in such similar but 

irrational ways, together.   This is the “collective behavior” tradition (McPhail 1991).  For 

others (and more consistent with the structural-functionalism that prevailed at the time), the 

real story was at the level of societies.  Their interest was in the source of the negative 

psychological feelings that brought participants together, which they usually found in great 

social changes that affected whole populations of people.  This tradition continues in the 
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modern guise of breakdown and threat theories (Useem 1998; Van Dyke and Soule 2002; 

Buechler 2004). 

The field changed radically in the 1960s and 70s as a wave of protest swept the 

nation (indeed, the world).   Many credit the work of economist Mancur Olson (1965) with 

sparking the paradigm shift that reoriented the field toward the rational components of 

social movements, including their organizations.  Olson’s work represented a challenge to 

those who studied collective action to explain why any rational person would participate in 

collective action if she is equally likely to benefit whether or not she participates.  Olson’s 

collective action problem set scholars in search of an answer, but more importantly, they 

went with a new view of social movements and their members as rational actors, behaving 

with purpose, planning, and a clear sense of self-interest.  Resource mobilization and 

political opportunity theories, both adopting this rationalist perspective, quickly overtook the 

collective behavior, strain, and breakdown perspectives and ushered in a paradigm that 

continues to recognize organizations as a fundamental component of social movements. 

Theories of social movement organizational change emerged almost immediately.  

Resource mobilization theorists directed their attention inward (by and large), identifying 

features of organizations themselves that promote or inhibit change.  Political opportunity 

theorists directed their attention outward, finding the sources of change in the political 

environment.  Together, these two perspectives have dominated the study of social 

movements for the past forty years, highlighting the roles of strategic adaptation, 

organizational structures, and political environments in shaping SMO behavior.  Ironically, 

although this rationalist paradigm began with studies of organizations and organizational 

change, such research is startlingly rare.   
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Resource Mobilization 

The origins of the resource mobilization tradition can be traced to a 1966 Social Forces 

article on organizational change by Mayer Zald and Roberta Ash (now Garner).  At a time 

when grand theories of societal transformation and social psychological mechanisms 

dominated the study of collective behavior, Zald and Ash (1966) marked a radical break 

toward theories of the middle range (Merton 1967).  While at the University of Michigan, 

Zald had studied under Morris Janowitz whose research on German soldiers of WWII 

exemplified the social psychological approach for explaining Nazi soldiers’ behavior.  

However, Zald’s research on voluntary organizations (namely, the YMCA) was strongly 

influenced by the work of Philip Selznick, an organizational theorist whose studies of 

organizational change emphasized intra-organizational conflict and adaptation to changing 

environmental conditions.  Looking back, we can see that Zald brought the two perspectives 

together when he brought organizational analysis to the study of collective behavior and 

social movements.  The key insight of Zald and Ash (1966) was that social movements must 

be understood in terms of organizations seeking to mobilize and maintain resources, most 

importantly, members.  They argued that social movement organizations change because 

their leaders believe that doing so will help maintain member support and, perhaps, bring 

new members.  The resource mobilization perspective was subsequently codified in 

McCarthy and Zald (1973, 1977) and its conceptualization of resources has since broadened 

well beyond members (for reviews see Jenkins 1983; Zald 1992; McCarthy and Zald 2002; 

Edwards and McCarthy 2004).   
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The resource mobilization perspective offers at least two insights for the study of 

organizational change, the principles of resource availability and organizational structure.  

The principle of resource availability⎯organizational behavior is limited by the availability of 

resources⎯points to the fact that collective actions vary in their costs (e.g., time, energy, 

money, skills, participants), risks (e.g., of repression, arrest, injury, death), and familiarity.  

This is similar to what organizers mean by the term organizational capacity.  Social 

movement organizations must consider that conventional tactics like mass rallies and 

marches may require large numbers of people, sound amplification equipment, advertising, 

signs and banners, permits, speakers, coordination with the police, water for the marchers, 

endorsements, and transportation.  Furthermore, they present little risk of repression or 

injury.  Violent actions like property destruction (tossing a brick through a window) or 

planting bombs, however, are likely to require fewer people and little money but entail great 

risks for participants.  Some actions (e.g., lawsuit) depend on trained experts not available to 

all organizations.  This insight has inspired several studies to distinguish between low-

cost/risk activism and high-cost/risk activism in the belief that the mobilizing processes for 

each may be different (McAdam 1986; Taylor and Raeburn 1995; Nepstad and Smith 1999).  

Collective actions also differ in their familiarity (Tilly 1978; Tarrow 1998).  The advantage of 

familiarity is that the rules of behavior are known and little or no training is required, making 

broad participation more likely.  A march, for example, needs little or no explanation for 

would-be participants, whereas a strike, sit-in, or building occupation may require some 

instruction and coaching.  Many factors besides the intrinsic qualities of tactics may entail 

costs and risks.  As Zald and Ash (1966) argue, organizational goals may seem more or less 
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risky as public sentiments move closer to or farther from them.  Costs and risks are likely to 

affect the decisions of potential recruits and therefore must be factored into the strategic 

considerations of organizational leaders (McAdam 1986; Wiltfang and McAdam 1990; 

Nepstad and Smith 1999). 

How might resource availability influence organizational change?  Consistent with 

the insight that actions vary in their costs, we could reasonably expect that having a wealth 

of resources will allow a greater degree of flexibility.  Change is expensive.  Each new 

innovation, adaptation, or line of action that an organization adopts requires that organizers 

learn new routines, rules, and roles.  The advantages of familiarity disappear.  Consider a 

SMO that adds anti-war to an already long list of issues, as many have done since the U.S.-

led wars in the Middle East began.  This is likely to require a whole new knowledge set about 

the wars, U.S. foreign policy, Middle Eastern cultures and religions, and perhaps even about 

previous wars, anti-war movements, the procedures of federal government, and a new field 

of actors contending with this issue.  Their anti-war stance has led many challengers to 

engage presidential elections much more closely than they otherwise would have.  Some 

SMOs can afford to hire experts and new campaign managers, print new literature, conduct 

research, and build new alliances, all of which require expenditures of time and money.  

Some, of course, were already working on related issues when the wars began (e.g., many had 

long opposed economic sanctions imposed on Iraq) and could spend less because they 

would have to change less. 

Organizations may change when new resources become available.  Personnel with 

special talents, for example, create opportunities for change.  When an organization acquires 

lawyers it also gains the legal knowledge and litigation skills lawyers bring with them, 
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opening up possibilities for new strategies.  In the U.S. labor movement, the availability of 

new leaders with activist experience outside of the labor movement led organizations to 

adopt new tactics and targets and to circumvent the National Labor Relations Board election 

process (Voss and Sherman 2000).  As Voss and Sherman (2000: 327-8) explain, “These 

individuals had the knowledge, vision, and sense of urgency required to use confrontational 

strategies and take organizational chances…almost all arrived with prior experience in other 

movements…in community or welfare rights organizing…or in student activism.”  These 

new leaders distinguished the unions that changed from those that did not.  This is an 

application of the resource availability principle.  

A second insight deriving from resource mobilization theories is the principle of 

organizational structure⎯organizational behavior is constrained by characteristics of 

organizational forms⎯which highlights the limits of rational organizers to direct 

organizational behavior.  Michels (1962 [1915]), a forerunner of this view, argued that as 

organizations grow, they become increasingly bureaucratic, resulting in an oligarchy with a 

vested interest in preserving their leadership positions.  This leads to a displacement of their 

original goals in favor of organizational maintenance and survival and a moderation of their 

actions to appease potential supporters, members, and funders (Rucht 1999).  Many resource 

mobilization scholars share Michels’ concern with the growing conservatism of social 

movement organizations.  Piven and Cloward (1977), in their now-classic study, have made 

an impassioned case that organizations hinder social movement success.  They present 

evidence from four working class movements⎯unemployed workers and industrial union 

movements of the 1930s, welfare rights and Southern civil rights movements of the 
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1960s⎯and argue that social movements’ success lies in their ability to disrupt institutions.  

Organizations, they argue, are geared toward survival and thus more prone to institutional 

co-optation than disruption.  More recently, in their research on the U.S. women’s suffrage 

movement, McKammon et al. (2003) show that centralized organizations and those engaging 

in fundraising activity are less likely than their counterparts to adopt a new strategic 

approach.  Staggenborg’s (1989) study of two organizations in the women’s movement finds 

that in comparison to the more formal, bureaucratic, centralized Chicago chapter of the 

National Organization for Women, the Chicago Women’s Liberation Union was more 

innovative in its tactics and strategies.  In this vein, Meyer and Tarrow (1998) advance a 

“social movement society” thesis, arguing that social movements in advanced industrialized 

societies have been on a trajectory of increasing institutionalization since the 1960s 

(Staggenborg 1988; Seippel 2001; McAdam et al. 2005; Soule and Earl 2005). 

Others dispute the law-like certainty of this drift of bureaucratic organizations 

toward increasing conservatism.  Zald and Ash (1966: 340) take Michels’ theory as a foil, 

arguing that “there is no evidence that this is a necessary association.  Instead, they contend 

that it is a function of the cases examined and the frame of reference with which scholars 

have approached the study of social movement organization.”  SMOs are responsive to the 

requirements of sustained social support and sometimes conditions may call for increasing 

radicalization rather than bureaucratization or conservatism.  In his study of German protest, 

Rucht (1999) finds support for the Michels’ thesis but calls into question the “iron law” 

principle as he finds some formal SMOs that become more radical and some informal SMOs 

that behave more conservatively.  The recent “revitalization” of the U.S. labor movement 

provides further evidence of large, bureaucratic organizations increasingly adopting 
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“outsider” tactics (Walker 1991) usually associated with social movement groups than 

powerful labor unions (Voss and Sherman 2000; Martin 2007). 

Whether or not bureaucratic structures promote or discourage increasing 

conservatism is only partly related to the research question here.  Does bureaucracy promote 

change?  The answer is not immediately obvious.  On one hand, we have said that 

bureaucratic organizations adopt new, more conservative strategies over time, while on the 

other hand, non-bureaucratic organizations tend to be more innovative.  Both imply 

changes.  The resolution seems to found in recognizing goal displacement as a process.  

Bureaucratic organizations change up to a point, but once they have achieved a conservative 

position they will seek to maintain it.  That is, young bureaucratic organizations should 

change and old bureaucratic organizations should resist change. 

Besides bureaucratic structures, other organizational characteristics have been found 

to affect the ability or ambition of SMOs to change.  Zald and Ash (1966) propose that 

organizations with “inclusive memberships” (i.e., few requirements to join, brief initiation 

period, little active involvement) are more influenced by changes in their environment.  

Unlike those with exclusive memberships, their members are more likely to develop 

allegiances to other competing groups and values that might pull them from the organization 

when threats or opportunities arise.  SMOs with an “inward goal orientation” (i.e., goals 

aimed at changing their members rather than society), because they are viewed as less 

threatening and are more insulated from societal pressures, may also be less likely to change 

their goals than SMOs with an outward goal orientation. 

Staggenborg (1988: 599) has persuasively argued that professionalization of 

organizations in the pro-choice movement leads them to adhere to institutionalized (or 
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insider) tactics such as lobbying “because they are more compatible with a formalized 

structure and with the schedules of professional activists…[They] can be approved in 

advance; the amount and type of resources expended for such efforts can be controlled; and 

activities can be planned for the normal hours of the professional’s working day.”  Others 

argue that the reason is that professionals are more vested in the survival of their 

organizations than are non-professionals (e.g., volunteers) and are therefore inclined to avoid 

risky behavior (Piven and Cloward 1977; Rucht 1999).  To the extent that change requires 

the establishment of new roles, rules, skills, and relations and giving up of older ones, all of 

which may subject an organization to a greater likelihood of failure (Stinchcombe 1965; 

Hannan and Freeman 1984), risk-averse professionals should resist change.  Therefore, we 

should expect SMOs with fewer professionals on staff to be more likely to change.  Another 

unique quality of professionals is their commitment to their professions.  When their 

organizations face pressures to change, professionals may feel more tied to the means 

developed by their professions than the immediate and changing needs of their organizations 

(Zald and Denton 1963). 

Zald and Denton (1963) propose another structural characteristic which they argue 

permits organizations greater flexibility: broad goals.  Consider the position of an SMO with 

narrow goals, for example a neighborhood organization waging a campaign against the city 

council which wants to build a new landfill near their homes.  If the organization’s leaders 

decide to expand their work to include a campaign for more school funding in their district, 

they run the risk of losing the support of members as they move beyond their originally 

stated goals.  However, an organization with very broad goals, ranging from feminism and 

racial justice to environmental protection and human rights, is afforded much greater leeway 
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in launching a new campaign while staying within the bounds of their stated mission.  

Changing is less likely to risk the support of its members.  Thus, Zald and Denton (1963: 

234) hypothesize: “To the extent that organizational goals commit the actor to narrowly 

defined objects or to only one program, we would expect organizations to have difficulty in 

adapting to environmental changes that seriously affected the appeal of those programs. On 

the other hand, broadly defined goals and means permit an organization to encompass many 

types of programs and thus permit flexibility.” 

Several studies point to the importance of decentralized structures for encouraging 

organizational flexibility.  I have already mentioned Staggenborg’s (1989) study of two 

women’s SMOs in Chicago, one centralized and one decentralized.  In this comparative 

study, the decentralized organization was more likely to experiment and innovate new forms.  

Zald and Denton (1963) think of decentralization as an indication of autonomy, particularly 

in the case of federated organizations.  Local decision-making centers are better able to 

observe and adapt to local conditions as the need arises.  Echoing Staggenborg, they argue 

that this allows local affiliates to experiment and innovate.  Some support for this assertion is 

found in the women’s suffrage movement.  McKammon and her colleagues (2003) show 

that local campaigns in states with a decentralized and bureaucratic state suffrage association 

more readily adapted a new, innovative tactic, the suffrage parade.1 

In sum, resource mobilization offers to key insights, each suggesting hypotheses 

about organizational change.  The principle of resource availability leads us to expect change 
                                                 
1 McKammon et al. (2003) actually take states, or statewide suffrage movements, as the unit of analysis making 

it difficult to know whether changed happened at the organizational or movement level.  They also conflate 

their measurement of centralization and bureaucracy, so it is impossible to disaggregate their effects.  
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among organizations with better access to resources, or that gain personnel who bring new 

skills to the organization.  The principle of organizational structure points to organizations 

that are non-bureaucratic (or young and bureaucratic), decentralized, and have an inclusive 

membership, inward goal orientation, few or no professional staff members, and broad 

goals. 

 

Political Opportunities 

While resource mobilization theorists were peering into the organizational life of 

social movements, political opportunity theories emerged with their eyes toward 

governments and the policy-making process.  Whereas classical theories of collective 

behavior and strain viewed movements as social psychological phenomena, the new theories 

began to view them as political phenomena.  In Charles Tilly’s case, he viewed them as 

historical, political phenomena.  Tilly (1978) brought to light the rather striking observation 

that the practices of social movements over the past two hundred years are few and have 

changed very little.  His explanation rests on a political-economy account in which 

movement behavior is a result of the structure of political opportunities at the end of the 

eighteenth century.  Prior to that time, political challenges drew from a repertoire that 

included such foreign-sounding practices as rough music, grain seizures, house sacking, 

forced illumination, and turnouts, all of which very directly and violently took their 

opponents to task for perceived problems.  By the 1830s a new repertoire had emerged, one 

that we recognize today that includes marches, rallies, pickets, boycotts, and the formation of 

special purpose associations. 
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The new repertoire was the result of the financial strains of war for the British 

throne which sought funds from Parliament (approval for new taxes) and capitalist lenders.  

Parliament was able to negotiate new powers in exchange for approving the taxes, and 

private lenders gained by extracting interest on their loans.  This monumental shift in the 

balance of power from the King to Parliament and wealthy capitalists created new political 

opportunities for elites, who could publicly mobilize popular displays of support (previously 

outlawed by the King), and ordinary people, who found themselves more affected by the 

decisions of Parliament and able to form strategic alliances with dissident elites.  The 

political opening, together with shifting alliances in Parliament, new allies among the elite, 

and a declining risk of arrest and imprisonment for defying the King, represent a political 

opportunity for challengers to change their forms of contention (Tilly 1986, 1995a, 2004).  

Since that time, the “repertoire of contention” has changed very little, only occasionally 

adding new forms (Traugott 1995; Tarrow 1993, 1998; Tilly 2004).   

Tilly’s innovative analysis drew attention to the role of political institutions and 

inspired a new research agenda that viewed social movements as players in, and products of, 

the political arena.  Like much research in this tradition, however, Tilly’s analysis concerns 

change at the population level rather than the organizational level.  Consequently, much of 

what we have learned from the political process perspective about organizational change has 

not been tested at the organizational level.  Along those lines, we know more about how 

forms change than we do about how organizations change.  However, the principles of the 

political opportunity perspective should apply equally as well at the organizational level and 

are therefore worth a closer look. 
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Exactly what constitutes a political opportunity is a matter of debate; in fact, it might 

differ for each social movement (Meyer and Minkoff 2004).  There is a general consensus, 

though, that organizers have their movement’s interests in mind as they survey the political 

arena for opportunities to effectively make their claims.  According to Meyer (2004: 127-8), 

 

“[A]ctivists do not choose goals, strategies, and tactics in a vacuum. Rather, the 

political context, conceptualized fairly broadly, sets the grievances around which 

activists mobilize, advantaging some claims and disadvantaging others. Further, the 

organization of the polity and the positioning of various actors within it makes some 

strategies of influence more attractive, and potentially efficacious, than others.”   

 

It stands to reason that organizations are going to change their goals, strategies, and tactics 

when changes occur to the organization of the polity or positioning of various actors. 

In an early study of political opportunities, Jenkins and Perrow (1977) demonstrate 

its value for understanding the U.S. farm workers movement.  Comparing two phases of 

mobilization over a twenty-seven year period, only one of which was successful, the authors 

argue that divisions among government agencies, a realignment of conservative rural 

interests, alliances with influential allies (a powerful liberal reform coalition and unions), and 

increasingly favorable responses from the federal government gave new advantages to the 

movement.  Others have found similar results and attempted to develop a comprehensive 

list of political opportunities based on them which include a divided elite, shifting coalitions, 

influential allies, and increasing access to powerful decision-makers (McAdam 1996; Tarrow 

1998).  To this list both McAdam and Tarrow include declining repression.  In fact, studies 
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of repression and protest reveal a complex relationship between the two⎯sometimes 

repression decreases protest but sometimes increases it (Lichbach and Gurr 1981; DeNardo 

1985; Opp and Roehl 1990; Hirsch 1990; Muller and Weede 1990).  For our purposes, the 

general point is sufficient, that changes in political alignments, access to decision-makers, 

and repression make social movement organizational change more likely. 

Authorities may also explicitly encourage or discourage challengers in subtler ways 

than overt repression.  They may, for example, limit a movement’s impact by avoiding high 

visibility confrontations with protesters.  This is what McAdam (1983) refers to as “tactical 

adaptation.”  Authorities may at first be caught off guard by a movement’s novel or 

innovative tactic, as were Southern governments in the face of widespread student sit-ins of 

the civil rights movement.  But they eventually adapt their response as they learn that the 

best way to defeat the group and its tactic is to defuse its disruptiveness.  Protesters must 

then innovate a new tactic, as civil rights activists repeatedly did each time authorities and 

opponents adapted to their tactics.  The finding appears to be more general.  Social 

movement groups may change when they are unsuccessful.  McKammon et al. (2003) shows 

in the case of the nineteenth century women’s movement in the U.S. that state suffrage 

movements were more likely to adopt a tactical innovation in the wake of a legislative defeat.  

The response from governments appears to follow a cyclical pattern throughout waves of 

protest.  In a study of two such cycles in West Germany, Koopmans (1993) finds that in the 

declining phase of a cycle, governments facilitate some social movement groups (Piven and 

Cloward [1977] would say co-opt) and represses others.  Those that are facilitated become 

increasingly institutionalized and those that are repressed become increasingly radicalized (in 

terms of both tactics and goals).  The result is a bifurcation of the social movement sector. 
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The political opportunity perspective, although underdeveloped at the organizational 

level, instructs us to look for organizational change when changes occur to the organization 

of the polity or alignment of actors.  A divided elite, shifting coalitions, influential allies, 

increasing access to decision-makers, and changing levels of repression may all signal new 

opportunities that could inspire organizational change.  It is important to note that the 

reverse is also true⎯just as expanding opportunities reflect changes in the political 

environment, so too do contracting opportunities.  So, when an elite becomes rapidly 

unified, or when influential allies and access to decision-makers disappear, we should also 

expect more organizations to change in response.  That is, SMOs will be more likely to 

change under conditions of expanding or contracting political opportunities.  Furthermore, 

SMOs will tend to adopt new tactics when the effectiveness of their current tactics declines 

and authorities become more adept at diffusing their disruptiveness.  This is more likely in 

the late phase of a protest cycle, when authorities use a divide-and-conquer strategy to 

repress some and facilitate other SMOs. 

