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ELITES, POLICY, AND SOCIAL

MOVEMENTS

David Pettinicchio

ABSTRACT

Given the growing interest in social movements as policy agenda setters,
this paper investigates the contexts within which movement groups and
actors work with political elites to promote their common goals for pol-
icy change. In asking how and why so-called outsiders gain access to
elites and to the policymaking process, I address several contemporary
theoretical and empirical concerns associated with policy change as a
social movement goal. I examine the claim that movements use a multi-
pronged, long-term strategy by working with and targeting policymakers
and political institutions on the one hand, while shaping public prefer-
ences ! hearts and minds ! on the other; that these efforts are not
mutually exclusive. In addition, I look at how social movement organiza-
tions and actors are critical in expanding issue conflict outside narrow
policy networks, often encouraged to do so by political elites with similar
policy objectives. And, I discuss actors’ mobility in transitioning from
institutional activists to movement and organizational leaders, and even
to protesters, and vice versa. The interchangeability of roles among
actors promoting social change in strategic action fields points to the
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porous and fluid boundaries between state and nonstate actors and
organizations.

Keywords: Social movements; policy; institutional activists; political
entrepreneurs; policy communities; strategic action fields

In a recent exchange with BlackLivesMatter activists, Democratic presiden-
tial frontrunner, Hillary Clinton, explained her beliefs about social and
political change to activist Julius Jones:

I don’t believe you change hearts. I believe you change laws, you change allocation of
resources, you change the way systems operate. You’re not going to change every heart.
You’re not. But at the end of the day, we can do a whole lot to change some hearts,
and change some systems, and create more opportunities for people who deserve to
have them. (http://www.nbcnews.com/news/nbcblk/blacklivesmatter-activists-confront-
clinton-incarceration-n411536)

In addition to reflecting a cautious response about social change and
activism, as Haberman of the New York Times (August 19, 2015) writes, it
also alludes to a particular view of social movements, “that movement poli-
tics gets you only so far, and that activists must pave the way for those in
office to act.” Indeed, Clinton’s statement points to several key debates in
political sociology including the extent to which social movements matter
in shaping policy, the distinction between “insiders” and “outsiders” in pro-
moting political change, whether real policy change occurs incrementally or
in punctuated bursts, and whether efforts at changing “hearts and minds”
and “changing laws” are distinct (if not opposing) projects.

Social movement scholars have become increasingly interested in the rela-
tionship between social movement mobilization and policymaking. Resource
mobilization theory provided a framework for understanding social move-
ments as an “extension of institutionalized action” (see Jenkins, 1983; see
also McCarthy & Zald, 1977). Social movement scholars also emphasized
the role of political process and political opportunity structures either as con-
trol variables (often using some measure of the presence of sympathetic
elites, see Meyer & Minkoff, 2004; Tarrow, 1998) and/or as a mediating vari-
able (e.g., Amenta, 2006; Amenta, Caren, & Olasky, 2006 on political media-
tion theory) between mobilization and policy outcomes.
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But, with a growing focus on the direct role of movements in the policy-
making process, scholars have had to refine their theoretical and empirical
understandings of political institutions and policy elites vis-à-vis social
movements in shaping policy. Asking whether social movements matter in
shaping policy has led to important advances in situating the work of social
movements in the agenda-setting phase of policymaking ! that is, where
issues are debated and framed (see Amenta, Carens, Chiarello, & Su, 2010).
Social movements are thought to have the most influence in shaping issue
discourse in this prepolicy phase and in doing so, indirectly shape pol-
icy outcomes.

A second important development involves rethinking the boundaries
between state and nonstate, whereby political elites and social movement
actors work inside a network or field that transcends institutional bound-
aries. The growing recognition of the role of institutional activism and poli-
tical entrepreneurship in promoting movement causes has blurred the
distinction between an insider and outsider particularly since actors can
easily transition from roles as policymakers to movement activists and vice
versa (Banaszak, 2005, 2010; Pettinicchio, 2012, 2013). Specifying the ways
in which political elites, social movement organizations (SMOs), and acti-
vists routinely interact contributes to our understanding of the networks of
incumbents and challengers who coordinate their efforts to shape policy.

Finally, scholars have drawn from the work of institutional and welfare
state scholars pointing out that while movements do shape policy out-
comes, movements are also shaped by policy (Meyer, 2005). Policies pro-
vide both resources and opportunities for SMOs, advocacy groups, and
regular citizens to mobilize the law, often targeting (and sometimes solicited
by) the very institutions and actors who enacted them (Pettinicchio, 2013).

This paper outlines these and other developments drawing from numer-
ous examples including, among others, the black civil rights movement, the
women’s movement, the environmental movement, and the disability rights
movement. First, I outline a broad framework for situating social move-
ments in the policymaking process. I discuss the conditions under which
movements matter in shaping public preferences and/or the policy agenda,
as well as how to make sense of short-term and long-term objectives given
the protracted interaction between movement groups and policymakers. I
then specifically discuss the ways in which so-called outsiders are able to
shape the agenda-setting phase of policymaking, especially the kinds of
opportunities institutional arrangements and political entrepreneurship cre-
ate for social movements to have access to the policymaking process. Third,
I expand on how policy-domain approaches in agenda setting help specify
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the concept of political opportunities for movements to influence policy. This
is followed by a discussion of how strategic action fields shed light on the ways
in which social movement actors and political elites work together to affect
change through the use of both institutional and extrainstitutional strategies. I
point to how distinctions between an “insider” and an “outsider” have conse-
quently become blurred and how movement actors and policymakers move
quite fluidly in their roles within this strategic action field. I conclude the paper
by addressing the so-called “chicken-and-egg” problem (see Meyer, 2005)
regarding how movements are hypothesized to influence policy while policies
can also create or undermine opportunities for social movements.