 

Summary  

Social movement studies underwent a paradigm shift in the late 1960s, abandoning a 

view of movements as spontaneous, disorganized, and irrational phenomena for one that 

emphasized their organized and rational components.  Two influential theoretical 

frameworks emerged at this time, resource mobilization and political opportunities, and 

immediately took up the question of organizational change.  Resource mobilization theories 

have contributed two key insights that have guided this line of research.  First, the principle 

of resource availability recognizes that collective actions vary in their costs (and risks) and 
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that organizations that control a larger resource base will have greater flexibility of action.  

Furthermore, SMOs may change in response to new resources becoming available, 

particularly skilled personnel who can guide the new forms of action.  Second, the principle 

of organizational structure recognizes that there are limits to the flexibility any organization 

can display due to structural characteristics of the organization itself.  Conversely, some 

characteristics permit greater flexibility: decentralization, low degree of professionalization, 

inclusive memberships, inward goal orientation, broad goals.  The relationship between 

organizational change and bureaucratic structures is complicated by contradictory findings in 

the literature, but seems to suggest that bureaucratic organizations are more likely to change 

in their younger years until they achieve a conservative, cautious position that insures 

organizational survival.  Political opportunity theories point to changes in the political arena 

as precursors to change among social movement organizations.  Research has uncovered 

several kinds of political opportunities that promote organizational change both when they 

appear and when they disappear, including a divided elite, shifting coalitions, influential 

allies, increasing access to decision-makers, and changing levels of repression.  Together, 

resource mobilization and political opportunity theories will orient the analyses that follow, 

and the hypotheses suggested by them will provide signposts along the way which allow us 

to track what progress, if any, we are making toward our goal, to explain change among 

Seattle’s SMOs. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE SOCIAL MOVEMENT FIELD IN SEATTLE, WASHINGTON 

 

Most studies of social movements are case studies of a single movement and do not 

afford a view of the overlap and connections between them.  If we are going to detect social 

dynamics that affect the entire population, observe social movement “spillover” (Meyer and 

Whittier 1994), or treat issues as an outcome to be explained, then we need a different 

approach.  Our task is to identify a social environment that spans movement boundaries and 

incorporates a sufficiently large and diverse set of organizational practices, issue areas, and 

institutional targets.  Conceivably, that environment could be global, regional, national, or 

bounded by some other meaningful geographical unit.  The point is to select a region based 

on characteristics of the social movement environment rather than on characteristics of the 

social movement organizations, as do most studies of social movements.  Do movement 

organizations in Beijing, China influence those in Seattle, Washington (or vice versa)?  If so, 

then we might want to study social movement around the globe.  It might be more likely, 

though, that social movement organizations within the Seattle area influence one another, 

and so we should restrict our study to that metropolitan area.  Such questions about the 

reach of social influence must of course be driven by empirical realities and balanced with 

practical concerns of the researcher⎯e.g., time, money, language barriers.  In choosing a 

social movement environment for this study, I have tried to strike that balance by focusing 
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on a single metropolitan area with a reputation for movement activity.  I follow others who 

have studied social movements at the community level (Rosenthal 1985; Benford 1993; Ray 

1999; Kempton et al. 2001; Armstrong 2002; Andrews and Edwards 2005), but I break from 

them by incorporating multiple issues.  Some have incorporated multiple issues as we do 

here, focusing on either social movement organizations (Fernandez and McAdam 1988; 

Jones et al. 2001) or collective action events (McAdam et al. 2005; Sampson et al. 2005).  

Others have concentrated on multiple issues at the national level (Bearman and Everett 

1993; Osa 2003; Minkoff 1994, 1997, 1999; Soule and King 2008; Larson and Soule 2009).  

While future research should examine these and other geographical scopes, confining 

ourselves to one metropolitan area is, I believe, a reasonable starting point for understanding 

social movement populations. 

In this study we will look at the social movement field in Seattle, Washington.  Home 

to approximately three million residents (within the greater metropolitan area), Seattle sits in 

the densely populated Puget Sound region in the Pacific Northwest of the United States.  In 

addition to Seattle, this region encompasses the cities of Bellevue, Tacoma, Olympia, 

Everett, and Bellingham, among others.  It is a major economic center for manufacturing, 

shipping, and high-tech industry, and is home to such multi-national corporate giants as 

Microsoft, Washington Mutual, Starbucks, Amazon.com, and, until 2001, Boeing 

Corporation.  For the study of social movement fields, Seattle is ideal.  It has historically seen 

high levels of social movement activity which makes it more likely that we will find a large and 

diverse set of social movement organizations, thereby presenting us with ample opportunities 

to observe field-level effects.  By contrast, a smaller, less politically active region may not 

display, for example, the overcrowding and competition effects hypothesized by organizational 
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ecologists.  But in a city the size of Seattle we are likely to find both dense and sparse regions 

of social space against which we may empirically test field-level theories. 

 

Fields, Multiorganizational Fields, and Sectors 

The language of “fields” is relatively new to the study of social movements (Ray 

1999; Armstrong 2002; Davis et al. 2005; Armstrong and Bernstein 2008).  Scholars have 

preferred other similar terms like “social movement sector” (McCarthy and Zald 1977; 

Garner and Zald 1987; Everett 1992) and “multiorganizational field” (Curtis and Zurcher 

1973; Fernandez and McAdam 1988).  Although they share many similarities, these terms are 

rooted in different theoretical traditions and convey subtle but important differences.   

A field, as I use the term here, is “a network, or a configuration, of objective 

relations between positions” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 97).  In this view, relations are 

central to any analysis (Emirbayer 1997; Emirbayer and Johnson 2008).  “The strategies of 

agents depend on their position in the field…and on the perception that they have of the 

field depending on the point of view they take on the field as a view taken from a point in the 

field” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 101).  It is the positions in this field, understood only 

in relation to other positions, that are the focus of analysis rather than the agents themselves 

(Emirbayer 1997).  Furthermore, field theories do not rely on a mechanistic conception of 

causation in which the behavior of one object is explained by its direct contact with another 

object.  Rather, they are sensitive to “action at a distance” (Levi Martin 2003: 7).  Like a 

gravitational or electromagnetic field, effects within the social movement field are not 

observed directly but through their effects (Levi Martin 2003).  In this study, SMOs, issues, 

tactics, and targets all occupy positions in the social movement field and we are interested in 
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the relations between (and combinations among) them.  To the extent that a field is at work, 

we will not directly observe it but rather its effects on these positions. 

Contrast this with the social movement sector, which McCarthy and Zald (1977) 

define as all social movement organizations in a society regardless of issue area.  The authors 

borrow the term from economists for whom a sector is a unit of the economy that competes 

with other sectors and industries for resources and whose performance can be measured and 

evaluated (McCarthy and Zald 1977: 1224).  Organizations in this view are understood as 

independent units competing for resources, and their success depends in large part on the 

level of resources available to the sector as a whole and on characteristics of the 

organizations themselves (rather than the relations between them).  SMOs are typically 

understood as members of social movement industries (bound by issue areas) which are also 

usually examined independently of one another.  Garner and Zald (1987), following the 

prevailing wisdom, add that social movements and the social movement sector are political 

phenomena.  The concept of field makes no such presumptions. 

Multiorganizational fields are also populations of social movement organizations that 

span many movements or issue areas.  Curtis and Zurcher (1973: 53) offer the following 

definition: “the total possible number of organizations with which the focal organization 

might establish specific linkages.” As such, a multiorganizational field is a social network (or 

potential network) of organizations surrounding a focal SMO.  Fernandez and McAdam 

(1988) demonstrate the utility of this concept in their study of Freedom Summer 

participants.  They measure linkages between SMOs by overlapping memberships and find 

that individuals who are more prominent in the network (i.e., share memberships with the 

largest numbers of other individuals) are more likely to participate in the civil rights 
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campaign.  This tradition has in common with field theories an interest in structural 

positions within a field of positions, however their emphasis on interorganizational linkages 

emphasizes direct effects of participation in one SMO on participation in another rather 

than effects from afar as do field theories. 

Rather than drawing strong lines in the sand between these three concepts, I want to 

acknowledge the continuity between them, but at the same time concede that the tradition of 

field theory has influenced the present research design.   Sectors, multiorganizational fields, 

and fields all direct our attention to the environment within which SMOs act, and in 

particular the relevance of other SMOs for understanding SMO behavior.  They also 

encompass multiple social movements or issue areas rather than presuming the 

independence of social movements.  What sets field theory apart from its counterparts is its 

dogged focus on the relations between not just organizations but such things as issues, 

tactics, and targets (which are all central to this analysis).  Field theories also differ in their 

belief that causation need not involve “hard particles whamming into one another” (Levi 

Martin 2003: 7) but is often indirect and that social forces are not always directly observable. 

 

The Study Period: A Time of Political Opportunities? 

The study period, 1999−2005, is a particularly interesting one.  A series of political 

earthquakes hit this city which, according to our theories, ought to have affected organizations 

in this social movement field.  The first occurred in November 1999 when four days of 

massive protests disrupted a meeting of the World Trade Organization.  Some have speculated 

that this single event, dubbed the “Battle in Seattle,” signaled a global shift in the 

organizational models employed in transnational institutional challenges (Smith 2001).  By 
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any measure, it was a momentous event that catapulted Seattle activists onto the 

international stage, making visible⎯to the world and to themselves⎯the collective project 

of which they are a part.  The event led to new coalitions, expanded the organizations’ 

information load as they responded to international friends, foes, media, and to a new set of 

global economic issues and targets⎯all of which signal the crystallization of an 

organizational field (DiMaggio and Powell 1983: 148). 

A second dramatic event occurred during the study period⎯the September 11, 2001 

attacks⎯that may have led to an important shift in opportunities for protest.  Social 

movements faced a forceful and conservative social backlash that viewed any challenges to 

the U.S. government in the wake of the attacks as divisive and unpatriotic.  Under 

unfavorable conditions, social movement organizations are likely to enter a period of 

abeyance, maintaining continuity of networks, commitment, and movement culture while 

refraining from obvious demonstrations of claims-making (Taylor 1989).  Some SMOs may 

be better equipped for that, namely the larger, professional, bureaucratic organizations, while 

others are more likely to die off (Gamson 1975; Staggenborg 1988). 

Other significant political events during the study period include the controversial 

presidential election of Republican George W. Bush in November 2000 as he succeeded 

Democrat Bill Clinton.  Many contest the legitimacy of this down-to-the-wire election which 

was decided, not by an obvious majority of votes, but by an unusual sequence of legal and 

judicial challenges of voter fraud in Florida, a state headed by Bush’s elder brother.  Besides 

being controversial, the election was consequential for social movements as it installed a 

conservative president who was at best ambivalent about social movements and defeated a 
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liberal candidate, Vice President Al Gore, whose environmental credentials (he had by that 

time published a book on environmental protection) had made him a darling of movement 

activists. In October 2001 and March 2003 the U.S. initiated its two-pronged military 

response to the September 11th attacks, launching wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.  Public 

opinion was nearly universal in its support for the war in Afghanistan, high in comparison to 

the war in Iraq.  The latter did attract a significant amount of protest, including in Seattle 

where a citywide movement sprung up in the months before the invasion of Baghdad.  

However, levels of support were high enough to carry President Bush to a successful 

reelection in 2004, a win interpreted by many as vindication of his war policies.  Taken 

together, the WTO protests in 1999, presidential elections in 2000 and 2004, terrorist attack 

of September 11th, and wars in Afghanistan and Iraq represent major events in the political 

arena that our theories suggest ought to influence social movement behavior. 

 

Drawing Boundaries, Defining SMOs 

To be included in this study an organization must have an address⎯whether a 

headquarters, regional office, chapter, meeting space, or regular mailing address⎯within the 

Seattle metropolitan area.  The boundaries of this area are depicted in Figure 3.1.  They 

encompass a roughly 750 square-mile area bordered on the north by the city of Everett, 

Federal Way on the south, Lake Sammamish on the east, and Puget Sound on the west (the 

smaller boundary in the figure designates the City of Seattle proper).  These boundaries 

capture the majority of social movement activity in Seattle.  An SMO must also be active 

between 1999 and 2005, by which I mean showed at least minimal signs of life.  This could 
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be anything from organizing an event to updating a website (as indicated in the Internet 

Archive, discussed below).   

Organizations must also qualify as a social movement organization, a much trickier 

matter to determine.  For this I rely on a modified version of Charles Tilly’s (2004) definition 

of social movements.  I define a SMO as any organization that: 1) engages in a contentious 

campaign, 2) is not elite-led, and 3) engages (at least occasionally) in public displays of 

grassroots strength.  First, SMOs engage in contentious campaigns.  Here I draw explicitly 

on the notion of “contentious politics” developed by McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly (2001). 

Tilly (2004: 3) describes it this way: “contentious in the sense that social movements involve 

collective making of claims that, if realized, would conflict with someone else’s interests, 

politics in the sense that governments of one sort or another figure somehow in the claim 

making, whether as claimants, objects of claims, allies of the object, or monitors of the 

contention.”  However, I have relaxed this requirement in recognition of the growing chorus 

of critics who argue that social movements are not always political creatures (Buechler 1995; 

Melucci 1996; Van Dyke et al. 2004; Armstrong and Bernstein 2008).  Consequently, 

organizations may be included here that participate in campaigns for which no government 

is a claimant, object of claims, or monitor of claims-making.  Following Tilly’s (2004) 

insistence that movements are “sustained, organized campaigns,” rather than one-time, 

spontaneous events, we might prefer to call this a contentious campaigns approach, rather than a 

contentious politics approach.   

Second, social movement organizations are vehicles for “challengers” or “outsiders,” 

that is, people who lack routine access to powerful decision-makers (e.g., Congress, boards 

of directors, mayors, school administrators).  Organizations will not be considered social 
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movement organizations if they are led by these decision-makers or by elites who have 

routine access to them.  Third, all social movement organizations mobilize the grassroots, at 

least some of the time, calling on a mass base or membership to take action⎯e.g., to join a 

march, demonstration, or to write letters of support.  Tilly (2004) refers to these actions as 

public displays of worthiness, unity, numbers, and commitment (or WUNC), emphasizing 

that SMOs intend to publicly communicate a message of popular support and strength.  

These public displays rest on an implicit (although sometimes explicit) claim of popular 

sovereignty, a claim that participants exercise self-determination and that decision-makers 

should be responsive to their claims.  By demonstrating their collective strength, social 

movement organizations claim to speak on behalf of a deserving constituency.2 

Many organizations look very much like social movement organizations but lack one 

or more of these requisite characteristics.  For instance, many Seattle organizations 

participate in contentious campaigns but do not put grassroots constituents to work.  

Instead, they show films, host speakers and panel discussions, all of which are organized by a 

small cadre of organization members.  They might hope to inspire independent action on the 

part of their audience, but they do not directly mobilize them for collective action.  Similarly, 

charities might mobilize large numbers of people in a public march in service of a campaign 

                                                 
2 Tilly’s definition of social movements includes a further stipulation that a particular tactical repertoire be used, 

one that includes such things as marches, rallies, strikes, and pronouncements to the media.  Because tactics are 

one of the key variables to be explained in this study (as explained at greater length below), it makes no sense to 

preclude organizations that venture outside of a prescribed repertoire that has been historically associated with 

social movements. 
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(e.g., the March of Dimes), but, generally speaking, these organizations do not threaten 

anyone’s interests (no one opposes finding a cure for birth defects).  An organization can 

only be said to be a social movement organization in this study if it mobilizes grassroots 

challengers in a contentious campaign. 

 

Finding the Organizations 

One difficulty of this study was anticipating the size of Seattle’s social movement 

field.  For all the attention sociologists have paid to social movement organizations, they 

provide poor guidance for accurately estimating the size of this social movement field.  

Studies vary in their geographic scope, definitions of SMOs, and number of issue areas 

included, all of which lead to widely varying numbers of organizations.   

State- and community-level studies of movement organizations are the most 

instructive, but most examine only one or a few movements.  Benford (1993), for example, 

observes twelve SMOs in the Austin, Texas peace movement; Kempton et al. (2001) 

conducted regional studies of environmental organizations in the Delmarva Peninsula region 

east of the Chesapeake Bay (95 SMOs) and in the state of North Carolina (351 SMOs); 

Andrews and Edwards (2005), also studying North Carolina environmental organizations, 

identify 738 SMOs across the state.  Moving beyond the issue-centered analysis, Rosenthal et 

al. (1985) begin with a list of 202 prominent women reformers in New York state (circa 19th 

century) and generate a list of 1,015 organizational affiliations from several social 

movements (and includes non-local organizations, postsecondary institutions, employers, 

and other voluntary groups); Jones et al. (2001) locate 11 SMOs across a wide range of 

movements in a mid-sized U.S. city; Fernandez and McAdam (1988) study two U.S. cities, 
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Madison, Wisconsin and Berkeley, California, finding 17 and 36 organizations respectively.  

Some studies examine SMOs at the national level, such as Osa (2003) who finds a field of 23 

organizations in Soviet Poland across a 26-year period; Everett (1992; Bearman and Everett 

1993) turns up over 300 organizations in 23 years of protests on the National Mall in 

Washington, DC; Minkoff (1997) locates more than 700 women’s and African American 

organizations in the U.S. over 31 years; Soule and King (2008) observe between 10 and 110 

SMOs working in three issue areas (peace, women, environment) across the entire United 

States between 1960 and 1986; Larson and Soule (2009) examine eleven years in the U.S. 

social movement sector which ranges is size from 198 to 339 organizations; and Edwards 

and Marullo (1995) report a whopping 7,651 organizations in the U.S. peace movement in 

the mid-1980s.  These widely varying estimates make it difficult to anticipate the size of 

Seattle’s social movement field.  When I began this study, I expected to interview all SMOs 

active in Seattle between 1999 and 2005.  As I began to assemble a list of such organizations, 

I quickly realized that I had vastly underestimated the size of the field.  That list eventually 

named 436 SMOs. 

Since no comprehensive directory exists, building a list of social movement 

organizations in Seattle requires starting from scratch.  Those that do exist tend to favor 

large, well established organizations.  Many social movement organizations are simply too 

small and too ephemeral to find their way into a directory.  Ideally, we should find a source 

that spans the entire seven year study period, that is, if we are to avoid an incomplete list of 

organizations active only in the most recent years.  Furthermore, it should be broad in its 

coverage of movement activity, spanning many issue areas, organizational types, sizes, and 

tactics.  Following the lead of previous social movement research (e.g., Koopmans and 
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Rucht 2002; Earl et al. 2004), I looked first to a major local newspaper, The Seattle Times, for 

accounts of social movement events and organizations participating in them.  Newspaper 

reports often amount to the only written record that many protest organizations leave 

behind.  While they do not pick up all protest events or all protesting organizations, 

newspapers do provide an entry point into the social movement field and an initial list of 

organizations.  Together with the help of student assistants, I skimmed daily editions across 

35 months scattered throughout the study period, collecting all articles that mention a 

collective action event and in which at least one organization is named.  We then coded the 

articles for event location and size (reported number of participants), police involvement, 

organization name, issues, tactics, and targets.  This produced 189 organization names from 

171 news articles.  We later determined that 48 of those organizations were not based in 

Seattle, leaving 141 organization names for the analysis. 

It was around this time that I discovered that the Internet provided a much more 

comprehensive source for finding SMOs than did the newspaper.  Several activist event 

calendars and directories proved especially rich.  For this reason I identified several 

additional Internet sources that, together with The Seattle Times, span all seven years and 

provide reasonably good breadth of SMO coverage.  No source is comprehensive, but all of 

them provided at least some unique names for the database.  The list of sources is given in 

Table 3.1.  After exhausting these sources, it appeared that I had approached the saturation 

point at which many SMO names were turning up again and again while new names were 

appearing very infrequently. 

It is worth noting that we made extensive use of the Internet Archive 

(www.archive.org), a website that allows users to search for older versions of a website by its 
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URL, dating back at least as far as the beginning of the study period.  Not all websites can be 

found in the Archive (e.g., some websites made use of technologies that hampered 

archiving), but we found it to be an invaluable resource for locating websites of defunct 

organizations, and for organizational accounts of past activity. 

From these Internet and newspaper searches, we now have a database with 436 

organizations.  At present I have been able to gather some information on roughly half of 

these SMOs, including contact information (address, phone, website, email), years during the 

study period each was active, and some basic organizational characteristics such as whether 

they are affiliated with a national organization, if they maintain a website, and which issues 

they address.  Surprisingly, it appears that very few organizations (only 9 of those I currently 

have data for) had disappeared by 2005.  Although, this might be an artifact of the 

incomplete data (i.e., missing information in some cases might be due to organizational 

failures), an indication that our search has uncovered only viable organizations, or a 

reflection of a vibrant social movement field.  When it comes to identifying their issue areas, 

some caution is warranted.  Some SMOs make their issues obvious on their websites.  