SITUATING SOCIAL MOVEMENTS WITHIN THE
POLITICS OF POLICYMAKING

While social movement scholars on the one hand traditionally viewed chal-
lengers working too closely with policymakers and within political institu-
tions as counterproductive to mobilization (Burstein, 1991; Piven &
Cloward, 1977; Tarrow, 1998), policy scholars on the other hand ignored
exogenous factors, like the role of social movements, in influencing policy
(see Wilson, 2000 on policy regime models).

Social movements are about changing “hearts and minds” as well as pol-
icy (Tilly, 1984). Importantly, these should not be seen as two distinct or
competing endeavors. In the case of the black civil rights movement, acti-
vists sought to raise awareness and shape public attitudes outside the U.S.
South hoping that this would pressure political elites to take action, while
simultaneously targeting economic and political institutions in the South
(McAdam, 1982; Morris, 1984). In the case of gender equality, feminists
quickly realized that targeting policy would not necessarily undermine dee-
ply rooted cultural and normative beliefs about gender and gender roles
(Taylor & Whittier, 1995; Van Dyke, Soule, & Taylor, 2004). Activists
therefore targeted political institutions as well as encouraged public ques-
tioning of gender norms and gendered structural inequalities. This means
that movement targets and objectives range from proximate and short-term
to distant and long-term. Thus, social movements have, to use Cockburn’s
(2007) terminology, a short and long agenda.

Social movements may focus more of their time on shaping hearts and
minds than they may on altering structural arrangements. Social movements
can target public preferences rather than seeking to change the preferences
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of political elites. This might be because issues are politically closed or sim-
ply not on the policy agenda. Other times, when public preferences evolve
to coincide with those of a movement, movement activists and organizations
may have more leverage in influencing policy change by channeling public
preferences towards policymakers. Sometimes, movements may seek to
change public opinion and target policy elites concurrently, whereby sympa-
thetic policymakers and social movement activists join forces to mobilize
public preferences hoping to affect policy outcomes in their favor.

When the public is divided, or a given issue is not especially salient
among constituents, political elites may be more likely to pursue their own
policy preferences and/or work with interest and social movement groups
aligned with their preferences to shape policy outcomes (Burstein, 2003;
Pettinicchio, 2010). In this case, both policymakers and movement repre-
sentatives benefit. Political elites, interest groups, and SMOs may find it
easier to “craft” or frame an issue in the absence of public debate (see
Jacobs & Shapiro, 2000) which in turn, can both direct and intensify issue
salience among the public (for instance, see Beckett, 1994 on claimsmaking
activity in the “War on Drugs and Crime”).

When public issue salience is low, SMOs and interest groups have more
control over the message. That is not to say that all groups necessarily have
equal access to policymakers. Rather, as Brinton and Francisco (1983)
argued in their work on subsystem politics and American policy corporat-
ism, formal organizations are part of an expanding professional advocacy
network that is more likely to coordinate with policy elites. They can
amplify certain frames while diverting attention away from less favorable
ones (Burstein, 2003; Cobb & Elder, 1983). Pettinicchio (2010) outlined the
relationship between elite and public policy preferences in legalizing same-
sex marriage in Canada. The fact that the Canadian public remained split
but uninterested in gay marriage allowed more liberally minded political
elites in the Liberal minority government to work with key LGBT and other
sympathetic organizations in framing and pursuing marriage equality.

However, public and elite policy preferences may also present a chal-
lenge for social movements and interest organizations. Policymakers may
be influenced by their own or their party’s ideology which may not align
with activist and social movement ideology. In a similar vein, public inter-
est and high issue salience can complicate rather than amplify a move-
ment’s message especially if public preferences do not coincide with those
of a movement or interest group (Burstein, 2003).

The effects of SMOs, interest groups, public preferences and political
elites on policy change are therefore contingent on numerous institutional,
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organizational and cultural factors. And, theories about the effects of poli-
tical organizations on policy outcomes are abound yet, as Burstein and
Linton (2002) noted, scholars have either treated the effects of SMO’s on
policy as taken-for-granted and/or have not adequately outlined how social
movements specifically influence policymakers and policies. In his recent
volume on advocacy and the U.S. Congress, Burstein (2014) criticized stu-
dies that lumped all forms of movement activity into “protest” ! especially
since some of these activities include lobbying efforts ! commonly
regarded as an institutional tactic. Additionally, not all SMO tactics have
the same effect in shaping elites’ policy preferences (see also Gamson, 1975
on organizational success and failure).

Earlier work by Burstein (1985, 1998, 1999) questioned the direct role of
social movement protest in shaping policy outcomes, especially in that pro-
tests may have diminishing returns or outright negative effects on policy-
making (see also Olzak & Soule, 2009). Additionally, scholars studying
interest and lobby groups pointed out that certain kinds of information !
information about the size of the constituency and technical policy informa-
tion ! are especially important in influencing policymaking. Yet, others like
Agnone (2007) in his work on the environmental movement, showed that
protests do matter in changing elite policy preferences. Agnone hypothesized
that protests amplify the effects of public preferences on policy by making
those preferences more salient to political elites. Importantly, Agnone con-
cluded that specifying the role of social movements in the policymaking pro-
cess requires situating social movements in the broader institutional and
policy context which fluctuates over time.

Thus, the role of social movements in the policymaking process raises
questions about short-term and long-term social change processes. Piven and
Cloward’s (1971, 1977) analysis of the poor people’s movement and
American welfare policy in the 1960s suggested that institutions are inher-
ently stable over long periods of time but for certain points where change
comes in bursts. It is here where movements are able to meaningfully affect
change. As Costain’s (1981, p. 101) work on the women’s movement show-
cased, the ability of movements to shape policy is no small feat given that pol-
icymaking tends to proceed incrementally while movements tend to respond
in a punctuated manner thus making it difficult for movements to be included
in the political process. Tarrow (1993) also described so-called “extraordinary
policymaking” pointing to a seemingly rare occurrence when changes in insti-
tutions arise as a result of collective action by “outside” challengers.