Others do not have websites, but their names leave little to the imagination (e.g., 

Independent Filmmakers against the War).  Some, though, were too difficult to discern (e.g., 

Coalition for Global Concern).  Still, in the end, I was able to identify one or more issue 

areas for very nearly all SMOs. 

Based on these data, the largest social movement industries in Seattle at this time as 

measured by organizational density are (in descending order) peace, environmental 

protection, and labor.  No other movement comes close in size.  All the same, other issues 

were common⎯e.g., women’s rights, LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender) issues, 
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poverty and homelessness, animal rights, global justice, anti-racism, domestic and sexual 

violence, and human rights.  Still others appeared in only one or a few organizations⎯e.g., 

police brutality, anti-abortion, nudism, hemp/marijuana legalization, airport expansion, gun 

control, education, healthcare, fat acceptance, and saving an adored high school pipe organ.  

One thing to notice is that nearly all of these issues reflect left-wing political views.  For this 

reason I redoubled my effort to find right-wing organizations in Seattle, with little luck.  I 

found fewer than 10 organizations that adopted right-wing issues (e.g., anti-abortion, anti-

communism, pro-Iraq War).  This is almost certainly a distinctive feature of Seattle, long 

recognized as a liberal stronghold.  It is obviously important that we interpret the results 

from this study in light of this fact. 

 

Sampling and Interviewing 

To collect data on the issues, tactics, and targets of Seattle SMOs I rely primarily on 

semi-structured interviews with key informants from a subset of the organization.  

Interviews offer the advantage of collecting exactly the kind of information that interests us, 

as compared to archival methods which restrict us to information available in public 

documents.  Since most SMOs and their activities are not reported in newspapers or other 

public sources, interviews appear to be the best option for this research. 

Interviewing took place in two phases.  Phase I (May−July 2006) began before I had 

a complete list of SMOs and, as a result, before I was aware that interviewing the entire field 

of organizations would be impossible.  During this phase I interviewed 19 organizations 

arbitrarily selected based on my familiarity with the field (a convenience sample).  I phoned 
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or emailed each organization, introduced myself and the nature of my research, and asked to 

speak with a member who would have knowledge of the organization’s work since 1999.  I 

then conducted in-person interviews with one or more representatives from each SMO.  

Some interviewees provided information on more than one organization.  Phase II 

(April−August 2007 and July−August 2008) continued in much the same manner, but I then 

had a complete list of SMOs.  Rather than using a completely random sample, which would 

produce a sample dominated by the smaller, less influential SMOs in the field, I use a 

stratified random sample.  While smaller organizations numerically dominate, it is the larger 

SMOs that are probably more influential in the social movement field and therefore 

important for this study.  Unfortunately, information about an organization’s size and 

influence is difficult to gather for all 436 organizations, so I use visibility as a proxy measure.  

The random sample includes sixty organizations, twenty from each of three levels of 

visibility, measured by the number of media sources (among those listed in Table 3.1) in 

which each organization was named.  Because I rely on nine media sources (newspapers, 

event calendars, and activist directories), the visibility scores range from 1 to 9.  Based on 

these scores I placed all SMOs into high, medium, or low visibility categories and randomly 

selected twenty from each category.  Of these sixty organizations, I interviewed 

representatives from 24 (3 of which also appear in the convenience sample), this time both 

by phone and in-person, for a grand total of 40 organizations (16 in the convenience sample, 

24 in the random sample).  Two organizations refused interviews, and the remainder did not 

return my calls or emails, giving me a response rate of 40%.  Organizations in the 

convenience and random samples do not differ significantly on characteristics as age, size, 

resources, formal structure, scope, or visibility.  With respect to their issues, tactics, and 
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targets, SMOs in the convenience sample are less likely to use advertisements and letter-

writing, more likely to address abortion, and less likely to target schools (p<0.10).  These 

differences do not appear to influence the conclusions of the study in any substantive way.  

Table 3.2 lists organizational names (pseudonyms to maintain anonymity of informants), 

dates, and the method of administration for each interview. 

Interviews typically lasted one-hour (plus or minus a half hour) and, when they were 

not by telephone, took place in a setting of the subject’s choosing.  We met in cafés, 

restaurants, homes, parks, and offices, and most were recorded (with permission).  Most 

involved only one subject, but a few included two or more.  Twice I was invited to attend 

meetings of smaller organizations and conducted interviews with a group prior to the 

meetings.  As required by Human Subjects Protection laws and guidelines, I informed each 

interviewee prior to beginning the interview of the purpose of the research, case selection 

criteria, research procedures, and risks and benefits to the subject.  Above all, I emphasized 

voluntary participation and confidentiality⎯that they may withdraw from the study at any 

time and that I will never link their comments to any personal identifying information (the 

Subject’s Consent Form is included in Appendix A).  Consequently, I refer only to 

“representatives” of the various organizations throughout. 

The interview guide consisted of a series of mostly open-ended questions about the 

organization’s issues, tactics, and targets between 1999 and 2005.  Interviews usually 

unfolded as a fluid conversation in which I asked about issues, tactics, and targets while 

subjects were at liberty to narrate their organization’s history during this period as they saw 

fit.  Throughout I would prompt them to expand on the various issues, tactics, and targets 
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mentioned and, if possible, to discuss why and how each was chosen.3  This usually occupied 

the majority of the interview.  A second set of questions, many closed-ended or requiring 

only brief answers, asked about characteristics of the organization.  They included questions 

about decision-making structures (e.g., “Are decisions in the organization generally made in a 

centralized or decentralized fashion?”), characteristics of their “average” member4 (e.g., age, 

gender, income, education, race, occupation), organizational size (e.g., annual operating 

budget, number of employees, number of actively participating members), if the organization 

has a dedicated office space, and year that the organization was founded.  Finally, I asked 

them to reflect on any major changes in their organization during this period and what they 

thought might have caused them. 

An important weakness of this approach is its reliance on individuals’ recollections 

across a seven-year period.  They seemed much more likely to remember major shifts in 

their organization’s issues, tactics, and targets, rather than year-by-year changes.  For 

example, they could point to a particular year in which the change occurred and discuss what 

they thought were the causes, but they were less likely to know precisely in which years they 

organized a rally or march if these tactics were used throughout the period.  A typical 

organizational change that does register in this research is the beginning or end of a 

                                                 
3 I also asked them to name any and all organizations with which they regularly work.  Some insisted that they 

work alone; some mentioned one or a few key allies; still others could not name them all due to the sheer 

volume of partner organizations.  Because the quality of this information is questionable, these data are not 

presented here. 

4 The “average member” questions were exceedingly difficult for most subjects to answer with any confidence 

or accuracy, so by the end of the data collection process I chose to abandon these questions altogether. 
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campaign, which is characterized by a particular combination of issues, tactics, and targets.  

Interviewees seemed to have little difficulty remembering such consequential changes.  As a 

result, the changes we observe in this study may not be as fine-grained as I had first 

imagined, but they are likely to reveal patterns of consequential shifts in an organization’s 

issues, tactics, and targets. 

  

Summary 

This is an uncommon study of organizational change across an entire social 

movement field.  This has advantages for addressing social dynamics that affect the entire 

field and inter-movement influence, and it allows us to observe when SMOs change their 

issues, none of which is possible in a single-movement case study.  The process of data 

collection is complicated by the fact that previous research has revealed widely varying 

numbers of organizations across local, regional, and national regions, making it difficult to 

accurately anticipate the size of Seattle’s social movement field.  This chapter has described 

that process, including case selection, criteria for organizational inclusion, locating and 

sampling organizations, and interviewing.  In the end we have qualitative data from forty 

SMOs active in Seattle between 1999 and 2005.  This is a remarkable period for social 

movements in Seattle (as well as across the country) due to some dramatic political events 

that shape the context in which their campaigns unfold⎯anti-WTO protests, September 

11th, President Bush’s elections, and two Middle Eastern wars.  In interviews with organizers, 

I have assembled evidence of organizational adaptation and stability for a broad range of 

SMOs.  In the foreground of the analysis are their combinations of issues, tactics, and targets 

and explaining why they change them is the goal of the remainder of this study.  Also from 
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the interviews, we will be able to draw on information about each SMO’s resource base, 

organizational structures, and responses to the great political events of the period and assess 

the extant theories of social movement organizational change.  
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Figure 3.1. Boundaries of the Study Area.* 

 
                                                 
* The smaller region in the center demarcates the legal boundaries of the City of Seattle 
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Table 3.1. List of Sources.* 

Newspapers 
1. The Seattle Times 

Calendars 
1. Eat the State! 

http://eatthestate.org/ 

2. Seattle Community Network, “P&J Events, Seattle Area” 
http://www.scn.org/activism/calendar/ 

3. Seattle Activism, “Latest Additions” 
http://www.seattleactivism.org/latest.asp 

4. Church Council of Greater Seattle 
http://www.churchcouncilseattle.org/calendar.htm 

5. SNOW Event Listing 
http://www.snowcoalition.org/site/events 

Directories 
1. Seattle Community Network, “Activism” 

http://www.scn.org/activism/ 

2. Seattle Activism, “Organizations” 
http://www.seattleactivism.org/links.asp 

3. Food Not Bombs Seattle 
http://www.scn.org/foodnotbombs/ 

                                                 
* For older version of Internet sources we consulted the Internet Archive (www.archive.org). 
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Table 3.2. List of Interviews.* 
 

 SMO Name Date Method Random† 

1 Animal Rights League June 1, 2006 In person − 
2 Western Organizations for Animal Rights  June 22, 2006 In person − 
3 Earth Legal Defense Fund June 23, 2006 In person − 
4 Seattle Peace Coalition June 26, 2006 In person − 
5 Northwest  Conservation Society June 28, 2006 In person − 
6 Insurgent Rhythms June 29, 2006 In person − 
7 Northwest Environmental Action June 30, 2006 In person − 
8 Seattle Committee to House Everyone July 6, 2006 In person − 
9 Citywide Housing Association July 7, 2006 In person − 
10 American Appeal for Palestine 

Palestine Support Campaign 
July 10, 2006 In person High 

High 
11 Project Sunshine July 10, 2006 In person − 
12 Independence Now July 10, 2006 In person − 
13 Washington Conservation Coalition July 10, 2006 In person − 
14 Labor Justice July 11, 2006 In person High 
15 Environmental Concerns Committee July 12, 2006 In person − 
16 Urban Futures Organization July 13, 2006 In person − 
17 International Organization of Feminists July 19, 2006 In person − 
18 Wise Transportation Seattle July 21, 2006 In person − 
19 Puget Sound Peace & Justice April 17, 2007 Phone Med. 
20 Cuba Solidarity Campaign June 21, 2007 Phone Med. 

21 King County Committee for Peace June 28, 2007 Phone Low 
22 Communities against War July 13, 2007 Phone High 
23 Out of Iraq July 17, 2007 In person High 
24 Forest Defenders July 17, 2007 In person Med. 
25 Parents for Peace July 24, 2007 In person Med. 
26 Immigrant Aid Society July 25, 2007 In person High 
27 Washingtonians for Healthy Urban Living July 26, 2007 In person Low 
28 Democratizing the Airwaves July 26, 2007 Phone Med. 
29 Citizens for Animal Welfare July 27, 2007 Phone Low 
30 Puget Sound Interfaith Society 

King County Justice Coalition 
July 27, 2007 In person High 

High 

31 Affordable Housing Institute July 30, 2007 In person Med. 
32 Seattle Schools Federation July 30, 2007 In person Low 
33 Washington Union of Workers July 31, 2007 In person Low 
34 Urban Housing Campaign July 16, 2008 Phone High 
35 Seattle Union of Entertainers July 16, 2008 Phone Med. 
36 Project to Protect Public Lands July 18, 2008 Phone Med. 
37 Skilled Workers Union July 31, 2008 Phone Med. 
38 Women’s League for Peace and Justice August 14, 2008 Phone Med. 

                                                 
* I use pseudonymous SMO names to protect the confidentiality of the interviewees. 
† Organizations were assigned to high, medium, and low categories based on their relative visibility in the media 
sources listed in Table 3.1.  Blank cells indicate organizations that were not chosen randomly 
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CHAPTER 4 

IN SEARCH OF CHANGE: THE SOCIAL MOVEMENT FIELD 

 

In this chapter we take a first step toward answering the question of organizational 

change by introducing visual maps of Seattle’s social movement field.  Unlike conventional 

road maps that mark geographic position, the maps presented here mark the social position of 

the organizations.  In this sense the maps show the relative similarity and difference between 

the various SMOs in terms of social characteristics, which in this study are their 

combinations of issues, tactics, and targets.  By considering issues, tactics, and targets in 

combination, this study marks a significant departure from previous research which has 

presumed that these characteristics occur independently of one another.  I believe the results 

of this analysis suggest otherwise.  Social mapping has the advantage of visually representing 

large amounts of complex information about SMOs in a single space, revealing patterns of 

organizational change at the field level that might otherwise be difficult to recognize.  It can 

be used both inductively to discover unexpected relationships and patterns among SMOs 

and deductively to test hypotheses such as those suggested by resource mobilization and 

political opportunity theories.  Because the resulting maps fundamentally depend on which 

organizational characteristics we choose to examine, we turn first to a discussion of issues, 

tactics, and targets. 
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Issues, Tactics, Targets 

Our understanding of social movement organizational behavior is based on a 

dubious assumption that tactics, issues, and targets are independent of one another.  By issues 

I mean the perceived problems and proposed solutions that animate institutional challenges 

– e.g., worker protections, civil rights, tax relief, protection of clean water.  Tactics are the 

practices that challengers perform when interacting with and attempting to influence those 

outside of their ranks – e.g., lobbying, picketing, meeting with elites, destroying property, 

speaking to the media, petitioning.  Finally, targets are the objects of challengers’ campaigns 

that are expected to take action on an issue – e.g., lawmakers, a private business, university 

administrators, the public, the President.  In combination, issues, tactics, and targets are a 

visible expression of what an organization’s members believe is the problem, what should be 

done about it, and who is responsible for its resolution.  Social movement scholars have 

tended to separate these traits and study them in isolation at the expense of better 

understanding the fundamental relationships between them. 

Research on tactics is typical of this tendency.  Among the first to explicitly examine 

organizational behavior in social movements was William Gamson (1975) whose work was 

an important contribution to the rationalist turn in the study of movements beginning in the 

1970s.  Reacting to individualistic accounts of irrational collective behavior that dominated 

the study of social movements for half a century, rationalists turned their attention to 

organizations and the strategic decisions of organizers which they believed to be driven by a 

continual quest for resources.  Organizers must decide, among other things, which tactics are 

most likely to advance their interests and bring greater resources to their organizations.  

Gamson (1975) sought to explain the relative effectiveness of various kinds of tactics (e.g., 
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violent, disruptive) for all sorts of social movement groups across a 150-year period of U.S. 

history.  He finds, for example, that violent and disruptive tactics increase the likelihood of 

success, irrespective of a group’s issues or targets.  Of course it might be the case that violent 

or disruptive tactics actually hinder success when combined with some targets, or some 

issues, or both.  By studying them in isolation, we are left with the impression that tactics 

have essential characteristics which, no matter how, where, or by whom they are deployed, 

will have similar outcomes.  In a similar vein, Tarrow (1998) postulates the tradeoffs for 

organizers of each of three kinds of tactics – conventional, disruptive, and violent − again 

with no reference to their issues or targets.  Charles Tilly (1978) offers a political opportunity 

theory in which tactics are adopted because they are likely to advance the presumed interests 

of organizers (i.e., to mobilize resources and wield political influence) within a given political 

context.  These studies are typical of research on tactics in that they do not take into account 

the issues or targets of social movement groups in their explanations of tactics.  They 

exemplify what Emirbayer (1997) calls a “substantialist” point of view and criticizes for 

overlooking the relational contexts within which such action unfolds.   

The predominant explanation of issues is separate from, and less developed than, the 

explanation of tactics.  Which issue a movement takes up has not been as central to recent 

social movement scholarship as have the circumstances under which aggrieved groups 

collectively make their shared claims (e.g., when resources or political opportunities become 

available), whatever those claims may be.  The question of issues is implicitly left to an earlier 

generation of theories that find that the sources of social movements’ issues are the social 

strains, breakdowns, or threats that actors face (e.g., Smelser 1963; Snow et al. 1998). 
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Targets are a third component of social movement campaigns that are relevant to 

organizational behavior.  This is a topic that has heretofore received little empirically 

systematic attention from social movement researchers.  In many (if not most) studies the 

targets of social movement campaigns are governments, and policy adoption is the goal.  

However, this is beginning to change as scholars are recognizing that some movements do 

not target governments, or their campaigns are oriented more toward civil society than 

political arenas (e.g., Buechler 1995; Van Dyke et al. 2004; Armstrong and Bernstein 2008).  

In a rare study that recognizes the linkage between targets and tactics, Walker et al. (2008) 

find that state targets tend to attract more conventional tactics while educational and 

corporate targets attract more disruptive tactics.  The authors attribute this difference to 

structural characteristics of the targets, namely their relative power to channel protest away 

from disruptive forms and their dependence on the public to sustain their routine 

operations.  That is, the state is less threatened by the withdrawal of popular support than 

are corporations or educational institutions.  These conclusions can be interpreted as either 

overly deterministic (e.g., SMOs hurtle themselves unthinkingly toward whichever target is 

most vulnerable) or overly rationalistic (e.g., SMOs always know precisely which target is 

most vulnerable and strategically go after it).  There is no room in this theory for poor 

decision-making, incomplete information, legitimacy pressures, mimicry, identities, resource 

competition, individual dispositions, or other factors that research has shown to be relevant.  

Still, the authors should be credited for recognizing this understudied area and the 

interdependency of tactics and targets. 

Although our theories view them as analytically distinct, the issues, tactics, and 

targets of social movement campaigns are not independent of one another.  When one 
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chooses a target (e.g., the federal government), certain tactics might appear to be more 

appropriate than others (e.g., lobbying, testifying, letter-writing).  Likewise, when one 

employs a particular tactic (e.g., lobbying), certain targets might appear to be more 

appropriate than others (e.g., lawmakers).  Issues too shape decisions about targets and 

tactics.  Organizers must interpret their targets, tactics, and issues, and this interpretation 

takes place within and is influenced by a social context (Snow et al. 1986).  How organizers 

interpret their targets, available tactics, and the combination of the two, is a matter for 

empirical inquiry.  In a unique study of an anti-nuclear weapons campaign that targeted the 

local government in Cambridge, Massachusetts, Ennis (1987) found disagreement among 

activists about which tactics they supported, would participate in, and believed to be the 

most effective.  Some believed the most effective tactics included supporting candidates, 

lobbying, and non-binding referenda, while others believed rallies, demonstrations, and civil 

disobedience would be more effective.  These diverging views cry out for sociological 

explanation, and yet how organizers combine issues, tactics, and targets, and why they 

choose one combination over another, are topics about which we have very little 

understanding.  Existing theories have paid them little attention and, to some extent, failed 

to take them seriously.  In the analysis that follows, we will take seriously these combinations 

of issues, tactics, and targets and how they changes over time.  In doing so we may gain 

insight into the processes that shape organizational behavior. 

 

Coding and Correspondence Analysis 

The analysis that follows takes us from the issues, tactics, and targets described by 

interviewees to a sequence of maps of these categories and the organizations that use them.  
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Creating the maps requires developing categories of issues, tactics, and targets, coding each 

interview accordingly, and subjecting the data to correspondence analysis.  The result is a 

series of seven maps, one for each year between 1999 and 2005, from which we can make 

inferences about the patterns of adaptation and stability in Seattle’s social movement field. 

From the interviews I generated an extensive list of issues, tactics, and targets; so 

many that it has been necessary to collapse them into a manageable number of categories.  I 

began with an initial list of categories borrowed from previous research, particularly the 

project initiated by Doug McAdam, John McCarthy, Susan Olzak, and Sarah Soule (see 

McAdam and Su 2002; Earl, Soule, and McCarthy 2003; Van Dyke, Soule, and Taylor 2004; 

Soule and Earl 2005; Earl and Soule 2006; King and Soule 2007; King, Bentele, and Soule 

2007; Soule and King 2008; Larson and Soule 2009).  I have selected and adapted from their 

categories, collapsing when I believe that differences within categories are significantly 

smaller than the differences between them.  The final list of categories is given in Table 4.1.  

Issues, tactics, and targets listed in parentheses reflect categories that I have collapsed into 

the more general category, such as the category “media,” which encompasses press 

conferences, and writing editorials and letters to the editor.  Due to space constraints I have 

not been able to list all of the sub-categories.  For example, “federal government” includes 

such targets as the President, Congress, the Forest Service, Fish and Wildlife Service, 

National Marine Fisheries Service, local military recruiting offices, Department of Treasury, 

Federal Emergency Management Agency, Environmental Protection Agency, and the 

Federal Communications Commission.  For most of these sub-categories the number of 

organizations that targeted them was so small (often only one SMO) that I believe more is 

gained by emphasizing their similarity, namely that they are all agencies or offices of the 
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federal government.  The column labeled “organization-years” gives the number of years 

each issue, tactic, or target is adopted by an organization (of the 250 organization-years 

observed), and is a indicator of the relative popularity of each category.   

The next step is to create the visual maps which depict the social distance between 

the organizations, issues, tactics, and targets for each year between 1999 and 2005.  In the 

maps, organizations that adopt similar combinations of issues, tactics, and targets will be 

located near to each other, and organizations that adopt very different combinations will be 

distant.  Issues, tactics, or targets will also appear in these maps.  Proximity between these 

categories indicates that they are being combined by SMOs in similar ways.  For example, if 

labor and animal rights organizations are boycotting businesses, then labor, animal rights, 

boycott, and business should all appear in the same region of the map. 

To accomplish this, I use correspondence analysis, a useful technique for analyzing a 

matrix of associations between two or more categorical variables and graphically 

representing them in a multidimensional space (Clausen 1998).  Correspondence analysis 

plots categories based on chi-square distances between them.  For this analysis, the data are 

organized with social movement organizations in the rows, the 44 issues, tactics, and targets 

in the columns, and a 1 or 0 in each cell indicating the presence or absence of an association 

between the SMO and an issue, tactic, or target in a given year.  Each row, therefore, 

corresponds to a particular SMO’s ITT profile, that is its combination of issues, tactics, and 

targets in a given year.  Because the number of organizations and their respective ITT 

profiles change somewhat from year to year, the matrix size also changes. 

I conducted these analyses using the simple correspondence analysis function in 

Stata 10 (StataCorp. 2007).  I specified the symmetric normalization method which treats 
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rows and columns symmetrically and equally distributes the inertia across them.  In order to 

maintain comparability between the maps, I have constrained their aspect ratio to 1:1 (i.e., 

the height and width of each plot region is equal). 

Although correspondence analysis can locate categories in n-dimensions, in print we 

are necessarily limited to 2-dimensional representations.  Fortunately, because 

correspondence analysis also computes an eigenvalue for each dimension, measuring how 

much variance (or inertia, in correspondence analysis parlance) each dimension explains, we 

can focus on the most important dimensions.  Variation in this context is the chi-squared 

distance of each point from the average ITT profile, which is plotted at the origin (0,0).  The 

more proximate points are in the map the more similar they are.  Interpreting the maps will 

be much clearer if we look at the maps themselves. 

 

Temporal Stability 

Figures 4.1−4.7 present the results of the correspondence analysis for each of the 

seven years.9  Organizations are represented by their acronyms in upper-case letters (see 

                                                 
9 On a technical note, several outliers in the analysis have been excluded from the calculation of the 

dimensions, but added as supplementary data points in the maps.  The decision to exclude extreme outliers is 

based on their disproportionate influence on the maps’ dimensions despite their having relative small 

frequencies.  For example, in 1999 “media reform” lies far from the rest of the field and high on Dimension 2 

(analysis not presented here).  However, this issue was addressed by only one organization, Democratize the 

Airwaves (DA).  It lies far from the origin precisely because it is such a unique issue in 1999, but not because it 

characterizes the tendency of organizations in that region of the field (aside from DA).  Similarly, the King 

County Justice Coalition (KCJC) was the only organization associated with a set of issues, tactics, and targets 
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Table 4.2 for a complete list of SMO names) and issues, tactics, and targets are represented 

in lower-case letters (listed in Table 4.1). Perhaps the most interesting and obvious 

observation is the overall lack of change in Seattle’s social movement field.  From one year to 

the next the distribution of organizations, issues, tactics, and targets in this space is 

surprisingly stable.  This is not to say that change is entirely absent, but at the field level it is 

minimal.  Notice, for example, in all seven maps three organizations form the corners of an 

imaginary triangle⎯Earth Legal Defense Fund (ELDF) at the top-left, American Appeal for 

Palestine (AAP) at the top-right, and Seattle Committee to House Everyone (SCHE) at the 

bottom.  One common target, “federal government,” hovers above the origin and very near 

to the y-axis throughout the period.  “Global justice,” the issue most closely associated with 

the anti-WTO efforts, lies in the lower-right quadrant near to the vertical axis in all seven 

years.  “Civil disobedience” appears not far below and moves very little from year to year.  

The overall picture is a fairly stable social movement field.  

This lack of change is surprising when we recall the major events that punctuated 

this period: WTO protests in November 1999, hotly contested elections of President Bush in 

2000 and 2004, terrorist attacks in September 2001, invasions of Afghanistan in October 

                                                                                                                                                 
(e.g., boycott, fast, taxes, international) in several of the years that also exerted undue influence on the 

dimensions of the graphs.  By excluding from the correspondence analysis calculations these issues, tactics, and 

targets that only appear in one SMO, we are able to more clearly interpret the dimensions and the 

characteristics of organizations in the various regions of the graph.  In the graphs presented here, I have 

included these outliers as supplemental points so that we may still observe their positions relative to the other 

points.  But, they have not contributed to the inertia of the dimensions (for more on supplemental points see 

Clausen 1998).   
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2001 and Iraq in March 2003.  With regard to the WTO protests, a remarkable event by all 

accounts, most local organizations did not participate.  The overwhelming majority of 

participating organizations were from out of town (WTO History Project 2006).  Few people 

that I interviewed mentioned the WTO event as significant for their organization’s work, 

and none attributed to this event any lasting changes in their issues, tactics, or targets.  For 

those local SMOs that did participate, it was often seen as a one-time occurrence.  Some, like 

the Puget Sound Interfaith Society (PSIS) and Northwest Conservation Society (NCS), were 

well acquainted with global economic issues before (and after) the WTO came to town, but 

neither had ever set their sights on an international target.  When the WTO left town, so too 

did their interest in international targets.  Others, like Citizens for Animal Welfare (CAW) 

and Western Organization for Animal Rights (WOAR), marching under the banner “animals 

are not a trade barrier,” were new to both the issue and the target.  A representative from 

WOAR described the event as a strategic opportunity to reach a large audience: “Anytime 

there’s a big gathering of people we try to be there.”  But like the others, when the WTO left 

town, WOAR reverted to familiar targets and issues.  This was a common pattern for 

participants in this event.  By and large, the much heralded WTO protests were an exciting 

but fleeting episode for Seattle’s social movement field. 

The beginning of the war in Iraq was much more influential for the field, but more 

for its size than its shape.  In December of 2002, a group of Seattle peace activists organized 

a mass meeting at an area high school.  The most significant outcome of the meeting was the 

emergence of more than thirty new neighborhood peace organizations, including, in these 

data, South Neighborhood Committee for Peace (SNCP) and Coastal Neighbors for Peace 

and Justice (CNPJ).  Of the 436 organizations identified in this research, one-quarter are 



 70

explicitly peace oriented (the number is likely higher, since for most of these organizations I 

have had to rely on organization names and, when available, SMO websites to infer their 

issues).  Of the 40 organizations in this study, four were campaigning for peace at the 

beginning of the study period and thirteen had adopted the issue by the end of 2003, the 

year of the Iraq invasion.  Despite this explosive growth in the number of peace 

organizations, the social movement field as a whole appears to have changed comparatively 

little.  In 1999, all of the peace organizations (PSIS, IR, WLPJ, PSCAW) participated in 

demonstrations (which includes marches, rallies, pickets, and vigils).  Among the other 

SMOs active that year, only half used this type of tactic.  That pattern continues throughout 

the study period, even as the number of peace organizations tripled.  The new peace 

organizations that emerged by 2003 (SNCP, OI, SPC, PP, CNPJ), also took up the 

demonstration.  Among the existing organizations that took up the peace issue in 2003 

(WOAR, IOF, PSCAW, KCJC, LJ), all had used demonstrations prior to that time.  In the 

maps this is reflected in the proximity of “peace” and “demonstration.”  In Seattle’s social 

movement field, the correspondence between the peace issue and demonstrations is yet 

further evidence of field stability, even in the face of dramatic political changes.  

 

Interpreting Spatial Dimensions 

While there is little obvious variation in the social movement field over time, we do 

see a great deal of variation across social space.  That is, the social movement field is diverse 

with respect to the combinations of issues, tactics, and targets of its organizations.  Even 

before delving into the details, we can see there is no one agreed upon way to “do” social 

movements in Seattle.  The task now is to make sense of the distribution of organizations 
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across this space.  Correspondence analysis makes this easier by plotting the categories of 

issues, tactics, and targets in the same space.  Recall that SMOs that lie near to each other in 

these graphs are similar with respect to their issues, tactics, and targets.  Likewise, the issues, 

tactics, and targets that lie near to each other are similar with respect to the SMOs that adopt 

them. 

Turning first to the organizations that lie at the farthest extremes from the origin will 

help us to begin to interpret the dimensions that most strongly characterize this social 

movement field.  Being set far from the origin indicates that an organization differs 

substantially from the average organization, and the distance between them indicates that 

they differ greatly from each other.  SCHE stands out from the crowd and is located near 

the words “poverty,” “civil disobedience,” and “ceremony.”  SCHE did indeed address 

poverty issues in 1999 using civil disobedience, but not ceremonies.  Why is ceremony 

proximate to SCHE, an organization that did not organize a ceremony?  In 1999, ceremony 

was less common than both civil disobedience and demonstration, which lie much closer to 

the origin.  In fact, ceremonies were quite rare.  Only the Puget Sound Interfaith Society 

(PSIS), located just above and to the right of SCHE in the graph, organized ceremonies.  

PSIS combined its ceremonies (actually, public prayer services) with poverty and civil 

disobedience, which is why PSIS and SCHE are near to each other in the graphs. 

We can learn more about this lower region of the map by calculating the 

contribution of points to each of the two dimensions.  A point’s contribution is a function 

of 1) the relative frequency distribution (i.e., marginal distribution) of a given row (in this 

case, SMO) or column (issue, tactic, target), 2) the coordinate of the point on a given 

dimension, and 3) the proportion of the total variance explained by the dimension.  It tells us 
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what proportion of the inertia explained by a given dimension is the result of each point.  

The contributions of particular organizations, issues, tactics, and targets change from year to 

year, but as is the overall tendency in the field, the pattern changes very little.  In the lower 

region, the largest contributions consistently come from PSIS, poverty, civil disobedience, 

poverty, and SCHE.  Taken together, the organizations clustered in or near the lower-left 

quadrant, are characterized mostly by the issues and tactics they adopted, namely poverty, 

low-income housing, and homelessness issues (labor is moderately important as well), and 

civil disobedience tactics. 

Keeping our attention on 1999 for the moment, we see at the other end of the 

vertical axis (labeled Dimension 2) Earth Legal Defense Fund (ELDF), “media reform,” and 

“lawsuit.”  Democratize the Airwaves (DA) is the only organization in these data to address 

the media reform issue, making it uncommon and therefore far from the origin.  Earth Legal 

Defense Fund (ELDF) is an environmental organization that uses lawsuits to force agencies 

of the federal government to follow and enforce environmental protection laws.  Northwest 

Environmental Action (NEA) also targets the federal government on behalf of 

environmental issues (note that “environment” is buried in the cluster of categories beneath 

NEA), but NEA chooses lobbying over lawsuits.  In fact, nine of the eleven organizations 

that address environmental issues are located in the upper-left quadrant, and they all have 

government targets (whether federal, state, or local).  Nearly all use lobbying, letter-writing, 

and media tactics as well.  The points in this region making the largest contribution to the 

vertical dimension are state government and lawsuit (increasingly so over time).  Overall, this 

tends to be a very conventional group of environmental organizations that use “insider” 

tactics within the halls of government. 
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The upper-right quadrant, by contrast, encompasses SMOs that are much more likely 

to target the public at-large using such tactics as demonstrations, education, tabling, and 

advertisements.  They are interested in foreign policy/politics, human rights, and animal 

rights issues.  Police brutality, although it prominently appears in this region, is in fact only 

addressed by one organization, International Organization of Feminists (IOF), until 2000 

after which IOF drops the issue.  Four SMOs that also target the public but which are not 

located in this region also claim the federal and/or state governments as targets and are 

therefore nearer to the upper-left quadrant.  SMOs in this region of the field include 

American Appeal for Palestine (AAP), educating the public about the Israeli occupation 

from a pro-Palestinian vantage point, Project Sunshine (PS), which claims that the U.S. 

government is involved in illegal and unethical foreign spy work that it hopes to uncover, 

Independence Now (IN), a group advocating for the independence of a colonized South 

Pacific nation, and Animal Rights League (ARL), an animal rights organization which 

spreads its message using tabling, advertisements, and the occasional demonstration.  These 

organizations are distinct from those located in the upper-left region, in that they target the 

public using “outsider” tactics regarding issues such as animal rights, U.S. foreign policy, and 

human rights abuses abroad. 

 

Three Types of SMO 

The tri-partite pattern just described holds between 1999 and 2005 and suggests 

three major types of social movement organizations in Seattle during this period.  We may 

think of them as ideal types⎯many SMOs do not display every feature characteristic of their 

category.  Indeed, some seem quite out of place.  This is because SMOs are categorized first 
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and foremost by their combinations of issues, tactics, and targets, and a seemingly out-of-

place SMO may share only some of those features with the rest of the group.  For example, 

a category’s distinctiveness may be due to an issue (e.g., environmental protection) that is 

distinctive to the group.  An SMO that appears to be a poor fit because it does not address 

this issue will still be included in the category if it has tactics and targets in common with the 

rest of the group.  In sum, it is important to remember that this is an inductive process of 

classification.  Its true value will be revealed when applied to other cases in other studies.  

The first type is the urban activist SMO.  There are eleven in the analysis: PSIS, AHI, 

SUE, WUW, SCHE, SWU, WLPJ, UHC, KCJC, LJ, and CHA.  These organizations are 

primarily concerned with class-based issues like low-income housing, homelessness, and 

labor which they often link to the local political economy (i.e., targeting local and state 

governments and businesses).  Their mix of insider and outsider tactics make them a noisy 

bunch with a discernable influence in local politics.  Organizers in these SMOs value having 

a seat at the table of powerful decision-makers, are prepared to make productive 

compromises, and are willing to raise a ruckus when their interests are ignored. 

Aside from their combinations of issues, tactics, and targets, urban activist SMOs 

also share a set of organizational characteristics.  They are decidedly older on average than the 

rest of the field.  In fact, they include six of the ten oldest organizations in this study.  They 

tend to be wealthy.  Half report $10−490 thousand annual budgets, the other half $3−8 

million; the group comprises five of the top ten organizations ranked by paid staff size, and 

all have at least one fulltime employee (the mean is 24 FTE); and all but one has a dedicated 

office space.  Not surprisingly, they also tend to be relatively large organizations with respect 

to membership.  Nine of the eleven rank in the top half of all 40 SMOs.  Interestingly, they 
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tend to have bureaucratic but not necessarily hierarchical structures (roughly half boasted a 

decentralized structure).  The scope of these SMOs, like their targets, tends to be local.  Nine 

of the eleven concentrate within Seattle or across Washington State.  Old, wealthy, large, 

bureaucratic, and local⎯it is not surprising that the urban activist SMO carries some clout in 

the local political economy. 

The second type is the professional environmental SMO.  Eleven organizations fall 

in this category: NEA, ELDF, UFO, WCC, DA, NCS, WTS, PPPL, ECC, WHUL, and FD.  

Environmental protection, broadly defined to include the urban environment (e.g., 

alternative transportation, growth management, pesticides), is the defining issue for these 

organizations.  They take their fights to the state and federal governments where they enter 

the policy-making arena with a repertoire of insider tactics. 

Like the urban activist SMOs, professional environmental SMOs are also old, wealthy, 

and large, but they are distinguished by their broader scope.  Working across Washington 

State or the Pacific Northwest region is norm for these SMOs, in contrast to the more local 

orientation of the urban activist SMOs.  The majority were founded prior to 1990, placing 

them in the older half of the field.  Their annual budgets are almost all in the range of six or 

seven figures (most are $350k−$10mil); all but one have a paid staff member (14 FTE is the 

mean) and dedicated office space; and membership figures are in the thousands (many of the 

larger SMOs count entire organizations as members).  This group is also distinctive for its 

preference for centralized, bureaucratic structures, paralleling the organizations and agencies it 

encounters in the policy-making arena. 
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The third type is the public crusader SMO.  17 organizations fall into this category: 

ARL, OI, PS, IN, IR, CNPJ, WOAR, CAW, AAP, PSC, IOF, CSC, SSF, PSCAW, SNCP, 

SPC, and PP.  Several important features distinguish it from the first two.  Most notably, 

these organizations are much more likely than their counterparts to claim the public at-large 

as their target, and to use outsider tactics like pickets, marches, rallies, and education.  These 

are the activists on the street that take up campaigns that do not find a welcome audience in 

government⎯e.g, animal rights, anti-war, foreign policy, policies of other governments. 

Public crusaders are among the youngest in the field, including 8 of the 10 youngest 

SMOs.  Several are peace organizations that sprung up during the study period in response 

to the wars in the Middle East.  They tend to have few resources.  Most are volunteer-driven 

with no paid staff members, no operating budgets to speak of, no office space, and fewer 

than 25 active members.  This group is very likely to adopt decentralized and non-bureaucratic 

structures, reflecting a strong commitment to their participatory grassroots brand of 

activism.  Finally, this type of SMO is the most likely to be local in scope (only 4 of the 17 

extend their work beyond the Seattle area). 

That each SMO category spans many social movements (i.e., issue areas) indicates 

that organizations often have more in common with organizations in other movements than 

with those in their own.  This stands in stark contrast to most studies of social movements 

which treat issues as fault lines that divide the world into discrete analytical units capable of 

being understood in isolation.  Several authors have advocated otherwise (e.g., Meyer and 

Whittier 1994; McAdam 1995; Minkoff 1997; Larson and Soule 2009) and these results 

strengthen their claim that the social movement might be the wrong unit of analysis for 

understanding much organizational behavior. 
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Summary 

We have now taken a first look at the organizations in Seattle and have confronted 

an unexpected outcome.  The social movement field does not change, at least not very 

much.  It is important to clarify that we are looking at a particular kind of change, that is, the 

changing combinations of issues, tactics, and targets.  It is unusual to study these in 

combination, but I have argued that any theory of one must consider the other two.  The 

analysis presented here is based on correspondence analysis which allows us to visually 

depict the organizations alongside their issues, tactics, and targets in a series of two-

dimensional maps.  The maps display the relative social distances between each of them, 

which is to say that categories are near to each other when they are used in combination by 

an SMO.  SMOs appear in the maps nearest to the issues, tactics, and targets that they use.  

The result is a series of seven maps, one for each year in the study period, that displays a 

social movement field that is remarkably stable from year to year.  This is particularly 

shocking in light of our theories which highlight the adaptability of SMOs and the exciting 

political period these organizations have endured.  The correspondence analysis also reveals 

patterns of issue-tactic-target combinations that correspond with different types of SMO, 

and I describe three such types that are prominent here.  Before trying to unravel the puzzle 

of organizational stability, we should take a closer look at the organizational level to see 

whether these SMOs really are not adapting.  That is the subject we turn to next. 
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Table 4.1. Categories of Issues, Tactics, and Targets. 

 
Organization-

Years 
Tactics  

Advertisement (flyers, banners, signs, stickers, clothing, print ads) 123 
Ballot initiative 13 
Boycott 8 
Ceremony (worship service) 11 
Civil disobedience (sit-in, blockade, tent city) 54 
Demonstration (picket, march, rally, vigil, concert, street theater) 139 
Education (speakers, panel discussion, film) 91 
Fast 8 
Lawsuit 29 
Letter-writing (letters, petitions, phone calls) 137 
Lobby (meetings with officials, testifying at public hearings) 148 
Media (press conference, op-ed, letters-to-the-editor) 84 
Strike 8 
Tabling 46 

Issues  
Abortion (pro-choice) 14 
Animal Rights 28 
Anti-abortion (pro-life) 7 
Death Penalty 3 
Education 4 
Environment 77 
Foreign policy/politics (U.S. foreign policy, Cuban embargo, Isreali-Palestine conflict, E. 