But, Tarrow went on to claim that sympathetic elites are necessary in
translating protest into actual political outcomes ! that protest is a
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necessary but insufficient condition for extraordinary policymaking.
Indeed, the rise of resource mobilization and political process theories pro-
vided the theoretical basis for understanding the routinization of move-
ments. In the “movement society” (Meyer & Tarrow, 1998), social
movements have become increasingly flexible, able to engage in both insti-
tutional and extrainstitutional activities. Life cycle perspectives suggest that
movements engage in various activities and shift their targets over their life
course often as the result of policy and other institutional change (Blumer,
1951; Shultziner, 2013; Tilly, 1978).

As scholars’ focus grew to include the ways in which movements influ-
ence politics over protracted periods of time, it became increasingly neces-
sary to think about how movements are transformed by political victories
and defeats (see for instance, Taylor’s, 1989 work on abeyance processes in
the women’s movement and Haines’ (1984) work on radical flank in the
civil rights movement). In addition to entering periods of abeyance where
movements are more inward focused, movements also endure in large part
because they become more “institutionalized.” SMOs become increasingly
formal and professional (see Staggenborg, 1988). As incumbent groups
(Gamson’s, 1975), they use more institutional forms of action like lobbying,
legal mobilization, and testifying before government hearings.

Professionalization and formalization often occur following policy out-
comes that encourage and facilitate the ability of movement actors to work
with insiders. But, this does not necessarily mean that institutional tactics
come at the expense of extrainstitutional ones. Haines found that in the 1960s,
institutionalization of the black civil rights movement led to fractionalization
whereby white groups (in the government, private business and philanthropic
sectors) increased funding for moderate rights groups as a response to the
efforts of radical black organizations ! what Haines called a “radical flank
effect.” Similarly, following Roe v. Wade, informal prochoice groups profes-
sionalized, increasingly working with federal policymakers and state legisla-
tures (Staggenborg, 1994). Yet, these SMOs were also quite flexible engaging
in both institutional and extrainstitutional activities (see Staggenborg, 1989).
And, environmental organizations emerged alongside state institutions like
environmental regulatory agencies and bureaus (Johnson, 2008). Nevertheless,
the environmental movement’s success relied on the efforts of both professio-
nalized and volunteer groups using both institutional and extrainstitutional
tactics (Andrews & Edwards, 2005; see also Andrews & Edwards, 2004).

Therefore, movements may work with, and benefit from access to, sym-
pathetic elites in an incremental fashion over long periods to shape policy
outcomes. Working to affect (and subsequently implement and enforce)
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policy requires continued organizational access to the political process as
well as recurring interaction with sympathetic elites. For example, legal
mobilization and lobbying efforts by the NAACP in the 1940s and 1950s
shaped rights discourse and eventually allowed for activists to pressure the
government to act on civil rights legislation (McAdam, 1982). In the case
of disability rights, movement activists formed close ties with disability
rights political entrepreneurs throughout the 1970s and 1980s especially
given that key movement figures had at some point, occupied positions in
the government where they learned about, and participated in, the creation
of rights-based legislation (see Pettinicchio, 2013; Scotch, 2001).

Numerous other examples highlight the importance of movement inter-
action with elites over time in influencing policy, as well as how policy
influences movement mobilization. Gupta’s (2009) analysis of the anti-
death penalty movement pointed to incremental policy outcomes not only
as ends, but also as important factors shaping future movement trajec-
tories. Incremental changes in European sexual harassment policies allowed
for political innovations as well as space for outsiders to participate in the
policymaking process (Zippel, 2006). Peng and Wong’s (2008) discussion of
the development of the welfare state in Asia highlighted the ways in which
social movements played a critical role in the evolution of political institu-
tions and policy over a sustained period of time.

In addressing how movements matter in the policymaking process, it is
crucial to outline the ways in which movements gain access to political
elites and the political process, as well as describe how prolonged interac-
tion with political elites takes shape and the consequences this has on social
change. There is growing consensus in the social movements and public
policy literatures that SMOs and social movement activists have the most
influence on policymaking when they participate in the hearings phase of
the process ! that is, where information about proposed policies and issues
are presented, and where actors seek to frame problems and solutions in
particular ways to advance a certain policy agenda.

“PRE-POLICY”: SETTING THE AGENDA

One need only turn to the recent Benghazi controversy as an especially
salient example of how political elites ! political entrepreneurs seeking to
change the course of politics1 ! use congressional committees and the
hearing process in their claimsmaking activity. The Benghazi hearings
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played an important role in shaping both elite and public perceptions
about key political actors in the current administration as well as the
2016 Democratic presidential nominee, Hillary Clinton. As Democratic
strategist, Donna Brazile, told Anderson Cooper on CNN (October 21,
2015), members of the committee are just “there to make a point.”

Thus, committees and hearings matter. Committees are the “nerve ends,
and the workshops and laboratories of Congress” (Smith & Deering, 1990,
p. 1), they are about “property rights over public policies” (King, 1997,
p. 11). Congressional hearings are where political elites seek to stake claims
on and influence policy outcomes. As Burstein and Hirsh (2007, p. 179)
described, hearings are “an efficient way to gather information and exert
influence” and that “simply holding a hearing on an issue communicates a
committee’s belief that an issue is important.”