Timor relief, Zapatistas) 
33 

Global Justice (Intl. debt relief, trade policy, economic development) 35 
Gun Control 5 
Healthcare 20 
Human Rights 22 
Immigration 30 
Labor 49 
LGBT (Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender rights) 1 
Media Reform 7 
Native American 7 
Peace (Anti-war in Iraq, Afghanistan) 56 
Police Brutality 2 
Poverty/homelessness 43 
Racism (anti-racism, affirmative action) 15 
Urban/transportation (alternative transportation, urban growth)  14 
Taxes 7 

Targets  
International (WTO, World Bank) 14 
Federal government (President, Congress, Dept. of Treasury, FCC) 90 
State government (Governor, legislature, Dept. of Health) 109 
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Local government (Mayor, city council, county council, animal control) 93 
Public at-large (voters, veterans, Catholics) 120 
Private organization (Caterpillar Inc., Boeing Corp., Woodland Park Zoological Society) 67 
School (university, school board, superintendent) 38 
Individual (CEO, researcher) 17 
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Table 4.2. List of Organizations in the Correspondence Analysis.* 

Acronym Organization Name 

AAP American Appeal for Palestine 
AHI Affordable Housing Institute 
ARL Animal Rights League 
CAW Citizens for Animal Welfare 
CHA Citywide Housing Association 
CNPJ Coastal Neighbors for Peace & Justice 
CSC Cuba Solidarity Campaign 
DA Democratize the Airwaves 
ECC Environmental Concerns Committee 
ELDF Earth Legal Defense Fund 
FD Forest Defenders 
IAS Immigrant Aid Society 
IN Independence Now 
IOF International Organization of Feminists 
IR Insurgent Rhythms 
KCJC King County Justice Coalition 
LJ Labor Justice 
NCS Northwest  Conservation Society 
NEA Northwest Environmental Action 
OI Out of Iraq 
PP Parents for Peace 
PPPL Project to Protect Public Lands 
PS Project Sunshine 
PSC Palestine Support Campaign 
PSCAW Puget Sound Communities against War 
PSIS Puget Sound Interfaith Society 
SCHE Seattle Committee to House Everyone 
SNCP South Neighborhood Committee for Peace 
SPC Seattle Peace Coalition 
SSF Seattle Schools Federation 
SUE Seattle Union of Entertainers 
SWU Skilled Workers Union 
UFO Urban Futures Organization 
UHC Urban Housing Campaign 
WOAR Western Organization for Animal Rights 
WCC Washington Conservation Coalition 
WHUL Washingtonians for Healthy Urban Living 
WLPJ Women’s League for Peace and Justice 
WTS Wise Transportation Seattle 
WUW Washington Union of Workers 

                                                 
* I use pseudonymous SMO names to protect the confidentiality of the interviewees. 
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Figure 4.1. Correspondence Analysis, 1999 (N=32) 
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Figure 4.2. Correspondence Analysis, 2000 (N=33). 
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Figure 4.3. Correspondence Analysis, 2001 (N=35). 
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Figure 4.4. Correspondence Analysis, 2002 (N=36). 
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Figure 4.5. Correspondence Analysis, 2003 (N=39). 
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Figure 4.6. Correspondence Analysis, 2004 (N=38). 
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Figure 4.7. Correspondence Analysis, 2005 (N=37). 
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CHAPTER 5 

IN SEARCH OF CHANGE: THE ORGANIZATIONS 

 

In the previous chapter we had our first glimpse of Seattle’s social movement field.  

Although the goal of this research is to better understand the causes of organizational 

change, we now know that change⎯at least in this context⎯is in fact minimal.  The finding 

is remarkable.  Our research has been in near total agreement that the distinctiveness of 

social movements lies in their novelty, unpredictability, and ability to adapt and disrupt.  Our 

theories are predicated on rational organizers who adopt the most effective and efficient 

strategies to achieve their movement’s goals.  As conditions change, so too should strategies.  

If it is true that SMOs continue marching when new conditions call for lobbying, or writing 

letters when new circumstances call for civil disobedience, then these findings do not bode 

well for social movements.  To be sure, there have been those who have sounded a warning 

that movements risk being diverted from their aims by increasing political engagement 

through routine channels at the expense of novel and disruptive (and presumably more 

effective) strategies (Meyer and Tarrow 1998; McAdam et al. 2005).  I would suggest that the 

problem may reach even farther.  Routinization and stability, it appears, may also occur in 

the absence of conventional political engagement, that is, without regular engagement with 

governments.  If the strength of movements lies in their nimble, novel, and innovative 
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nature, then the implications of these findings cut to the heart of social movements and 

collective efforts for social change. 

Of course, we may reasonably expect some SMOs to be more flexible and therefore 

more likely to adapt than others (e.g., smaller, younger, decentralized, non-bureaucratic 

SMOs), as resource mobilization theories suggest.  Or, some political conditions might be 

more conducive to organizational change than others (e.g., periods of declining or increasing 

political access), as political opportunity theories propose.  The results here provide mixed 

support for these theories, and the surprising degree of stability highlights unanswered 

questions for students of social movements.  

 

Stability and Change at the Organizational Level 

The correspondence analyses presented in the last chapter showed a surprisingly 

degree of stability in Seattle’s social movement field between 1999 and 2005.  This is stability 

at the field level, but what about the organization level?  Are the correspondence analyses 

masking important changes at this level, or by certain kinds of organizations, or during 

certain periods of political opportunity?  In this chapter we look more closely at 

organizations and their propensity to change or resist changing their issues, tactics, and 

targets.  What becomes apparent and consistent with findings at the field level is that stability 

dominates in Seattle’s social movement field. 

What do we mean by stability?  In the strictest sense, a stable organization is one that 

retains the identical issues, tactics, and targets throughout every year in the study period.  By 

this strict criterion, 16 of the 39 SMOs (41%) are highly stable.  Although there are 40 

organizations in the analysis, one organization, Out of Iraq (OI), does not survive into a 
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second year and therefore cannot register a change.  41% is a remarkably high number in 

light of our theories which depict SMOs as adaptable, innovative, and transgressive.  A more 

accurate picture would loosen that strict criterion and recognize, for example, that stability 

need not imply paralysis.  An additional 12 SMOs (31%) retain nearly all of their issues, 

tactics, and targets, never changing more than two at a time.  So, 72% of organizations 

remain stable across all seven years.  Considering that the average organization’s profile 

includes a total of 7.7 issues, tactics, and targets, these changes generally amount to less than 

a 25% change.  The stability trend is even more dramatic when we look at the number of 

organization-years that do not change.  Two-thirds (140) of the organization-years in which an 

SMO could possibly change (210 in total⎯i.e., all years excluding each organization’s first 

observed year) register absolutely no change.  Broadening our definition of stability once 

again to allow for one or two changes, that number jumps to 90% (188) of all organization-

years.  To summarize, 72% of organizations remain stable 90% of the time, and when they 

do change, the changes are minor (less than 25% of their ITT profiles). 

If this sample of organizations is any indication of larger trends, the fact that seventy 

percent of the SMOs retain nearly all of the same issues, tactics, and targets across this 

seven-year period is astonishing.1  These organizations come from a wide range of social 

movements, each facing a different set of opponents and allies, unfolding dramas, competing 

interests, resources, rules, and institutional structures.  Moreover, all of them have weathered 

a particularly turbulent political period that spans the September 11th attack and two U.S.-led 
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wars in the Middle East.  In the face of great pressures to change they have stayed the 

course.  Yet, our theories tell us that social movements are noninstitutionalized and 

transgressive.  That 7 of every 10 SMOs in this study adhere to the same courses of action 

for most of a decade belies this image of transgressive social movements.  What then 

prevents them from changing?  This should be a question of concern for activists and the 

subject of greater empirical analysis by social scientists. 

 

Can Resource Mobilization Theories Predict Stability? 

When explaining organizational behavior resource mobilization (RM) theories 

emphasize the strategic decisions of organizers and their abilities to mobilize and deploy 

resources in the service of organizational goals (McCarthy and Zald 1977).  Organizers must 

consider the resources at their disposal and the relative costs and benefits of various possible 

collective actions (the principle of resource availability), as well as the constraints imposed 

upon them and opportunities created by their organizational structures (the principle of 

organizational structure).  Both principles direct us to characteristics internal to the 

organizations (the environment is secondary) and lead us to expect agile, adaptable, 

responsive organizations.  We have already seen that such adaptability is overstated with 

respect to Seattle’s social movement field.  But can RM theories help us to understand 

patterns of stability at the organizational level? 

                                                                                                                                                 
1 I acknowledge that I am not the first to demonstrate such stability among social movement organizations 

(e.g., McKammon et al. 2008).  However, I know of no other study that has explicitly drawn out the theoretical 

implications of this finding. 
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Table 5.1 compares the 40% of organizations that are “highly stable” (i.e., identical 

issues, tactics, and targets throughout the period) and 70% that are “stable” (i.e., change two 

or fewer issues, tactics, or targets) against the remaining SMOs (note that all highly stable 

SMOs also qualify as stable SMOs).  The characteristics listed in this table correspond to RM 

theories that predict organizational change (and, by implication, stability) and allow us to 

assess these theories and the extent to which the observed patterns of stability might be 

driven by various types of SMOs.  I use two methods to test statistical significance, t-test for 

interval-level variables (i.e., budget, employees, members, no. of issues, age) and Fisher’s 

exact test for categorical/dichotomous variables (i.e., office, national affiliation, centralized, 

bureaucratic). 

Several authors have asserted that collective actions vary in their costliness (McAdam 

1986; Taylor and Raeburn 1995; Nepstad and Smith 1999).  For strategic organizers who 

command limited resources, this important fact must be factored into their decisions about 

issues, tactics, and targets (Tarrow 1998; Tarrow and McAdam 2004; Walker et al. 2008).  

Legal counsel for filing lawsuits is expensive compared to circulating a petition, for example.  

The cost of engaging an unfriendly target is greater than pursuing a friendlier, more receptive 

target.  To the extent that issues, tactics, and targets come with different price tags, we 

should expect, consistent with the precepts of the RM perspective, that organizations that 

control more resources can afford to be more flexible.  We can test this claim using several 

indicators of organizational wealth (all measured at the end of the study period), including 

annual operating budget, number of paid employees, number of active members, and 

availability of a dedicated office or meeting space.  The first four rows in Table 5.1 show that 

stable SMOs do not differ significantly from other SMOs on any of these indicators of 
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organizational wealth.  Three of the four indicators (employees, members, office space) are 

in the expected direction (i.e., stable SMOs have lower mean values of wealth than their 

counterparts), but a fourth runs against RM’s predictions.  In these data, stable SMOs have 

larger budgets than their counterparts.  However, none of these differences is statistically 

significant.  Therefore, resource availability is not a predictor of organizational stability for 

these organizations. 

Besides resource availability, RM theories tell us that organizational structures can 

enable and constrain SMOs’ ability to change.  For instance, several studies show that 

professionalization inhibits change.  Some say this is because professionals are more vested 

in the survival of their organizations and are therefore inclined to avoid risky behavior (Piven 

and Cloward 1977; Rucht 1999).  If changing one’s issues, tactics, and targets exposes an 

organization to greater risks of failure (Hannan and Freeman 1984), then we should expect 

professionalized SMOs to avoid change.  Professionals may also restrain organizational 

change because they are more committed to the means they use than to the changing needs 

of their organization (Zald and Denton 1963).  As such, professional rather than 

organizational commitments dominate.  Professionals also favor predictable routines that are 

compatible with formal organizational structures and regular work schedules (Staggenborg 

1988).  For any or all of these reasons, we should expect SMOs that resisting changing will 

have a larger professional staff than those that do not change.  To test these theories, we can 

look at the number of paid employees in each SMO which should be a reasonable proxy for 

gauging professional staff size.  As Table 5.1 indicates, stable organizations have fewer paid 

employees on average than the others (13.1 versus 12.2), though this is a non-significant 
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difference (smaller still for highly stable SMOs).  So, we find no support for the predicted 

relationship between professionalization and organizational stability.   

Decentralization is another organizational characteristic that RM theorists have 

linked to change.  They argue that it permits greater flexibility and a willingness to 

experiment and innovate new forms (Zald and Denton 1963; Staggenborg 1989; 

McKammon et al. 2003).  We have two measures of decentralization in these data.  One is a 

dichotomous indicator of affiliation with a national SMO.  National affiliation indicates that 

the Seattle-based organization is one part of a larger, decentralized, national organization.  

According to the theory, as a local affiliate it can be more responsive to local conditions.  

28.6% of the stable organizations are affiliated with a national SMO while 27.2% of the 

others are not.  This is in the expected direction but not a statistically significant difference.  

For highly stable SMOs the direction is reversed, 25% are nationally affiliated and 30.4% are 

not, also not a significant difference.  The second measure denotes a centralized or 

decentralized decision-making structure at the local level.  Here we do see a large difference.  

Over half of the less-than-stable SMOs are centralized in contrast to 40% of the stable (not 

statistically significant) and 30.8% of the highly stable organizations (p<.05, Fisher’s exact 

test).  This is, in fact, contrary to the predictions of RM theories which claim that 

centralization promotes stability.  Among these SMOs, it appears that it is de-centralization 

that encourages stability. 

Social movement scholars have come to conflicting conclusions with respect to 

bureaucratic organizations.  The debate centers on the value of bureaucratic structures for 

SM success, where some find them to be beneficial while others find them to be harmful.  

The detractors of bureaucratization, following Michels (1962 [1915]), argue that these 
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structures promote the growth of an organizational elite that aims above all to sustain the 

organization and its privileged position within it.  With respect to change, the implications 

are twofold.  On one hand the theory suggests that organizational elites direct their 

bureaucratic SMOs in the direction of greater conservatism (e.g., less disruptive tactics, 

moderate goals)⎯i.e., bureaucratization promotes change.  On the other hand, the theory 

also suggests that once a conservative posture is attained, elites seek to maintain that 

posture⎯i.e., bureaucratization inhibits change.  Combining the two suggests that change 

comes mostly when bureaucratic SMOs are young and still growing, and as they approach 

maturity they become increasingly stable.  In these data, bureaucracy promotes change.  

Comparing stable and non-stable organizations, this difference (63.6% vs. 56.0%) is not 

statistically significant.  It is significant, however, between highly stable and non-stable 

SMOs (65.2% vs. 48.1%; p<.05, Fisher’s exact test).  The question remains, is this effect of 

bureaucratic structures more influential during an organization’s early years before it has 

attained a conservative posture?  Performing the same comparisons (not shown in the table) 

but restricting the sample to just those organizations whose age is below the mean (<23.7 

years), the pattern is similar⎯bureaucracy promotes change.  Among organizations older 

than the mean (>23.7 years), however, bureaucracy promotes stability (but not “high” 

stability).  We must interpret this result with great caution because only one SMO is older 

and non-bureaucratic (International Organization of Feminists, 38 years).  None of these 

differences is statistically significant (no doubt due to small sample sizes), but they are 

consistent with the theory’s predictions that bureaucratic organizations change in their 

younger years and become stable in their older years. 
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Rather than growing conservatism, stability is the norm.  Conservative organizations 

(i.e., those that use “insider” tactics) tend to remain conservative and radical organizations 

(for lack of a better term) remain radical.  One large, professional, bureaucratic organization, 

Environmental Concerns Committee (ECC), engaged in lawsuits, letter-writing, lobbying, 

media, and demonstrations in all seven years.  One might expect, in accordance with RM 

theories, that if ECC were to change it would abandon the demonstration, a potentially risky 

“outsider” tactic that is unusual for an otherwise “respectable,” professional, political insider.  

Instead, when the Committee changed in 2004 it added another insider tactic to its 

repertoire, launching a ballot initiative drive.  A year later when the election was over ECC 

returned to its original repertoire.  Animal Rights League (ARL), on the other hand, is typical 

of outsiders remaining outsiders.  A small, volunteer-led SMO headquartered in the small 

apartment of its founder, ARL began the study period using advertisements (e.g., flyers, 

banners, t-shirts, print ads) and tabling, both outsider tactics.  When it changed in 2003 it 

began employing another outsider form, picketing.  Organizational structures, if anything, 

appear to constrain fundamental organizational change more than they promote it. 

Another organizational characteristic that RM theorists have hypothesized to 

encourage change is broad goals.  With broad goals, an organization can make changes while 

remaining within the wide reach of those goals and retaining the character of the 

organization and the commitment of its members (Zald and Denton 1963).  “To the extent 

that organizational goals commit the actor to narrowly defined objects or to only one 

program, we would expect organizations to have difficulty in adapting to environmental 

changes that seriously affected the appeal of those programs. On the other hand, broadly 

defined goals and means permit an organization to encompass many types of programs and 
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thus permit flexibility” (Zald and Denton 1963: 234).  For this claim we do find some 

support.  Highly stable SMOs tend to address fewer issues than others (1.1 versus 2.3), a 

difference that borders on statistical significance (p=.06); stable SMOs are statistically 

indistinguishable from the rest (1.7 versus 2.4). 

In sum, resource mobilization theories are a mixed bag for explaining change and 

stability among Seattle’s SMOs.  Resource availability (e.g., budget, employees, members, 

office space) appears to have no effect on the likelihood of change, but some organizational 

structures do influence change, although not necessarily as resource mobilization theories 

predict.  Consistent with the theories, SMOs with broad goals are more likely to change.  We 

also see (weak) evidence that bureaucracy encourages change among the young but 

discourages change among the old SMOs.  Contrary to the theories’ expectations, centralized 

and older organizations are more likely to change.  It is not immediately obvious why this is 

the case, but it does represent a challenge to the accepted wisdom of resource mobilization 

theories. 

 

Can Political Opportunity Theories Explain Stability? 

If change is small and infrequent, maybe it is because the environments faced by 

these SMOs are not changing.  Such an argument is consistent with the political opportunity 

(PO) perspective that, like resource mobilization theories, also highlights the strategic 

decisions of organizers.  In contrast to RM theories, it instead emphasizes political 

environments.  According to PO theorists, SMO behavior is the product of the interplay 

between rational, interest-maximizing organizers and changing political conditions (Tilly 

1978; McAdam 1996).  Of course, 1999−2005 is a period of major political consequence at 
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the local, national, and international levels.  The dramatic events we have already 

discussed⎯anti-WTO protests, Bush’s election, September 11th attack, two 

wars⎯reconfigured the political landscape in various ways, expanding and contracting the 

political opportunities for protest.  What impact have these changes had on SMOs in Seattle? 

We have already discussed the surprising degree of stability in this field, but we 

should still expect stability to rise and fall with changing political circumstances throughout 

the period.  Figure 5.1 illustrates the changing levels of stability over time.  It shows the 

percent of active SMOs each year classified as “highly stable” (did not change at all from the 

previous year) and “stable” (changed two or fewer issues, tactics, or targets from the 

previous year).  We have already noted that PO theories lead us to expect lower overall levels 

of stability than we see here (the means are 66.7% for highly stable and 89.5% for stable 

SMOs across all years), especially in light of the extraordinary events during these years.  

What is also remarkable is that as the magnitude and scope of these political changes (e.g., 

WTO protest, 9/11 attack, elections, wars) varies over the years the rate of organizational 

stability remains relatively constant throughout the period.  There are obviously important 

exceptions to this, but notice that in all but one year the percent of “stable” SMOs fluctuates 

within a 10-point range, from 87-97% (except in 2000 when it hits 78%).  “Highly stable” 

SMOs vary even less as a percentage of all organizations, from 59-65% (except in 2002 when 

82% of all SMOs are in this category).  Although PO theories do not say exactly how much 

change to expect in response to changing political conditions, these variations seem 

exceedingly small given the magnitude of the political events. 
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How then can we make sense of the exceptionally low and high points in 2000 and 

2002 that do not fit this trend?  The first major political event to occur during the study 

period, the anti-WTO protests in November 1999, might explain the unusually low level of 

stability in 2000.  Although the protests were local to Seattle, they brought with them the 

attention of the international community.  Most local SMOs had never before taken aim at 

an international target, including the WTO, or taken up the issues of global justice.  The 

arrival of the WTO to Seattle presented local organizers with a golden opportunity, not only 

to link their issues to a global network of organizations and target a highly visible and 

influential organization, but also to ride the crest of an emerging global movement and the 

political attention and excitement it generated (Smith 2001; Klein 2004).  The dip in stability 

in 2000 suggests that this event did cause a stir in Seattle’s social movement field, but it was 

relatively small and short-lived.  Only seven (22%) SMOs in this study joined the anti-WTO 

event, and for most it did not have a lasting impact.  Four of the seven abandoned global 

justice and six dropped international targets the following year.  These changes account for 

just over one-quarter (26%) of all organizational changes between 1999 and 2000.  However, 

it does not appear that these changes can fully account for the dip in 2000.  Five of the six 

that dropped global justice, international targets, or both the following year also changed 

other issues, tactics, and targets entirely unrelated to the WTO or global justice.  Even if the 

WTO event had not occurred, it is likely that these SMOs would have changed anyway. 