Movement scholars studying a range of causes have recently pointed out
that social movements tend to matter most in the agenda setting or
“pre-policy”2 phase of policymaking. At this early stage, frame contesta-
tion manifests itself in committee hearings where social problems,
issues, and policy solutions are defined (Burstein & Hirsh, 2007; Costain,
1992; Gamson & Modigliani, 1989; Johnson, 2008; King, Bentele, & Soule,
2007). Depending on how one defines protest,3 social movement scholars
see movements as indirectly shaping policy outcomes by creating or
expanding policy areas, shaping the network of actors involved in a policy
domain, and in turn, shaping political discourse around issues (Sawyers &
Meyer, 1999, p. 190). Scholars claim that movements have a much more
difficult time shaping policy at the final stages of the policymaking process
(Johnson, Agnone, & McCarthy, 2010; Olzak & Soule, 2009) where institu-
tional rules and norms make it largely impossible for outsiders to have a
say in the content of legislation.

The hearings phase then provides an important opportunity for outsi-
ders to have input on the framing of problems and policies. As Costain
(1981, p. 112) claimed, “the ability of government to design policy respon-
sive to new interests, as well as old, hinges critically on the ease with which
new interests seeking change in existing policies gain an initial hearing from
government decision-makers.” Hearings not only provide spaces for outsi-
ders to have a place at the table given that they are often brought in by
elites to testify about an aspect of a proposed policy or issue problem, but
hearings also signal that political elites have prioritized and increasingly
legitimized an issue, allocating institutional resources to that policy area.
This means that an increasing number or intensity of hearings is associated
with political opportunities for outsiders to interact with policymakers.
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Based on this premise, Sheingate (2006) used the example of biotechnol-
ogy issue attention to highlight what he called the “congressional opportu-
nity structure.” Akin to the broad concept of political opportunity structure
well-known to movement scholars, Sheingate posited that the ways in which
actors can introduce new ideas, challenge the status quo, and pressure other
actors to pursue a given policy course, is dependent on whether there are
opportunities to do so. By opportunity, he meant the informal jurisdictions
of government committees ! that is, what congressional committees hold
hearings on rather than what the congressional rules state is their actual jur-
isdiction. He found that committees with broad, less concentrated jurisdic-
tions spanning many topics, offers “would-be entrepreneurs [with] greater
resources and opportunities to introduce new issues that further stretch the
boundaries of committee authority” (Sheingate, 2006, p. 856).

As jurisdictions broaden and issue attention increases, there is mounting
conflict around issues driven in part by the fact that political entrepreneurs
are engaged in jurisdictional claimsmaking. Scholars suggest that social
movement groups and leaders are more likely to be brought into this broad-
ening policy network to help bolster elite claims, or as Schattschneider
(1960) argued, to help mobilize bias ! to create an impression that commu-
nity stakeholders have a say in a policy issue when in fact it is largely driven
by elite policy preferences. Elites use outsiders to advance policies they
prefer (McCarthy & Zald, 2002).

No doubt, movements can also benefit from this increasing access to the
agenda-setting process. But, it is not always clear, given the specific issue
or policy domain, whether movements have a role in expanding issue
attention ! whether hearings are held as a result of outside pressure ! or
whether political elites hold hearings intending to invite movement actors
who they see as allies in helping convince other political elites to pursue cer-
tain policy directions (see Walker’s, 2014 recent discussion of elites and
top-down participation). It may be the case that both occur, where initial
access provides movements the ability to beget more attention through
positive feedback processes. This seems to largely depend on both the insti-
tutional and movement contexts at a given time, and on existing policy in
that issue area. For instance, drawing from Taylor’s (1989) work on abey-
ance structures in the women’s movement, Sawyers and Meyers (1999)
argued that the failure of the women’s movement to shape two relevant
policy domains ! fetal protection and family leave ! is in part explained
by the movement’s exclusion from those policy areas. In other words, the
movement failed to influence policy because movement groups and leaders
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were left out of the agenda-setting process. However, Pettinicchio (2013)
and Scotch (2001) showed that the evolution of disability rights-based
discourse in Congress had little to do with outside social movement
mobilization. Rather, many who worked closely on rights-based policy in
the government would later create disability movement organizations and
coordinate protest demonstrations ! mobilization around those very laws
that established disability rights as a policy area. In many ways, elites cre-
ated opportunities for social movement groups to participate in subsequent
policymaking. It is important to note that groups do not have equal access
to elites, and elites will likely seek to coordinate with social movement and
interest groups that are ideologically and tactically congruent.

These processes point to a dynamic interplay between elites and social
movements in shaping the policy agenda ! about why issues sometimes
seem ignored, and at other times, seem highly salient. In their two seminal
volumes on agenda setting in U.S. Congress, Baumgartner and Jones
(1993) and Jones and Baumgartner (2005) claimed that cognitive and insti-
tutional limitations on the ability to process information and prioritize
issues leads to issues “bursting” onto the policy agenda in a punctuated
fashion. Punctuated equilibrium theory ! the theory that issues experience
periods of stability but occasionally are punctuated with bursts of creative
ferment and dramatic expansion ! is quite compatible with the notion of
cycles of protest or contention whereby movement activity seems to peak at
some points, and then declines and remains stable at other points (Tarrow,
1998). Not surprisingly, scholars including Baumgartner and Jones attribu-
ted issue attention to social movement activity and changes in public
preferences ! two so-called “exogenous” and demand-side forces acting on
political institutions. Within this framework, social movements have a
critical role in expanding conflict around issues. Movement organizations
and activists can do so directly by disrupting existing relations within gov-
ernment around certain policy domains. They can also expand conflict
indirectly by changing public preferences about issues which in turn signals
to policymakers that their voters’ preferences about an issue or policy
requires action on their part. Under these circumstances, political elites
seeking policy change can more easily mobilize conflict and challenge the
status quo, especially when structural opportunities, such as venues with
broad jurisdictions and interests, present themselves. Sawyers and Meyer
(1999) referred to this approach, which emphasizes how networks around
particular policy domains change and issues evolve, as an “issue-specific
model of political opportunity.”
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Outside pressure exerted by social movements does not always play a
role in reshaping political discourse or expanding conflict around issues.
Take for instance the changing image of nuclear energy. In the 1940s and
1950s, a tight-knit policy network arose around nuclear energy. This meant
that a limited number of venues such as the Joint Congressional
Committee on Atomic Energy and the Atomic Energy Commission created
a small, closed field ! a policy monopoly ! encompassing government offi-
cials, scientists, and public utilities (Baumgartner & Jones, 1993; Campbell,
1988; Duffy, 1997).

With low issue salience and holding few public hearings, this policy
monopoly crafted and controlled the positive image of nuclear energy. But
by the end of the 1960s, the nuclear image turned increasingly negative.
Although often attributed to the rise of outside pressures from labor
unions, antinuclear, environmental, and anti-war activists, Baumgartner
and Jones pointed to pre-existing dissent from within the policy monopoly
itself which ultimately signaled its demise. When scientists in the field
began to oppose the nuclear industry, it ate away at the legitimacy of the
“experts” controlling the nuclear policy monopoly. They sought to move
the debate around nuclear energy outside the existing policy subsystem in
order to create spaces and opportunities to reframe the issue. New proen-
vironmental policy initiatives at the end of the 1960s allowed for numerous
congressional venues to emerge, as well as new spaces within the executive
branch, such as the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). These
endogenous changes to the policy monopoly were eventually bolstered by
exogenous changes as a growing focus on environmental regulation and
increasing congressional oversight placed much more attention on the
issue. Thus, the story of how nuclear energy went from having a tremen-
dously positive image to one that is considerably negative, involved the
interplay between both endogenous and exogenous institutional changes
as well as challenges from state and local governments, and movement
activists who became an increasingly relevant part of the nuclear strategic
action field.

One of the shortcomings of theories overemphasizing the role of exogen-
ous and demand-side explanations for how issues and policies evolve is that
they ignore the routine access many SMOs enjoy and use to influence
change when issues are not seemingly in periods of heightened attention
(or “punctuated” to use Baumgartner and Jones’ terminology). This is in
fact one of the major criticisms put forth by path-dependent scholars
regarding models of policy change (Hogan, 2006; Howlett & Cashore, 2009;
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Pierson, 2003; Streek & Thelen, 2005). These scholars argued that even
though exogenous shocks may lead to bursts of attention, the content of
that attention and subsequently, how that content is translated into policy
change, reflects the incremental work that preceded punctuation (Deeg,
2001; Rixen & Viola, 2014). As Streek and Thelen (2005, p. 22) succinctly
put it, “for external shocks to bring about fundamental transformations, it
helps if endogenous change has prepared the ground.”

The movement towards disability rights highlights the importance of
incremental changes to existing disability policy which later was able to
expand more dramatically in the early-1970s. Throughout the 1950s
and 1960s, political elites incrementally proposed changes to an existing
policy image of disability couched in service provision ! namely, voca-
tional rehabilitation. The evolution of disability policy from economic
integration, to removing physical barriers, and guaranteeing equal access
to public transit gave rise to a language of rights that was not able to fully
materialize until the end of the 1960s. The 1960s reflected an institutional
environment undergoing important change ! like for instance, the rise of
more liberally minded politicians to positions of power (Polsby, 2004).
This had important consequences for the broader social welfare policy
field that in the past had been blocked from policy innovation. Not
surprisingly, the late-1960s and early-1970s saw new political opportunities
for disability rights entrepreneurs like Rep. Charles Vanik and Sen.
Hubert Humphrey who proposed an amendment to the 1964 Civil Rights
Act to include disability as grounds for discrimination. And, although this
failed, the language of rights and nondiscrimination survived and became
enshrined in the 1973 Rehabilitation Act due to the efforts of disability
rights entrepreneurs.

Situating social movements within the policymaking process requires
assessing the extent to which changes come about endogenously, how
conflict expands outside an existing policy network, how outsiders work to
promote conflict and change, and how they do so by working with political
elites. The evolution of disability policy came to include civil rights.
This took shape inside an existing policy network and when external insti-
tutional changes eventually rippled through the disability policy area, it
created new opportunities for conflict around the disability policy image to
expand, allowing disability policymakers to pursue alternative policy trajec-
tories (such as civil rights). In addition, it showcases the kinds of institu-
tional environments under which state and nonstate actors work closely
together to either maintain the status quo or challenge it.
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POLICY COMMUNITIES AND POLITICAL
OPPORTUNITIES

Movement scholars have pointed to the political opportunity structure
as one of, if not the, key institutional or set of institutional factors
shaping mobilization ! from timing, to targets, to tactics. Identifying
political opportunities is seen as necessary for understanding the rise of
contentious politics. Traditionally, the perspective emphasized conflict
between resource-poor outsiders and influential elites (Costain, 1992;
Piven & Cloward, 1977; Tilly, 1978) through the use of “non-institutiona-
lized means” (McAdam, 1982).

Yet, given that the relationship between social movements and the politi-
cal opportunity structure is inherently “process-oriented” (see Meyer, 2004;
Olzak, 1989) ! that is, that it takes shape over an extended period of a move-
ment’s life course ! political process models have in turn provided scholars
with a framework for shedding light on routine interactions between challen-
gers and elites, as well as the ways in which elites can facilitate the role of
social movement actors in shaping policy outcomes (Carens, 2007; McAdam,
McCarthy, & Zald, 1996; Meyer & Imig, 1993). Updated versions of the
theory then, combined with the rise of resource mobilization theory, came to
focus much more on the institutionalized relationship between movements
and political elites (see Amenta et al., 2006; Johnson et al., 2010) where coop-
eration between the two may be just as likely as conflict.