The proportion of “highly stable” SMOs jumped from 64% to 82% in 2002, and 

returned to 65% in 2003.  The year after the September 11th attack and the beginning of the 

war in Afghanistan, fewer SMOs changed any issues, tactics, and targets than in any other 

year in the study.  Why events such as these ought to lead to increasing stability is not at all 
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clear.  The September 11th attack was perhaps the single most unifying event in recent U.S. 

history, both among the public at-large and within the government, as indicated by the nearly 

universal support for the war in Afghanistan in the wake of the attack.  PO theories instruct 

that movements flourish when elites are divided, not unified (Jenkins and Perrow 1977; 

McAdam 1996; Tarrow 1998).  Therefore we should expect less rather than greater SMO 

stability when there is a dramatic change in political opportunities.  Moreover, with the 

nation’s attention so focused on national security, other issues are likely to be crowded out 

of the agenda.  Instead, rather than fostering flexibility among SMOs reacting to changing 

political opportunities, the 9/11 attack seems to have left them unusually rigid. 

September 11th was not the only impetus for contracting opportunities in this period.  

In 2000 George W. Bush was elected President that November in what proved to be an 

extremely close, highly controversial win.  This win marked a shift from Democratic to 

Republican control of the Executive and toward a socially conservative, evangelical 

administration widely recognized as unfriendly to movements of the left.  With the 

ascendancy of President Bush, 2001 represents a contraction of political opportunities for 

most organizations in this social movement field.  We do not see the same dramatic jump in 

“highly stable SMOs” that we did following the 9/11 attack, but we do see a similarly sharp 

increase in the proportion of “stable SMOs” after Bush’s election, rising from 78% to 97%.  

That increase persists for two years before slowly receding to the 86-89% range. 

The parallel is striking.  In both instances, after both the September 11th attack and 

President Bush’s election, we see a marked increase in SMO stability.  It appears that 

contracting political opportunities may be connected to this stability.  Although political 

opportunity theories help us to identify this trend, they do not help to explain it.  According 
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to the theories, changing political opportunities (whether expanding or contracting) generate 

less stability rather than more.  One might reason that if contracting opportunities promote 

stability, expanding opportunities will promote change.  As we have already seen, the WTO 

event does correspond with an unusually low level of stability (still not a very high rate of 

change), but the organizational changes that occurred in the wake of the WTO event are 

associated with that event only in a very few cases.  What about the other major change in 

political opportunities during this period, the Iraq War? 

As noted in the previous chapter, the precipitous growth of the peace movement in 

response to the Iraq War was perhaps the most remarkable change in Seattle’s social 

movement field during this time.  In 2003, the year that Baghdad fell and the peace 

movement experienced an explosive rate of growth, the proportion of “stable” SMOs 

dropped slightly (-7.8%) but more noticeably for “highly stable” SMOs (-17%), then leveled 

off for the remainder of the period.  However, these declining levels of stability cannot be 

explained by the Iraq War or growth of the peace movement.  Although 13 (32.5%) of the 

40 SMOs in this study took up the peace issue at some point, four had already adopted the 

issue by the beginning of the study period and five emerged during the study period as new 

organizations dedicated to peace from the outset.  None of these constitute an 

organizational change.  Only four SMOs actually added peace to their ongoing work, one in 

2002 and three in 2003.  One of the three that changed in 2003, King County Justice 

Coalition (KCJC), also added three unrelated issues to its profile in 2003 (death penalty, 

healthcare, Israel/Palestine), suggesting that with or without its participation in the peace 

movement KCJC would not qualify as a stable SMO in 2003.  The other two SMOs that 

added peace in 2003, however, would qualify.  For both International Organization of 
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Feminists (IOF) and Western Organization for Animal Rights (WOAR), adding the peace 

issue in 2003 was their only change.  Still, these two SMOs, which represent a mere 5.5% of 

the active SMOs that could have changed that year, are only a small part of the 17% drop in 

stability in 2003.  Once again, it is difficult to trace a plausible connection between 

expanding opportunities for social movements in the political arena and the stability of 

Seattle’s social movement field. 

 

Revisiting Theories of Change 

Despite their crippled performance here, resource mobilization and political 

opportunity theories are not entirely without value.  They are consistent with stories of 

stability for some of these organizations, and in some cases they are consistent with stories 

of change.  In either regard, a closer look at individual cases may be instructive for 

expanding our theoretical frameworks to account for stability and change. 

As discussed above, the resource availability principle asserts that as organizations 

mobilize more resources they can afford greater flexibility as new options fall within their 

means.  The case of Affordable Housing Institute (AHI), one of the largest and wealthiest 

organizations in this study, indicates that organizers who command many resources may 

nevertheless choose stability.  AHI has a $7 million budget and staff of one hundred but did 

not change a single issue, tactic, or target during the study period.  It lobbies and testifies at 

public meetings in an effort to influence the city’s Office of Housing, city council, state 

legislature, and governor to increase the supply of affordable housing for low-income 

residents in Western Washington.  The representative with whom I spoke attributes AHI’s 
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strategic and tactical choices to limits on time and resources, efficiency, and their apparent 

effectiveness.   

 

We’re an organization with a tremendous amount of tasks that we’re charged 

with.  We’re trying to get as much accomplished with our limited set of 

resources that we possibly can.  Sit-ins and that?  I mean, it doesn’t really 

seem to be an effective strategy for us.  We’re much more about influencing 

the people who have some control over purse strings and allocating tax 

dollars than we are about just raising awareness about what we’re doing. 

 

When pressed on why they do not choose other tactics, such as initiatives, he 

answered, “Because we don’t have the resources,” adding that initiatives are resource 

intensive and often fail.  “It’s a lot easier to make phone calls, especially to people who’ve 

already proven themselves to be friends of what we’re trying to do.”  Even at the top of the 

resource distribution SMOs complain of scarce resources.  A lack of resources is not the real 

reason AHI does not adopt sit-ins or even initiatives, according to this organizer.  Surely sit-

ins would not strain this SMO’s budget.  Instead, AHI’s organizers appear to be evaluating 

potential changes based on their perceived efficacy. 

Representatives from Northwest Conservation Society (NCS) offer a similar 

explanation for their organization’s stability.  NCS uses media tactics (e.g., op-eds, letters-to-

the-editor, press conferences) only when there is an available staff person charged with 

media communications.  When they have no communications person (a position which 
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apparently comes and goes), they do not use media tactics.  Throughout this study period 

NCS had a communications director and, therefore, adopted media tactics. 

The Skilled Workers Union (SWU), by contrast, fits the resource availability 

principle’s expected pattern of change.  This case highlights the importance of human 

capital, particularly entrepreneurialism among organizers.  For most of the period (4 of 6 

years) SWU was either stable or highly stable, but in 2004 it changed.  In that year this 900-

member labor union for skilled workers expanded its targets beyond its principal corporate 

target.  When a staff member with work experience in the state legislature stepped up to 

steer the organization in a public policy direction, SWU began to target the state and federal 

governments.  This led to the formation of new allies and the addition of a new issue, 

healthcare.  This entrepreneurial spirit arose in several interviews as an important factor 

explaining change.  Western Organization for Animal Rights (WOAR), a stable SMO for 

three of the six years, launched a new campaign in 2002 at the urging of a new member to 

the organization.  WOAR’s board of directors supported her campaign proposal, with the 

condition that she should lead the campaign.  The campaign never achieved its goal, and 

when her entrepreneurial energy waned so did the campaign. 

Other forms of human capital can be acquired during the course of a campaign 

through just the sort of experimentation and innovation that RM theories predict.  SMOs 

may learn which strategies work best along the way, as did Immigrant Aid Society (IAS).  

This SMO began as a service provider for immigrants in Seattle victimized by discrimination 

and hate-crimes in the wake of the September 11th attack.  As the immigrant community 

learned of the organization and began calling to request services, advice, and support, IAS 

quickly recognized the need for a more permanent and formal telephone helpline.  Through 
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this helpline, organizers then learned of many unforeseen community needs and 

methodically adapted to offer new diversity training courses (e.g., targeting schools, the 

police department), legal help, after-school programs, education, and guidance to publicly 

available social services.  After a couple of stable years, IAS organizers recognized the need 

for more permanent solutions through political advocacy and so added local, state, and 

federal governments to its targets.  Immigration and voter registration became increasingly 

central to the organization’s work, and by the end of the study period it dropped its 

education programs and began to organize marches and rallies.  This story is consistent with 

RM theories’ emphasis on rational decision-making and highlights the importance of 

organizational learning. 

Another common pattern of organizational learning is what might be described as 

tactical sequencing.  In one variant, tactical escalation, organizers come to see tactics along a 

continuum⎯for example, from less to more confrontational or disruptive (O’Brien and Li 

2006).  Campaigns begin by using tactics at one end of the continuum, and, as their target 

fails to respond, gradually ratchets up toward the other.  A representative of Seattle Union of 

Entertainers (SUE) described a typical scenario.  They might begin with a petition and then 

wear stickers to a rehearsal.  If this fails to elicit a response from their target, the members 

wear stickers to a performance.  Next, they might “pull the curtain for five minutes.”  They 

will then picket, leaflet, and, at the extreme, strike.  A similar pattern can be seen in the case 

of Seattle Peace Coalition (SPC).  In 2002, SPC targeted the state’s two senators in Congress 

who had not yet taken a strong position on the impending Iraq War.  The organization’s 

members flooded the senators’ offices with letters and phone calls, but failed to sway them.  

SPC then escalated the visibility and disruptiveness of its tactics by staging a massive march 
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and rally.  Peace activists were partially vindicated when Senator Patty Murray announced her 

opposition to the war soon after.  By deploying tactics in a purposeful sequence SMOs are 

able to invoke a threat of increasing tactical escalation against their target without necessarily 

having to escalate their actions.  As a leader of Washington Union of Workers (WUW) 

explained, “My goal is to use all the other tactics and be as aggressive as the chapter wants 

me to be all the way leading up to a strike.  And I usually encourage people to take the strike 

votes because that’s your ultimate weapon.  I don’t like to have to use it and I don’t use it 

very often.”   

How these tactical sequences form is more obvious in some instances than others.  

The example of a continuum of increasing intensity or disruptiveness makes intuitive sense, 

yet it might not be immediately obvious whether picketing or pulling the curtain for five 

minutes at a musical performance is more disruptive.  Such decisions depend on who is 

participating, the target, the event’s timing or location, familiarity of the tactic, or any 

number of other culturally specific factors.  Understanding such complexities is a learned 

skill that organizers may count among their valued resources. 

Another variant of tactical sequencing, institutional sequencing, is conditioned by the 

institutional structures in which it occurs.  Forest Defenders (FD) routinely challenges the 

Forest Service using a common sequence of tactics.  It begins when the Forest Service 

proposes a new rule or action, holds public hearings, and opens a public comment period.  

FD then calls on its members to attend and testify at public hearings, providing them with 

background information and talking points.  Next it submits formal, written comments on 

the proposed rule or action and contacts its members to do the same.  These comments lay 

the basis for a potential legal challenge⎯usually based on process infractions (e.g., failure to 
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respond to public comments)⎯which may eventually take the form of a lawsuit.  There is 

no continuum per se.  Rather, SMOs learn a cultural script about the appropriate way to wage 

an institutional challenge, channeled by the institutional structures themselves.  

Political opportunity theories, by directing our attention to the political arena, bring 

to light how institutional structures sometimes channel organizations through what amounts 

to “stable” cycles.  Many SMOs rely on the natural rhythms of the political process.  One 

Seattle organization’s purpose is to insure that city voters pass a levy (or bond) every three 

years to sustain the Seattle School District’s (K-12) full annual operating budget.  Each 

campaign begins the year prior to the election, continues through Election Day, and recedes 

for a year before beginning the cycle anew.  This three-year cycle gives the illusion that the 

SMO is changing when in fact it has for years retained a highly stable profile that follows the 

local electoral cycle.   

For other SMOs, the changes are less predictable but are still channeled by the 

political process.  In 1999 and 2000, Western Organization for Animal Rights (WOAR) 

targeted the city council where it found two strong allies in its citywide campaign.  In 2000, 

the council voted against the organization, both council members lost the election (in part 

due to their association with the animal rights issue), and WOAR dropped the city council as 

a target. 

Some SMOs, when facing contracting opportunities at one level of government, 

redirect their campaigns toward another, which McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly (2001) term 

“scale shift.”  Prior to 2000, Northwest Conservation Society (NCS) targeted the federal 

government to protect and conserve public lands.  When George W. Bush was elected 

President in 2000, NCS shifted its energies toward Washington State (e.g., Board of Natural 
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Resources, governor, legislature) where it sought to develop a new forest protection program 

on state lands.  For the next several years NCS remained highly stable until 2005 when it 

changed its target again.  Organizers realized that the state Commissioner of Lands was not 

going to cooperate and so decided to pursue a pilot program at the city and county level to 

demonstrate to the state that such a program could be successful.  Since then, NCS has been 

targeting local architects, construction companies, members of the U.S. Green Building 

Council (which certifies “green” buildings), and city or county staff.  A similar strategic shift 

occurred for the Washington Conservation Coalition (WCC) in 2005 when, after years of 

trying to get state lawmakers to support legislation to increase energy efficiency, WCC 

decided to shift its target to Washington voters.  Toward that end, WCC launched an 

initiative campaign for the following year’s ballot.  These examples of scale shift are 

consistent with predictions of organizational change by political opportunity theories. 

In addition to political opportunities, some have argued that threats are at least as 

important for stimulating protest and affecting SMO behavior (Van Dyke and Soule 2002).  

This effect is exemplified by the Palestine Support Campaign (PSC) which was revived in 

2001 after several years of dormancy with the First Intifada against Israel and a dramatic 

escalation of violence in the region.  PSC’s representative explained to me that this gave the 

issue a strong sense of “emergency” which warranted tactics which were not being used at 

that time by local pro-Palestinian organizations. 

 

Structural Inertia 

For a better understanding of organizational stability it is useful to turn to a 

prominent theoretical framework in the study of organizations that posits just such stability.  
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A fundamental assumption of Organizational Ecology is that organizations rarely make 

fundamental changes (Hannan and Freeman 1977, 1984).  According to this perspective, 

organizations are constrained by sunk costs (e.g., in equipment, specialized personnel), 

limited information, interdependencies among members, patterns of resource allocation, 

organizational norms, legal and financial barriers to entry into new fields, and concerns for 

appearing legitimate (Hannan and Freeman 1977).  Change is costly and risky, and when it 

does occur it appears at the population level where, in evolutionary fashion, organizational 

populations proliferate or decline as individual organizations are founded or fail.  That is, 

organizations do not change, organizational forms do. 

Unfortunately, we have little direct evidence with which to assess the hypothesized 

mechanisms of structural inertia.  Still, some support for the theory is apparent.  A 

representative from the Affordable Housing Institute (AHI) described dramatic changes 

throughout the study period in the organization’s size, its perceived legitimacy, increasing 

popularity of low-income housing development across the nation, and the emergence of a 

new “business-friendly” model of affordable development.  Despite these changes, AHI 

never changed its issues (poverty), tactics (lobbying), or targets (state and local 

governments).  He explained, 

 

[AHI is different than] those socialist, very rhetoric-minded organizations that have 

less to lose than we do that can still throw around these threats and promises and 

rhetorical bombs…We’re really not in that position.  We have assets.  We come from 

a radical point of view…but we’re landlords, we’re property owners.  One of the 
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most important resources at our disposal is that we’re business people with business 

relationships.” 

 

The implication is that changing forms would be too risky for an SMO that has 

invested so much in its current form.  He mentions concerns for legitimacy in the business 

community and sunk costs in property, even as he reasserts AHI’s footing in the social 

movement field (“We come from a radical point of view…”). 

Hannan and Freeman (1984) argue that structural inertia does not necessarily imply 

that organizations never change.  Instead, inertia refers to the relative abilities of 

organizations to adapt at a speed consistent with the speed of environmental changes.  The 

implications are threefold: 1) Organizations vary in their ability to adapt; 2) Organizations 

learn to adapt at varying rates; 3) Environments change at varying rates.  In some situations 

(e.g., when SMOs face rapidly changing environments), it is faster to found a new 

organization than it is to change an existing one.  Independence Now (IN) provides such an 

example.  Promoting independence for a small nation colonized by a foreign government, 

IN targeted the U.S. government using lobbying, hosting speakers, and staging the 

occasional demonstration until 2001 when the nation successfully gained independence.  

Recognizing a new need for social and infrastructural support, IN’s members stopped all 

work in the name of that organization and immediately formed the Independent Nations 

Aid Society with an emphasis on humanitarian aid rather than on making political claims. 

The theory of structural inertia is not without its faults.  Hannan and Freeman (1984) 

hypothesize that larger, older, centralized organizations face greater inertial pressures.  As we 

have already seen (Table 5.1), none of these characteristics is associated with greater stability 
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in Seattle.  In fact, older, centralized organizations are less likely to be highly stable than 

younger organizations.  Yet, the authors assert that “a particular class of organizations might 

have high inertia in the context of one environment but not another” (152).  Without further 

analysis of the sources of inertia and the characteristics of the environments these SMOs 

face, we should not rule out the utility of this theoretical framework.  Structural inertia 

theory warrants greater attention and development in light of the high levels of stability we 

have seen in Seattle. 

 

Summary 

The design of this study, inspired by the dominant theories of organizational 

behavior, presumed that change is commonplace.  We now know that it is not.  

Unfortunately, the luxury of hindsight was not available as I interviewed Seattle’s organizers, 

and we are subsequently left with a research design poorly matched to the most interesting 

question to emerge here: why do social movement organizations remain so stable?   

In this chapter we have examined this stability at the organizational level (in contrast 

to the field level described in the previous chapter).  Both resource mobilization and political 

opportunity perspectives have theories of organizational change with clear implications for 

explaining organizational stability.  RM theories emphasize the availability of resources and 

the constraints of organizational structures (e.g., centralized, bureaucratic) for understanding 

stability.  Resource availability did not prove to be relevant for organizational stability, but 

several structural characteristics do distinguish stable from changing SMO.  However, only 

one such characteristic performs as predicted by resource mobilization theories.  Having 

fewer goals (as measured by number of issues) promotes stability by limiting the range of 
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activities an SMO can engage in while staying true to its mission (Zald and Denton 1963).  

However, contrary to RM’s expectations, centralization and bureaucracy discourage stability 

among Seattle’s SMOs.  In general, this perspective leads us to expect lower rates of stability 

and offers little guidance in understanding why such stability exists.  Political opportunity 

theories also imply less stability than we see in Seattle, but point us to the importance of 

changes in the political arena that might influence SMOs.  The pattern of stability is 

surprisingly constant throughout the study period except for two years.  In 2000, a notable 

drop in the proportion of stable SMOs corresponds with the massive anti-WTO protests 

that took place in 1999, but, upon closer inspection, the changes that took place are mostly 

unrelated to that event.  In 2002, on the heels of the September 11th attack, the proportion 

of highly stable SMOs jumps significantly.  This is contrary to the expectations of PO 

theories which posit more change in the context of changing political opportunities. 

Organizational ecologists have developed a theory of structural inertia that might be 

useful for explaining stability in Seattle’s social movement field (Hannan and Freeman 1977, 

1984).  This perspective asserts that all organizations face varying levels of structural inertia 

that promote stability.  The risks of changing and the benefits of stability are often too great 

for organizations to overcome.  Nonetheless, not all of this theory’s hypotheses are 

supported here.  If organizations do face structural inertia, we do not have a clear 

understanding of the mechanisms of that inertia. 
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Table 5.1. Comparison of Stable and Highly Stable SMOs with SMOs that Change.1 

    Stable Highly Stable 
 Mean Min. Max. No Yes No Yes  

Budget ($mil) 1.431 0 10.0 1.234 1.505 1.367 1.529  
 (0.446) (0.575) (0.449) (3.169)

No. of Paid Employees (FTE) 12.2 0 100 13.05 12.24 12.63 12.23  
 (4.64) (4.28) (3.37) (6.61)

No. of Active Members 870 0 10,000 1233 797 963 808  
 (656) (402) (626) (373)

Dedicated Office/Mtg. Space 0.625 0 1 0.727 0.607 0.696 0.563  
 (0.141) (0.094) (0.098) (0.128)

Affiliate of a National SMO 0.275 0 1 0.272 0.286 0.304 0.250  
(0.141) (0.087)  (0.098) (0.112)   

Centralized 0.432 0 1 0.545 0.400 0.522 0.308 * 

 (0.157) (0.100) (0.106) (0.133)

Bureaucratic 0.568 0 1 0.636 0.560 0.652 0.481 * 
 (0.152) (0.101) (0.102) (0.144)

No. of Issues (mean) 1.839 1 10.4 2.377 1.658 2.372 1.125 † 
 (0.880) (0.304) (0.531) (0.085)

Age 23.7 0 121 29.82 22.14 30.87 14.88 † 
 (7.68) (4.98) (2.10) (6.63)

N2 
 

  11 28  23 16   
                                                 
(Standard errors in parentheses) 
* p<.05  † p<.10 
1 Highly stable SMOs are those that did not change any issues, tactics, or targets.  Stable SMOs are those that 
did not change more than two issues, tactics, or targets.  The latter category is inclusive of “highly stable” 
SMOs. 
2 Data are missing on some of these variables so that the number of SMOs differs from that reported here.   
The variables with missing data and their respective Ns (in column order) are as follows: budget (N = 9, 24, 20, 
13), members (N = 8, 28, 20, 16), and centralized and bureaucratic (N = 11, 25, 23, 13). 
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Figure 5.1. Percent of Stable and Highly Stable SMOs Each Year, 1999-2005. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION: CONFRONTING THE METAPHYSICAL PATHOS 

 

In their pathbreaking article on organizational change in social movements, Mayer 

Zald and Roberta Ash (1966: 340) acknowledge, “In focusing on change of organization we 

may have introduced our own metaphysical pathos; we have not looked at the other side of 

the coin, organizational stability, although the conditions are often the obverse of those 

discussed for change.”  Although this dissertation began as a study of change, it concludes as 

a study of stability.  Changes in the issues, tactics, and targets of the forty SMOs examined 

here study are surprisingly rare⎯surprising because our theories cast social movements as 

transgressive (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2001), innovative (McAdam 1983; Tarrow 1993), 

and adaptable (Zald and Ash 1966; Soule 1997; Minkoff 1999; Voss and Sherman 2000; 

McKammon 2008).  What are we to make of this stability?  The reasons for it may be 

methodological (e.g., interviewees’ recollections might be flawed, or seven years too short), 

incidental (e.g., Seattle might be an unusual case, 1999-2005 an unusual period), or derivative 

(e.g., my definition of change may be too narrow, categories of issues, tactics, and targets too 

broad).  All are possibilities.  Alternatively, our theories may be misguided. 