However, the theory has also been heavily critiqued as too broad and as
poorly operationalized (Meyer & Minkoff, 2004; Opp, 2009) leaving
many unanswered questions: how are political opportunities identified by
activists? Who benefits from these opportunities? And importantly, how do
activists benefit from political opportunities? Increasing efforts to link
social movements to policymaking through specific mechanisms at both the
micro and macro levels have drawn more attention to the shortcomings
of political process models and the political opportunity structure. There is
a renewed call for a more specific set of institutional and actor-centered
factors that facilitate or constrain social movement efforts. The research
on agenda setting ! particularly policy-domains and policy network
approaches (see Dowding, 1995; Knoke, 1993; Knoke & Laumann, 1982;
Marsh & Rhodes, 1992; Moore, 1979) ! offers a useful analytical frame-
work for clarifying the nature of political opportunities for specific social
movements, activists, organizations, as well as opportunities associated
with specific outcomes, like policy change.
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Although the agenda-setting literature has pointed to institutional
arrangements that shape the policy agenda space in general ways, work has
also shown that agenda-setting processes vary considerably by issue domain.
Factors accounting for variation include: the extent to which policy mono-
polies or communities exist, the kinds of actors (institutional and movement)
involved in the policy area, the extent to which a policy network is
embedded in other policy networks, and whether there is elevated public and
media issue salience. Baumgartner and Jones, who championed these broad
agenda-setting processes, organized their volume around specific cases of
agenda setting that fit different patterns of issue attention. For example, in
the cases of nuclear power, tobacco, and pesticides, policy monopolies gave
way to looser policy networks or policy communities as conflict around
these issues emerged. This was not the case, however, for urban disorder,
which had no policy monopoly around it. Urban disorder reflected a broad
jurisdiction ! from public transportation to racial urban unrest ! making it
difficult to establish distinct issue boundaries around this policy field. Each
time this policy area experienced punctuation, citizens and the media were
paying a great deal of attention to urban social problems.

In the case of disability, issue expansion was the result of political entre-
preneurship. There were no discernable changes in public preferences and
issue salience preceding issue expansion. Although disability was governed
by a policy monopoly that focused on rehabilitation and other service
provision, it had developed extensive ties to social welfare ! a burgeoning
policy area in the 1960s ! that in part created important institutional
opportunities to transform disability policy (Pettinicchio, 2013). Disability
issue expansion points to the ways in which policy networks overlap and
intersect with other related networks and how changes in the broader field
can disorganize existing policy domains.

These cases also reveal that distinct policy networks offer different
degrees of access depending on how tightly knit these networks are.
Virtually all policy networks extend beyond the government to include
nonstate actors from business and industry, the nonprofit sector, and inter-
est and social movement groups. However, policy monopolies, often
referred to as “iron triangles,” are usually quite closed making it difficult
for outsiders and challengers to gain access (Cobb & Elder, 1983; Kriesi,
2004; Schattschneider, 1960). Policy communities, on the other hand, are a
much looser network of actors reflecting a heterogeneous, if not conflicting,
set of policy ideas (Baumgartner & Jones, 1993). Sometimes, newer issues,
particularly issues that touch on a myriad of related topics (like urban
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social problems), emerge with no policy subsystem governing them.
Alternatively, and often as a result of institutional disruption, existing
monopolies too can fall apart allowing for a looser network of actors to
form new policy communities around issues. This is important for under-
standing social movements’ access to the policymaking process because the
more disorganized an issue area, the more likely challengers can help shape
its reorganization (DiMaggio, 1991; McAdam, Tarrow, & Tilly, 2001).
For instance, McCarthy’s (2005) study of antidrug issue coalitions demon-
strated how coalitions mobilized both elite and public support to challenge
existing public health policy. Unlike iron triangles, membership in the coa-
litions was loosely defined, allowing members including movement organi-
zations, community groups, professionals, and political elites, to come in
and out of mobilizing efforts. McCarthy referred to these coalitions as
“Velcro triangles” precisely because actors and organizations entered and
exited this advocacy coalition with relative ease.

STRATEGIC ACTION FIELDS: HOW SMOs AND
POLITICAL ENTREPRENEURS CHANGE

POLICY TOGETHER

Policy fields or networks form as a result of the coordination, cooperation
(sometimes reluctantly), and coalition building by strategic actors seeking to
shape the policy agenda (Henry, 2011; Knoke, 1993). Policy communities
persist when incumbents institutionalize a field by creating norms and assign
values to the efforts of its actors. This means that elites confer legitimacy to
certain kinds of organizations, structures and policy frames, and delegitimize
others. Outsiders also confer a policy network’s legitimacy as they acknowl-
edge the expertise of elites (see Brym, 1980 on elite theory, experts and politi-
cal change). Challenges to the policy community in turn become less likely.

Policy networks and communities are, in Fligstein and McAdam’s
(2012) terms, strategic action fields where socially skilled actors seek to
affect change. Their field theory provides a useful framework for shedding
light on the relationship between social movements and policymakers given
its emphasis on how policy networks transcend institutional or state
boundaries to promote particular policies.

In the United States, policy networks within which political
entrepreneurs shape the policy agenda are no doubt grounded in the
congressional committees that have some legitimate claim over an issue
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area (Baughman, 2006; King, 1997; Smith & Deering, 1990). However,
scholars, including Fligstein and McAdam, conceived of a broader space
within which entrepreneurs and activists work to promote change. These
actors ! from social movement activists to congressional committee
chairs ! are “policy actors pursuing a matter of public policy important
to them for instrumental reasons” (see Miller & Demir, 2007, p. 137).
Consequently, this understanding helps specify why and how social move-
ment actors and other nonstate actors form ties with political elites
because they have similar policy objectives and goals. Policy communities
therefore consist of intersecting networks of actors embedded in various
organizations and institutions creating a strategic action field where social
change takes place.