Alvin Gouldner (1955) wrote that theories, like all representations of the world, 

convey sentiments that evoke empathy in their adherents who adopt them for reasons other 
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than their scientific merit.  He calls this the “metaphysical pathos” of ideas.14  As Zald and 

Ash (1966) recognize, the study of organizational change in social movements has a subtext 

that coincides with the value orientation of its theoreticians.  In our rush to understand 

change (and I include myself here), we have overemphasized adaptability, innovation, and 

disruption.  Early social movement theories were honed on studies of Nazis, fascists, lynch 

mobs, and race riots and they evoked a gloomy fear of uncontrollable crowds, anti-

democratic storms of mass hysteria, hurtling out of control (Garner 1997).  Where classical 

theorists adopted a pathos of pessimism, contemporary theorists have espoused their own 

pathos of resilience and hope.  For them social movements represent a refreshing defiance 

to the strictures of modern institutions⎯agency overcoming determinism.  Movements 

offer a way out.  “[C]ontentious politics organizes on the boundaries of institutions and is 

never truly accepted by institutional elites,” writes Sidney Tarrow (1998: 67).  Social 

movements are distinctive because they are not institutionalized.  Indeed, that’s precisely why 

regular people use them:  “Collective action becomes contentious when it is used by people 

who lack regular access to institutions…Contentious collective action is the basis of social 

movements…because it is the main and often the only recourse that ordinary people possess 

against better-equipped opponents or powerful states” (Tarrow 1998: 3).  In this view, 

institutionalization implies inertia (i.e., predictability, routinization, resistance to change) and 

is anathema to the hopes of social movement organizers.  Yet, study after study shows social 

movements at their most powerful when they disrupt the daily routines of institutions, and it 

                                                 
14 Gouldner credits historian Arthur O. Lovejoy with this idea. 



 

 

117

is when they lose their disruptive edge that they run the risk of being “absorbed and 

institutionalized into ordinary politics” (Tarrow 1998: 9). 

Of course, this type of institutionalization happens all the time and has not escaped 

the watchful eye of social movement scholars.  Piven and Cloward (1977) make no secret of 

their sympathies when they warn activists against the dangers of oligarchy and cooptation 

inherent in large bureaucratic organizations.  Meyer and Tarrow (1998: 4) point to recent 

trends which suggest that “the social movement may lose its power to inspire challengers 

and to impress antagonists and authorities; it may be moving from the edges of political 

legitimacy, where it has warranted special responses from the state and separate analytical 

treatment from social analysts, to become something more akin to interest groups and 

political parties.”  This process of institutionalization is coming at the hands of powerful 

states, adept politicians, and professionalizing police forces (Koopmans 1993; della Porta 

and Reiter 1998; McCarthy and McPhail 1998; McAdam et al. 2005).  For McAdam and his 

colleagues (2005), the trend is nothing short of alarming: “this statistical ‘fact’ has 

implications well beyond the issue of whether or not social movement theory accurately 

reflects the empirical reality of contemporary social movements.  If…the impact of 

movements often turns on their ability to generate bargaining leverage through disruption or 

the threat of same, then the ‘taming’ of the form over the past two to three decades would 

seem to signal a clear decline in the effectiveness of movements as vehicles of social and 

political change.” 

In this concluding chapter we confront this metaphysical pathos, returning to 

theories of social movement organizational change with a new lens and asking why SMOs 

sometimes resist change.  Are the conditions that cause stability, as Zald and Ash (1966: 340) 
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speculate, the obverse of those for change?  Might the stability we have observed in Seattle 

be the result of institutional pressures to conform to political routines?  Or, is it the result of 

a structural inertia with which all organizers must contend?  In this chapter I evaluate the 

findings and implications of this study of Seattle’s social movement field, discuss its 

weaknesses, and consider possible directions for future research. 

 

Why Should We Expect Change? 

Forty years of scholarship tells us that social movement organizations (SMOs) do 

change.  No study has said definitively how much or how often they change, but those who 

study them seem to take it as given.  Contemporary interest in organizational change began 

with Zald and Ash (1966: 328) who argued,  

 

Organizations exist in a changing environment to which they must adapt.  

Adaptation to the environment may itself require changes in goals and in the internal 

arrangement of the organization.  This view of organizations treats goals as 

problematic, and as changing in response to both internal and external pressures. 

 

They set out to identify correlates of organizational growth, decay, and change, itself 

a remarkable proposal in the mid-Sixties, a time when macro-structural strains and their 

effects on individual social psychology took center stage and organizations were an 

afterthought in social movement research.  In retrospect, these were the first inklings of a 

new paradigm that would come to dominate the field only a decade later.  Resource 

Mobilization Theory moved organizations to the fore and abandoned the focus on 



 

 

119

impulsive, spontaneous behavior (McCarthy and Zald 1977).  Instead, strategy, planning, 

rational coordination, and the predictability of organizational behavior became hallmarks of 

the paradigm.  Resource mobilization (RM) drew explicitly on the work of Philip Selznick 

(1948, 1949, 1957) who examined the intersections between organizations (and subunits) and 

their institutional environments (see Gouldner’s [1955] critique of Selznick’s own 

metaphysical pathos).  Organizers not only coordinate and control myriad tasks and relations 

within their organizations, but also negotiate contingencies in their external environments, 

replete with regulatory agencies, producers and consumers, public sentiments, friends, and 

foes.  In a word, they are adaptable. 

Change, of course, can mean many things.  Organizations can change their size, 

formal structures (e.g., lines of authority), informal structures (e.g., friendships, norms), 

relations with other organizations, collective action frames, identities, products and services, 

personnel, goals, strategies, or tactics.  Early work on change among social movement 

organizations drew attention to goals, and theoretical debates centered on Michels’ (1962 

[1915]) “Iron Law of Oligarchy” thesis, which predicts goal displacement⎯i.e., 

organizational survival supersedes all other goals⎯as organizations adopt increasingly 

bureaucratic structures (Zald and Ash 1966; Gamson 1975; Piven and Cloward 1977; Breines 

1980; Rucht 1999; Clemens and Minkoff 2004).  More recently interest has shifted to 

changes in organizational structures, tactics, strategies, and identities (Staggenborg 1988, 

1989; Minkoff 1994, 1999; Soule 1997; Burnstein 2002; McKammon et al. 2008). 

In this study the characteristics that change are issues, tactics, and targets.  All three 

have been studied at length, but rarely have they been considered in combination with any 
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theoretical precision (for important exceptions see Earl and Kimport 2008; Walker et al. 

2008).  The omission seems surprising.  Even to the casual observer there is likely to be an 

intuitive correspondence between the three.  We expect labor unions to target businesses, 

education reform groups to target schools, and urban renewal organizations to target 

municipal governments.  Although they are not the only targets we can imagine for these 

issues, of course, most would at least recognize the connection.  Similarly with tactics and 

targets: lobbying makes sense for government targets, strikes for businesses, and educational 

forums and advertisements for the public at-large.  Talk to an organizer and you will quickly 

learn that separating campaign decisions about issues, tactics, and targets is absurd.  They are 

three legs of the same stool, and although one or another may receive more attention, 

without any one of them an organization’s campaign cannot stand.  Issues, tactics, and 

targets are the fundamental building blocks of an organization’s strategy.  They indicate what 

the problem is, what should be done about it, and who is responsible for fixing it.  These are 

three essential questions every organizer must address. 

Why do social movement organizations change their issues, tactics, and targets?  

Both resource mobilization and political opportunity perspectives point us to the decisions 

of organizers as they evaluate the fastest, easiest, cheapest, most effective ways to achieve 

their goals in a changing environment.  They presume rational collective action in contrast to 

compulsive, spontaneous “collective behavior.”  Resource mobilization theorists emphasize 

resource availability and organizational structures.  The availability of such things as money, 

skilled leaders, office space, members, and a paid staff presents organizers with greater 

options (i.e., issues, tactics, targets) and increased flexibility.  Certain characteristics of 

organizational structures (e.g., centralized decision making, bureaucracy, professionalization), 
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however, constrain organizers’ ability to make changes in any way they wish.  Political 

opportunity theories add the dimension of time.  Opportunities for movements come and go 

with changes in the political arena, making certain targets seem more or less vulnerable, 

issues more or less attractive, and tactics more or less effective.  When the city council holds 

a public hearing it attracts movement activity more than, say, a distant and unsympathetic 

federal government.  When government officials extend concessions to an organization for 

its cooperation, violent or disruptive tactics may seem out of the question.  Only recently 

have researchers begun to consider such varied and “non-rational” reasons for behavior as 

collective identities, ideology, emotions, habits, competition, and legitimation (Ennis 1987; 

Jasper 1997; Minkoff 1994, 1999; Polletta and Jasper 2001; Crossley 2003; Larson and Soule 

2009).  Despite the claim by Zald and Ash (1966) that the causes of organizational stability 

are the obverse of those for change, social movement research has by-and-large addressed 

only the correlates of change. 

 

Evaluating Theories of Change 

To assess the value of these theories for explaining change this study has examined 

forty social movement organizations in Seattle, Washington over a seven-year period.  The 

research design intentionally spans many movements because the work of SMOs frequently 

spans many movements, and because choice of issues is something to be explained rather 

than assumed.  Along the same lines, inclusion in this study is not restricted to SMOs that 

use a particular set of tactics, again because tactics are an outcome to be explained.  This is a 

departure from some of the research that inspired this study which defines social 

movements in part by their tactical repertoire: “public meetings, solemn processions, vigils, 
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rallies, demonstrations, petition drives, statements to and in public media, and 

pamphleteering” (Tilly 2004: 3).  Neither does an SMO’s choice of target preclude it from 

inclusion.  As many have noted, the dominant theories of social movements tend to confine 

their view to movements that target governments (Van Dyke et al. 2004; Armstrong and 

Bernstein 2008).  The only criteria for inclusion are a Seattle address, activity between 1999 

and 2005, participation in a contentious campaign, not being elite-led, and at least occasional 

public displays of grassroots strength.  The last three are common in social movement 

research; the first two are distinctive of this study. 

After an extensive search for qualifying organizations in The Seattle Times, online 

activist event calendars, online organizational directories, and face-to-face interviews with 

activists, I developed a database of more than four hundred organizations.  The field turned 

out to be much larger than expected and the internet (particularly the Internet Archive) more 

useful as a source than anticipated.  The resulting list of SMOs reflects a wide range of 

issues, with the notable exception of conservative issues which number only a few: 

environmental protection, peace, global justice, animal rights, anti-racism, civil rights (for 

African Americans, Arab-Americans, Asian Americans, Jewish people, Native Americans, 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people), opposition to the death penalty, electoral 

reform, domestic and sexual violence, education, abortion, women’s rights, alternative 

transportation, prisoners’ rights, poverty, homelessness, labor, nudism, and more.   

I interviewed representatives from 40 SMOs, 16 selected by convenience and 24 

selected from a random sample stratified by three levels visibility (intended as a proxy for 

size).  We spoke both in person and by telephone and I posed questions about their 

organization’s issues, tactics, targets, and various demographic characteristics.  Next I coded 
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these data (i.e., issues, tactics, and targets by organization and year) and, using 

correspondence analysis, created a series of visual maps that spatially depict the social 

distance between organizations in this field across the study period.  Similar to 

multidimensional scaling, correspondence analysis is a technique for analyzing a matrix of 

associations between two or more categorical variables and graphically representing them in 

a multidimensional space (Clausen 1998).  The maps reveal something I had already begun 

to detect during the interviews: most organizations did not change.  What change does occur 

is minor and uncommon.  The issues, tactics, targets, and organizations depicted in the maps 

move very little from year to year.  Because organizational change is so uncommon and 

minor, the distance between these elements remains surprisingly stable across all seven years.   

As discussed above, this flies in the face of decades of theorizing about social movements 

and the adaptability of SMOs. 

If the correspondence analysis reveals stability at the field level, we also find evidence 

of stability at the organizational level.  41% of the organizations did not change a single 

issue, tactic, and target throughout the study period; an additional 31% changed no more 

than one or two at a time.  I refer to these as “highly stable” and “stable” SMOs, 

respectively, and compare them to the remaining 28% of SMOs that did change.  On such 

characteristics as age, structure, size, and resource capacity we find surprisingly few 

differences between them.  Resource mobilization theories predict change among small, 

young, decentralized, non-bureaucratic, non-professionalized SMOs with broad goals.  In 

bivariate analyses, we do find that SMOs that changed had adopted more issues, on average, 

than highly stable organizations.  This supports the theory that broad goals allow 

organizations greater flexibility while still remaining within the bounds of their stated 
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missions (Zald and Ash 1966).  However, we also find that changed SMOs are decidedly 

older, more centralized, and more bureaucratic than the highly stable organizations, contrary to 

RM’s expectations.  Furthermore, all of the significant differences described here are 

between changed and “highly stable” SMOs.  “Stable” SMOs and changed SMOs are 

statistically indistinguishable.  Aside from these differences, we have seen no other 

organizational characteristics that can account for change among some SMOs and stability 

among others. 

Political opportunity (PO) theories offer a different set of explanations for 

organizational change.  By highlighting changes in the political arena, PO theories direct our 

attention to events that change the incentive structures for powerful decision-makers as well 

as the challengers that seek to influence them.  There has been a great deal of debate among 

theorists about what constitutes a political opportunity and for whom (for recent reviews see 

Kriesi 2004, Meyer 2004, Meyer and Minkoff 2004).  Some identify opportunities that are 

unique to individual social movements (e.g., Jenkins and Perrow 1977; McAdam 1982); 

others find them more broadly affecting entire social movement sectors (e.g., Koopmans 

1993; Kriesi et al. 1995).  By looking at the entire field of social movements we are 

necessarily drawn to events that have the potential to encourage or discourage protest in 

general (i.e., at the field-level).  Several events during this study period are likely to have had 

such an impact.  From the anti-WTO protests in 1999, controversial election of a new 

Republican president in 2000, and shocking attack of September 11th, 2001, to the 

subsequent launching of two Middle Eastern wars and the reelection of President Bush, 

Seattle’s activists faced a dramatic and changing political context. 
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As already noted, organizational stability dominated during this period.  At the field 

level, the correspondence analysis shows that the distribution of issues, tactics, targets, and 

organizations changed remarkably little given the magnitude of the political changes 

confronting the field.  Perhaps most interesting is the fact that the peace movement in 

Seattle grew many times over in 2003, the year of the Baghdad invasion, and yet the 

increasing size of the field did not influence its shape.  Upon closer examination we do see 

some variation in rates of organizational stability per year (Fig. 5.1).  Stability is at its lowest 

point in 2000, just after the WTO leaves town.  In 2001 the proportion of stable SMOs 

increases, followed by highly stable SMOs in 2002, and both decrease in 2003 and level off 

thereafter.   

Low stability in 2000 might be the result of organizations abandoning international 

targets and the global justice issue in the wake of the WTO protests, but detailed analyses of 

the cases reveal that this cannot account for most of the changes in 2000.  Those SMOs that 

did participate in the WTO event account for only one-quarter of the organizational changes 

observed that year, and nearly all also changed other issues, tactics, and targets entirely 

unrelated to the WTO or global justice.  While this important political event did promote 

organizational change, it did so for the small proportion of SMOs that were changing 

anyway.  Nor can the Iraq War and the explosive growth of the peace movement account for 

the decline in stability in 2003.  Of the 13 organizations that adopted the peace issue in this 

study, only three added it in 2003 (most were founded as peace organizations or had adopted 

the issue before the study period began).  Like the WTO event, the Iraq War did promote 

change, but two of the three were changing anyway.  Neither event, however dramatic, can 

explain the majority of organizational changes we observe in Seattle. 
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Political opportunity theories imply that organizational stability will decrease when 

opportunities are expanding and contracting.  We see little indication of this in Seattle at this 

time.  If anything, stability appears to increase when political opportunities contract.  

Organizational stability increased in 2001 and 2002 following George W. Bush’s 

controversial election and the September 11th attack.  The election signals a political shift in 

power from Democratic to Republican control of the Executive and toward an 

administration widely recognized as unfriendly to social movements of the Left (which 

dominate in Seattle).  The Bush administration’s socially conservative views and exclusive 

style of decision-making stand in stark contrast to the Clinton administration that came 

before it.  This political realignment reflects contracting opportunities for Seattle’s SMOs.  

That it should lead to greater stability rather than adaptation is difficult to reconcile with PO 

theories.  Contracting opportunities in the wake of 9/11 pose similar problems.  There is 

little doubt that these terrorist attacks were a watershed in U.S. politics.  Domestic security 

and the specter of war quickly pushed other issues from the agenda and created a climate in 

which challenging the government was considered by many to be unpatriotic, indeed 

dangerous.  The speed with which the citizenry and various factions of government rallied in 

support of a war in Afghanistan was breathtaking.  If the political elite was divided before 

9/11, it was certainly unified after.  This contraction of political opportunities, according to 

our theories, ought to lead social movement organizations to adapt to the new, less favorable 

circumstances.  Instead, activists saw fit to stay the course.  Although political opportunity 

theories help us identify this trend, they do not explain it.  It might be the case that Seattle’s 

SMOs were in a period of retrenchment as political opportunities and resources dried up.  If 

change is expensive and risky, stability might in fact be a rational response.  Unfortunately, 
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we do not have the data here to evaluate this possibility, but it is clearly worthy of further 

investigation.   

 

Organizational Theories of Inertia and Institutionalization 

The leading theories of social movements have been unable to explain why Seattle’s 

SMOs are so stable.  At this point it is useful to turn to organizational theories for which 

such stability is less surprising.  Two prominent perspectives, organizational ecology and new 

institutionalism, each suggest plausible explanations for SMO stability grounded in the 

respective concepts of inertia and institutionalization. 

Organizational ecologists argue that all organizations confront structural inertia.  

Hannan and Freeman (1984: 149) argue that this inertia is due to such things as “sunk costs 

in plant, equipment, and personnel, the dynamics of political coalitions…the tendency for 

precedents to become normative standards…legal and other barriers to entry and exit from 

realms of activity…[or] Exchange relations with other organizations.”  Organizations are 

bound to familiar and reliable routines by such things as acquired skill sets, capital 

investments, limited information, and trusted relationships with other organizations.  Their 

members accumulate experience, develop habits and conventions, and establish normative 

and professional commitments that inhibit change.  Changing potentially opens an 

organization up to a renewed “liability of newness” (Stinchcombe 1965; Hannan and 

Freeman 1989).   

According to structural inertia theory, organizations improve their chances for 

survival by maximizing reliability and accountability, which results from their ability to 

consistently reproduce themselves (i.e., resist changing) day after day (Hannan and Freeman 
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1984).  Because older and larger organizations are better able to reproduce themselves, 

structural inertia theory hypothesizes that these will also display greater inertia (Hannan and 

Freeman 1984).  We have already seen that neither of these hypotheses (regarding age and 

size) is supported by the data from Seattle.  Organizational size (as measured by number of 

active members, staff size, and annual budget) is not related to an SMO’s likelihood of 

stability (see Table 5.1).  Age is significantly related to stability, but not in the way that 

organizational ecologists predict.  Younger SMOs, which are thought to be less reliable and 

accountable, are in fact more likely to remain inert than older SMOs.  If ecologists are 

correct about structural inertia, they come up short in identifying its causes. 