Members of policy communities influence how issues are defined and in
turn, determine policy trajectories. However, as networks that transcend
organizational and institutional boundaries (which include nonstate
actors), power is not evenly distributed among actors in the community.
Power arises from a combination of various sources ! from material
resources, to status (e.g., the “expert”), to personality and social skill.
Additionally, positions within a network also matter. For instance, govern-
ment actors may have more direct control over policy decisions than non-
profit or interest groups even though all are integral parts of a policy
network. Yet, as Dowding (1995) notes, power imbalances within a net-
work cannot be too great if a policy community is to endure given that
large power imbalances lead to zero-sum gains. Thus, while power can
emanate from sources outside a specific policy domain (Knoke &
Laumann, 1982), power is also contextualized in terms of the norms and
culture of a policy network of actors with different interests who come
together seeking broadly similar objectives.

Political elites bring their expertise (real or perceived) to a specific policy
area. To be sure, the influence of elites can be confined to their respective
policy domains (see Dahl, 1961; Polsby, 1963). However, they are also
embedded in a broader field of elites that transcend area boundaries (for
instance, elected officials may sit on multiple related and unrelated congres-
sional committees). Indeed, being situated within different policy networks
increases access to information and in turn actors’ clout (Knoke, 1993;
Moore, 1979; Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1999). Field theory explicitly
acknowledges that subfields draw from broader fields within which political
elites are embedded. That is, civil rights, disability, education, national
security, and agriculture do not, as subgovernments, exist in a vacuum.
Policy communities therefore reflect aspects of the broader field including
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norms and values, as well as long-standing social cleavages and conflicts.
Nonetheless, individual policy communities also consist of their own emer-
gent norms particular to their network and, as Knoke (1993) highlighted,
extant political conflicts and divisions may be set aside by actors working
to achieve similar goals in a policy area.

For instance, the field of racial politics in the South which transcended
economic, cultural, and political lines, was left largely unchallenged by out-
side actors including the federal government. It enabled the institutionaliza-
tion of segregation in the South even though relevant actors and groups
were themselves embedded in a national American racial field outside the
South. Eventually, as Fligstein and McAdam argued, this existing field of
racial politics dominated by Jim Crow, Dixiecrats, and other white Southern
elites, was disrupted by exogenous shocks; the depression, presidential
support for civil rights (i.e., Truman in 1946), and the Supreme Court case,
Brown v. Board of Education. These changes in the field of racial politics
created an opportunity for contentious politics with the rise of the civil rights
movement in the 1950s. As a result of important policy and legislative
victories after 1964, as well as broader changes outside the civil rights field
(including changes in Cold War era politics, the “revenge” of the Dixiecrats,
and the rise of Americas rights revolution in the late-1960s and early-1970s,
see Skrentny, 2002), the civil rights field recrystallized around the policy goal
of ending overt and covert forms of segregation and discrimination with key
incumbents in the executive branch and the courts interpreting and enforcing
new legislative victories.

Both Fligstein and McAdam and Baumgartner and Jones agree that exo-
genous shocks reshape the network of actors ! the field ! involved in a pol-
icy issue. In periods of field disorganization, political entrepreneurs seek to
reshape policy images by using their skill to convince others that their policy
solutions are the most obvious and suitable. Entrepreneurs can you use their
positions of power, resources, personality, “expertise,” and scientific evidence
and personal narratives to make an issue that was once seen as contentious
as taken-for-granted (Birkland, 2007; Carmines & Stimson, 1989; Cobb &
Elder, 1983; Riker, 1982; Roa, Morrill, & Zald, 2000; Schattschneider, 1935).
This also means that individuals have varying levels of influence on policy
given their backgrounds and status within policy networks.

In seeking to redefine issues and policies following disruptions to strate-
gic action fields, hearings again become an important site of frame con-
testation that bring together political elites, social movement actors, and
other relevant parties. Hearings act as important filters where policy initia-
tives are directly shaped. Hearings played a critical role in reshaping the
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positive image around nuclear power into a negative one, and hearings
helped set the environmental agenda when it came to the shift from conser-
vationism to pollution, clean air, and the destruction of the ozone layer.
Committees and hearings, as well as the interests of political entrepreneurs,
provide social movement groups with opportunities for “input and review”
and as a result, “grievances are channeled into institutionalized means of
participation” (Rochon & Mazmanian, 1993, p. 78).

The evolution of disability as a policy issue provides a particularly
cogent example of the ways in which the reconfiguration of policy networks
created opportunities for issue expansion as well as new access points for
SMOs and interest organizations. Disability always had a place on the pol-
icy agenda. Policymakers mostly drew from their experience in existing
social policy (especially health and education) and expanding interests in
veterans’ health and social issues to establish a new field of rehabilitation.
This came to dominate and indeed, shape disability as a policy area in a
path-dependent way by defining a set of policy solutions around integrating
people with disabilities into the mainstream of life (i.e., this often meant
achieving economic self-sufficiency among people with disabilities).

Throughout the 1940s until the early-1960s, government officials, leaders
of incumbent disability groups like the Easter Seals and March of Dimes,
and professional health and welfare groups like the Council of State
Administrators of Vocational Rehabilitation, formed a close-knit disability
policy monopoly revolving around vocational rehabilitation. Not surpris-
ingly, it was here that rehabilitation reached its pinnacle as a policy frame-
work and as an industry, reflecting the professional, ideological, and
personal backgrounds of those in this policy monopoly. Many of these pol-
icymakers had ties to the health and philanthropic sectors, and many drew
from related policy areas adding disability to their policy portfolios.