Another possibility, offered by institutional theorists, is that organizations face 

pressures of institutionalization.  According to this view, organizational models become 

accepted, codified, sanctioned, and even taken for granted by actors within the field 

(DiMaggio and Powell 1983).  To deviate from institutionalized models is to risk 

punishment⎯whether by coercive means, a loss of legitimacy, or social castigation⎯and the 

subsequent loss of resources and support that organizations require for survival.  

Institutionalists view social movements as embedded in social structures and a cultural milieu 

that tend to limit change rather than encourage it.  The sources of organizational stability are 

the rules, laws, values, norms, roles, identities, and cultural scripts that compel organizations 

to conform to institutionalized models of behavior (Powell and DiMaggio 1991; Scott 2001).  

Organizations may adapt their strategies for a time to bring themselves into conformity with 

legal, normative, and cognitive-cultural expectations in the institutional environment 

(DiMaggio and Powell 1983).  Once they have met those expectations, organizations tend to 

resist making fundamental changes in order to retain institutional legitimacy (Meyer and 
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Rowan 1977).  Such stability can lead to quite irrational outcomes (conceivably, even failure 

to meet an SMO’s goals), as organizers face pressures to conform to institutionalized models 

of action. 

To be clear, we have not directly observed institutional processes in this study, only a 

tendency toward stability and a distinctive clustering of three groups of structurally 

equivalent SMOs (i.e., professional environmentalist, urban activist, and public crusader 

SMOs).  However, as Levi Martin (2003) has argued, such direct observation is not always a 

necessary (or even the best) requirement for constructing an explanation.  He asserts that 

field theory (which includes many institutional theories) conceives of a force that acts upon 

objects and is often not directly observed, just as a magnetic force is never directly observed.  

We may observe the source (e.g., a magnet) and its effects (e.g., movement of metal 

shavings), but the force itself remains invisible.   

Many scholars have noted that U.S. social movements have been on a trajectory of 

increasing institutionalization since the 1960s (della Porta 1995; McCarthy and McPhail 

1998; Meyer and Tarrow 1998; Seippel 2001; McAdam et al. 2005; Soule and Earl 2005).  

Typical of this line of research is the “social movement society” thesis developed by Meyer 

and Tarrow (1998) who argue that in the process of becoming more institutionalized, 

movements on the whole are replacing disruptive forms of protest with more conventional 

forms, and once disruptive forms are now becoming more conventional.  Put differently, 

social movements are increasingly shedding their marginal status and behaving more like 

interest groups and political parties.  However, we see no evidence of such a shift here.  

Those using insider tactics (e.g., lobbying, letter-writing) continue using insider tactics and 
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those using outsider tactics (e.g., demonstrations, educational forums) continue using 

outsider tactics.   

It is plausible that some SMOs face institutional pressures from within the political 

field while others face similar pressures rooted in the social movement field.  That is, SMOs 

that directly engage the polity adopt organizational models that are appropriate for the 

political field and organizations that more publicly oriented adopt models more appropriate 

for the social movement field.  In Seattle, those outside of the political field tend to stay 

small, rely on volunteers, engage in “outsider” tactics like marches, rallies, and leafleting, and 

target the public (i.e., public crusader SMOs).  Those touched by the political field grow 

large, hire professional staff, maintain offices, adopt “insider” tactics like lobbying, testifying, 

and letter-writing, and target governments.  Within the latter group there appears to be 

another division between, on the one hand, poverty- and labor-related groups embedded in 

the local political field and more open to outsider tactics (i.e., urban activist SMOs), and, on 

the other hand, environmental groups embedded in the state and national political fields and 

who adhere most closely to insider tactics (i.e., professional environmentalist SMOs).  Like 

previous studies, this one has found that the pressures of the political field have a 

dampening effect on movement disruptiveness and a professionalizing effect on 

organizational structures (Staggenborg 1988; Meyer and Tarrow 1998).  Unlike previous 

studies, however, not all SMOs appear to be adapting to the concessions and repression 

doled out by political authorities (Koopmans 1993; Meyer and Tarrow 1998; McAdam et al. 

2005).  Instead, they seem to have found a set of issues, tactics, and targets with which they 

are familiar, which they believe are effective, and which seem appropriate in Seattle’s social 

movement field, and they stick with them. 
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It is interesting to note that the institutionalist perspective can be found in many of 

Tilly’s (1978, 1986, 1995a) studies of repertoires of contention.  He argues that the stability 

of repertoires is rooted in the widely held cultural understandings that reside in an 

organization’s institutional environment, rather than the rational decisions of leaders alone.  

Tilly (1995b: 26-7) writes, “At any particular point in history…[people] learn only a rather 

small number of alternative ways to act collectively.” 

 

The limits of that learning, plus the fact that potential collaborators and antagonists 

likewise have learned a relatively limited set of means, constrain the choices available 

for collective action.  The means, furthermore, articulate with and help shape a 

number of social arrangements that are not part of the collective action itself, but 

channel it to some degree: police practices, laws of assembly, rules of association, 

routines for informal gatherings, ways of displaying symbols of affiliation, 

opposition, or protest, means of reporting news, and so on.  By analogy with a jazz 

musician's improvisations or the impromptu skits of a troupe of strolling players 

(rather than, say, the more confining written music interpreted by a string quartet), 

people in a given place and time learn to carry out a limited number of alternative 

collective-action routines, adapting each one to the immediate circumstances and to 

the reactions of antagonists, authorities, allies, observers, objects of their action, and 

other people somehow involved in the struggle. 

 

Many of the institutional locations Tilly mentions (e.g., laws of assembly, police 

practices) are found in the field of politics (which includes governments, lawmaking and 



 

 

132

enforcement), but others are more characteristic of the social movement field.  How a group 

displays symbols of protest, for example, depends on how they and others before them have 

displayed them.  Sitting at a lunch counter in open defiance of local customs and Jim Crow 

laws is a symbolic display that is meaningful in a particular context of the U.S. South, the 

1950s, and the civil rights movement.  Of course, the Indian independence movement had 

popularized similar tactics in the previous three decades (Chabot 2000).  As Tilly says, 

movement organizers know how to organize a sit-in and they know that their antagonists, 

authorities, allies, and observers will understand what they are doing.  These social 

movement traditions reside not in state houses and parliaments, but in the experiences, 

organizations, and networks of activists, antagonists, authorities, and other audiences of 

social movements, as well as received histories about prior movements, organizational 

models, training academies, manuals, and artwork.   

 

Weaknesses of the Study 

Although these ideas may be provocative, this study is handicapped in its ability to 

evaluate them with any precision.  As I have made clear throughout, it was not designed to 

answer questions of stability.  From the outset I was guided by the belief, inherited from the 

dominant theoretical perspectives in the field, that social movement organizations are 

adaptable.  The research design was premised on that belief.  As such we are left with a 

design inadequate for assessing stability with much depth.  Instead we must content 

ourselves with the finding⎯albeit a noteworthy one⎯that SMOs do not always adapt as we 

expect them to, and we can conclude with some educated speculation about why that might 

be. 
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But first it is worth considering whether the conclusions I have reached are in fact a 

product of the research methods employed.  As I have relied on interviewees’ recollections 

of their organizations’ behavior, this may have introduced inconsistency in the measurement 

of change.  Some may have better recall than others, which can be a significant problem if 

this is related to one or another of the variables in the analysis.  For example, representatives 

from bureaucratic organizations may recall with greater detail their issues, tactics, and targets 

on a year-to-year basis because this type of organization is more likely to keep written 

records than non-bureaucratic organizations (this is, after all, a defining characteristic of 

bureaucracies).  That we did not find a significant difference between bureaucratic and non-

bureaucratic SMOs with respect to change provides some reassurance that this was not an 

issue.  We do find that changing organizations are significantly older and more often 

centralized than stable organizations.  How these characteristics would systematically 

improve the memories of some interviewees is not immediately obvious, but it is a concern 

that should be borne in mind. 

The limits of memories when combined with the limits of an approximately one-

hour interview are also an issue for the kinds of change we are able to observe.  Subjects 

could not be expected to recall fine-grained details of their organizations work over the 

seven-year period.  It was common for interviewees to describe a set of tactics and, rather 

than say precisely which years they did or did not use each of them, say a period of time 

(e.g., since 2001) in which they were used.  Their description is therefore a coarse-grained 

picture of major shifts in organizational strategy.  This is accentuated by my use of fairly 

broad categories of issues, tactics, and targets.  Typical of the changes they described are the 

launching of a new campaign, complete with new tactics and a new target, or a major, 
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memorable event (e.g., a strike).  I believe this is not really a weakness of the study, and that 

it reveals precisely the kinds of changes that are of interest⎯substantial changes in 

organizational strategy (i.e., combinations of issues, tactics, and targets). 

Some might argue that seven years is too short a span in which to observe such 

substantial changes.  There may be merit in this critique.  Nevertheless, the fact that the 

majority of SMOs changed so little across a seven-year span is an important finding.  This is 

not just any seven-year period, however.  The consequential political events that occurred 

(e.g., September 11th attack, launching of two wars) ought to have had some measurable 

impact on the social movement field during that time, barring a considerable lag in the 

effects of political opportunities.  Yet, some (e.g., McAdam 1982) have theorized just this 

sort of lag between changing political structures and their effects for social movements 

Although, McAdam’s is a study of movement emergence which is arguably a slower process 

than the kinds of organizational change that are our focus here. 

The uniqueness of this period should remind us that, as with all case studies, the 

results of this analysis are not necessarily generalizable.  If there is a correlation between 

rapidly contracting political opportunities and increasing organizational stability, as we see 

after the election of President Bush and after 9/11, then we might find organizational 

change to be more frequent in settled times.  Seattle too is a unique city in many respects, 

from the paucity of conservative SMOs to its hosting of the WTO meetings.  Subsequent 

analyses should examine whether right-wing organizations adopt similar tactics and targets as 

their left-wing counterparts.  In a fascinating study that does include both left- and right-

wing organizations, Bearman and Everett (1993) present evidence that these ideological 

divisions sometimes correspond to tactical divisions.  The one group they observe that never 
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changes (across a 23-year period) is radically conservative, Neo-Nazis.  Other groups 

routinely distinguish themselves from each other by adopting different tactics, although 

these only rarely fall along lines of political ideology. 

 

Future Directions 

Neither resource mobilization nor political opportunity theories anticipate the degree 

of organizational stability we have seen in Seattle.  Despite what Zald and Ash (1966) claim, 

the causes of stability are not the obverse of those for change.  Unfortunately, as social 

movement theorists have attended to adaptability, innovation, and rationality, they have 

overlooked stability, mimicry, and institutionalization.  By institutionalization I mean the 

process by which a social structure becomes routine, rule-like, taken for granted, and seen as 

natural (Zucker 1977; Jepperson 1991; Scott 2001).  This need not imply that it is more 

acceptable to political elites, less disruptive, or any of the other characteristics usually 

associated with the term in social movement theories (Koopmans 1993; Tarrow 1998; Meyer 

and Tarrow 1998; McAdam et al. 2005).  After all, if we are to understand the stability of 

SMOs that do not participate in the political process and that use disruptive (or 

transgressive, or innovative) forms in a routine, rule-like way, how can we not make reference 

to institutionalization?  How can we describe a “repertoire of contention” that has 

characterized social movements since the early nineteenth century as anything but 

institutionalized (Tilly 1995b)? 

The evidence assembled in this study might reflect institutionalization among not 

just political insiders, but outsiders too.  These outsiders use tactics like demonstrations, 

street theater, vigils, marches, film screenings, hanging banners, leafleting, and civil 
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disobedience.  They forgo government targets and take their messages directly to the public.  

Yet, their strategies are routine, they are seen by organizers as the “obvious” choices, and the 

organizations that use them are as likely to adhere to them as political insiders are to their 

government-directed lobbying, letter-writing, and media tactics.  Is it because they are the 

most effective strategies?  In my view, the answer is a resounding “no.”  An institutional 

viewpoint would interrogate the notion of “effective,” examining how it differs across 

groups and over time.  For example, why do some organizations measure efficacy in 

concrete victories (e.g., passing legislation, preventing the destruction of an old-growth 

forest) and others measure it in esoteric terms (e.g., raising consciousness, bearing witness)?  

Efficacy is as much a rationalization for strategies as it is a motivation for them, and its 

definition is part of the institutionalization process that social movement theorists should 

attempt to uncover. 

Maximizing effectiveness or efficiency, often thought to be the primary motivation 

of rational organizers, is only one possible rationale for organizational behavior.  Laws, 

regulations, and other formalized constraints routinely channel SMOs, limiting their available 

options and prescribing rationalized ways of acting within an institutional environment (della 

Porta and Reiter 1998; McCarthy and McPhail 1998).  Organizers may also consider the 

social appropriateness of a line of action, as exhibited by their peers or expected by their 

allies, in an attempt to maintain legitimacy (Elsbach and Sutton 1992; Soule 1997; Larson 

and Soule 2009).  They may also be limited by their knowledge, assumptions, or perceptions 

of what seems possible (Tilly 1995b).  Pressures from the social movement field may 

promote democratic participation in SMOs (Polletta 2004), or lead SMOs to differentiate 

their tactics from those of more prominent SMOs (Bearman and Everett 1993).  In fact, 
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social movement theorists have identified several non-strategic aspects of SMO behavior, 

including collective identities (Polletta 2004; Bernstein 2002), imitation (Soule 1997), and the 

expressive aspects of organizing (Clemens 1996, 1997).  Because any or all of these 

conditions may in fact be contradictory to movement success, students of social movements 

should be very interested in institutional processes that potentially inhibit a social 

movement’s influence both inside and outside political institutions. 

SMOs operate in very disparate contexts, as reflected in the many issues they address 

(e.g., anti-war, animal rights, abortion, Zapatista solidarity, pro-Cuba, global justice).  Each 

context orients them toward a different field of potential antagonists, allies, authorities, and 

cultural exigencies, and each field exerts pressures to conform to its organizing principles.  

Yet, as we have seen, SMOs in very different movements commonly adopt the same or 

similar combinations of issues, tactics, and targets.  That is, if there are institutionalized 

models of organizational behavior, they do not appear to fall neatly along social movement 

lines.  Their diversity indicates that there is some disagreement within the social movement 

field about how and for what purpose to organize.  In Chapter 4 I identified three broad 

types of SMOs that emerge from the analysis and which may reflect conflicting models of 

organization.  I suspect that if we were able to view Seattle’s social movement field over a 

longer period of time⎯say 20, 50, or 100 years⎯we could identify many more 

organizational models (Clemens 1996), chart their rise and fall, and scrutinize their 

institutionalization and deinstitutionalization (in the tradition of Haveman and Rao 1997; 

Armstrong 2002; Davis et al. 2005).  Alternatively, we could investigate the extensiveness of 

these three models across cities or countries to uncover characteristics of the local 

environment that contribute to their development.  These models are probably not unique to 
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Seattle⎯where did they come from?  How might processes of diffusion have contributed to 

their appearance in Seattle (Strang and Soule 1998)? 

In a recent review article, Taylor and Van Dyke (2004: 263) assert, “If there is a 

single element that distinguishes social movements from other political actors…it is the 

strategic use of novel, dramatic, unorthodox, and noninstitutionalized forms of political 

expression to try to shape public opinion and put pressure on those in positions of 

authority” (emphasis added).  This statement denies the possibility that social movement 

forms, no matter how dramatic and unorthodox they may appear to be, could be 

institutionalized.  It does, however, accurately reflect the main current of social movement 

research over the past forty years which has presupposed that movements are extra-

institutional affairs.  The study of social movement institutionalization seems like a 

worthwhile avenue for future research, especially since movement scholars have barely 

scratched the surface of the institutionalist literature on organizational behavior (but see 

Elsbach and Sutton 1992; Ray 1999; Soule 1997; Armstrong 2002; Davis et al. 2005).   

However, perhaps due to a long established metaphysical pathos, the institutional approach 

represents a significant challenge to existing scholarship on social movements. 

Jepperson (1991) reminds us that institutions are actually ongoing processes in which 

departures from standard patterns of interaction are routinely counteracted by some set of 

socially constructed rewards and sanctions.  What are these routines, these rewards and 

sanctions that lead to SMO stability, even in the face of a changing political context?  Where 

should we be looking for them?  Most social movement research pays more attention to the 

minor adaptations of social movement actors than the institutional rewards and sanctions 

that limit the range of those adaptations.  In Seattle, organizations did change their 
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combinations of issues, tactics, and targets (e.g., targeting the President when he visits 

Seattle), but those changes amounted to little more than minor, temporary experimentation 

around the margins.  If they changed at all, many organizations quickly returned to the 

combinations with which they were most familiar.  If it is true that novelty and disruption 

are the strongest weapons of social movements, these experiments might prove to be the 

most important objects of study.  On the other hand, if most of the work that social 

movements do is in fact institutionalized (i.e., routinely constrained by a set of rewards and 

sanctions), then we should ask what is inhibiting organizational adaptation.  
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APPENDIX A 
 

SUBJECTS CONSENT FORM 
 
 
 

The Changing Forms of Institutional Challenges 
 
You are being asked to read the following material to ensure that you are informed of the 
nature of this research study and of how you will participate in it, if you consent to do so. 
Signing this form will indicate that you have been so informed and that you give your 
consent. Federal regulations require written informed consent prior to participation in this 
research study so that you can know the nature and risks of your participation and can 
decide to participate or not participate in a free and informed manner.  
 
PURPOSE 
You are being invited to participate voluntarily in the above-titled research project. The purpose 
of this project is to understand the forms of social movement campaigns, in particular, their 
claims, tactics, and targets.  It will contribute to our understanding of how factors external to the 
organization can shape the decisions of social movement organizers and the chances of their 
organizations’ survival. 
 
SELECTION CRITERIA  
The Principal Investigator will discuss the requirements for participation in this study with you. 
To be eligible to participate, you must have a reasonably good knowledge of the campaigns and 
events waged between 1999 and 2005 by your organization. Approximately 60 individuals will be 
enrolled in this study locally. 
 
PROCEDURE(S)  
Your participation entails a single interview that will, with your permission, be audio-recorded 
and is expected to last approximately 1 to 2 hours.  You will be asked about the major features 
and changes in your organization’s campaigns and events between 1999 and 2005 (e.g., 
strategies, tactics, coalitions), as well as any noticeable changes in the social contexts of these 
campaigns.  You may be contacted by the Principal Investigator in the coming months for the 
purposes of clarification.  However, barring that unlikely event, your participation in this 
interview is all that you will be asked to do. 
 
RISKS 
Your participation in this study poses no immediate risk to you. 
 
BENEFITS  
There is no direct benefit to you from your participation in this study.  More generally, however, 
this research will develop an understanding of the social processes that shape the strategies and 
tactics of institutional challengers (social movement organizations, interest groups, etc.).  It may 
also illuminate the hurdles that organizations face when building strategies for social change and 
suggest ways to mitigate the use of violence by some organizations. 
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CONFIDENTIALITY 
Your confidentiality is important and will be maintained at all times.  Any notes or papers that 
include personal identifying information (e.g., names, phone numbers, addresses, etc.) will be 
maintained by the Principal Investigator in a locked file cabinet accessible only to him.  The 
audio recordings of this interview will be transcribed, replacing names with pseudonyms where 
necessary, and then deleted.  All related published reports will also make use of pseudonyms to 
protect your privacy. 
 
PARTICIPATION COSTS AND SUBJECT COMPENSATION  
There is no cost to you for participating except your time. You will not be compensated for your 
participation. 
 
CONTACTS 
You can obtain further information from the principal investigator, Jeff A. Larson, Ph.D. 
Candidate, at (520) 621-3531. If you have questions concerning your rights as a research subject, 
you may call the University of Arizona Human Subjects Protection Program office at (520) 626-
6721.  (If out of state use the toll-free number 1-866-278-1455.) 
 
AUTHORIZATION 
Before giving my consent by signing this form, the methods, inconveniences, risks, and 
benefits have been explained to me and my questions have been answered. I may ask 
questions at any time and I am free to withdraw from the project at any time without 
causing bad feelings. My participation in this project may be ended by the investigator for 
reasons that would be explained. New information developed during the course of this study 
which may affect my willingness to continue in this research project will be given to me as it 
becomes available. This consent form will be filed in an area designated by the Human 
Subjects Committee with access restricted by the principal investigator, Jeff A. Larson, 
Ph.D. Candidate, or authorized representative of the Sociology Department. I do not give 
up any of my legal rights by signing this form. A copy of this signed consent form will be 
given to me.  
  
 
______________________________________________ __________________________  
Subject's Signature       Date 
 
 
INVESTIGATOR'S AFFIDAVIT: 
Either I have or my agent has carefully explained to the subject the nature of the above project. I 
hereby certify that to the best of my knowledge the person who signed this consent form was 
informed of the nature, demands, benefits, and risks involved in his/her participation. 
 
 
______________________________________________ __________________________  
Signature of Investigator      Date 
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