By the mid-1960s, many working within this area had begun addressing
architectural barriers and equal access to public transportation because
these were framed as immediately related to vocational rehabilitation.
What good is vocational rehabilitation when people with disabilities cannot
access places of work? Using strong supporting ideas such as increasing
employment opportunities so that people with disabilities can be “tax
payers rather than tax burdens,” and unquestioned scientific evidence
about rehabilitation and special education, policy “experts” (see Altman &
Barnartt, 1993; see also Berkowitz, 1987) were largely uncontested and
elites and the public outside this monopoly deferred to their expertise.

The basis for much of rights-based policy began to emerge through
incremental changes in the 1960s by this policy network. However, it was
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not allowed to flourish because disability rights entrepreneurs faced institu-
tional barriers ! chief among them, that conservative Southern Democrats
blocked most of their efforts deemed too costly. But when Congress liberal-
ized, new opportunities, like the creation of new venues in Congress (for
instance, the Subcommittee on the Handicapped among others), became
available for an expanding set of actors to pursue various policy areas,
including disability rights. This reflected a broader change in the political
opportunity structure where an activist government politicized a variety
of social issues and existing vocational rehabilitation policies became sub-
sumed in Johnson era Great Society initiatives. It was during this time, as
Baumgartner and Jones illustrated with their extensive longitudinal hear-
ings data, that social welfare issues burst onto the policy agenda. In the
case of disability, the number of committees holding disability-related hear-
ings expanded and as a result, so did the disability-related agenda space
(Pettinicchio, 2013).

The erosion of the client-service policy monopoly created new spaces for
political entrepreneurs in both Congress and the executive branch seeking
to alter the course of disability policy. It was in this context that Sen. Bob
Bartlett proposed the Architectural Barriers Act in 1967, Rep. Mario
Biaggi in 1969 proposed an amendment to the Mass Transportation Act
such that people with disabilities “have the same right as other persons to
utilize mass transportation,” and Vanik and Humphrey in 1971 proposed
amending the Civil Rights Act to include disability. At the time, the
Health, Education and Welfare Department (HEW) had greatly expanded
its portfolio dealing with an increasing number of constituencies that it, in
turn, championed. HEW’s Office of Civil Rights played a particularly criti-
cal role in generously interpreting and expanding congressional intent on
civil rights for people with disabilities, often to the chagrin of top members
in the administration. Importantly, these structural changes helped to lift
the cognitive barrier among policymakers that disability policy was, as a
matter of fact, based exclusively on a client-service model.

Both the movement for black civil rights and disability rights were situ-
ated within a broader network of actors in intersecting fields who routinely
interacted with each other to produce consensus about the ways in which
issues were defined and how policies developed. Both cases also highlight
the extent to which “outsiders,” including social movement actors, are
included in policy networks, highly dependent on the environment within
which policy networks themselves are embedded. When a policy monopoly
controls a policy domain as was the case with rehabilitation in disability,
only incumbent groups might have access to the network and venues in
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government to shape policy. When a policy community emerges around a
policy domain ! a broader, looser field of actors working in a policy area
(see Dowding, 1995; Heclo, 1978) ! social movements are more likely to be
involved in generating conflict and challenging the policy status quo espe-
cially when they side with sympathetic policymakers in those policy
domains seeking to undermine it.

The evolution of disability rights showcases how slow and incremental,
and faster and more punctuated change, shaped the expansion and the con-
tent of the disability policy agenda. It also points to the overlapping policy
networks between disability and other social policy issue areas, and how
disability policymakers pursued rights legislation in the absence of issue sal-
ience among the public or with the media. This alludes to key supply-side
variables, like the availability of venues and the entrepreneurial efforts
among political elites in shaping policy. But, it also points to the kinds of
relationships political elites forge with nascent advocacy organizations and
movement leaders forming a strategic action field whose members sought
to expand conflict when institutional activism was not enough to overcome
political hurdles.

INSIDERS, OUTSIDERS, AND
INSTITUTIONAL ACTIVISM

The expansion of the agenda space and the broader and looser network of
political actors who stake claims on issues, facilitates the ability of so-called
outsiders, like SMOs, to influence policymaking. As Stearns and Almeida
(2004) suggested, movements often form strong ties with political elites
which helps the movement gain legitimacy while movements can help pro-
mote the interests of government actors and agencies from the outside.
Indeed, policy entrepreneurs often rely on interest groups and SMOs to par-
ticipate in agenda setting to help expand their claimsmaking activity. As
Pettinicchio (2013, p. 83) claimed, strategic action on the part of entrepre-
neurs “involves the ability of actors to create consensus around an issue
through frame alignment as well as the mobilization of inside and outside
actors into a coalition that assists in that effort.” This means that entrepre-
neurial efforts inside institutions can generate opportunities for social move-
ment actors to have a place at the policymaking table. Thus, both movement
activists and political elites can be institutional activists when they have the
ability to work within, and have access to, institutional resources.
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An institutional activist in the broadest sense is an actor who can affect
social change from within institutions ! an elite with disproportionate
access to political resources (see Khan, 2012 on the “Sociology of Elites”).
However, the concept has been used to characterize a variety of different
types of elites pursuing social change. Institutional activist has been used
synonymously with concepts like sympathetic elites (Tarrow, 1998), politi-
cal entrepreneur (Reichman & Canan, 2003; Roa et al., 2000; Skrentny,
2002), elite mobilization (McCarthy, 2005), and inside agitator (Eisenstein,
1996). Because social movements and issue areas reflect varying degrees of
outsider status, it in part explains why the term institutional activist has
been used so broadly: it reflects dimensions of exclusion vis-à-vis institu-
tions. As Banaszak (2005) claimed, individuals can be legally excluded
from the polity as was the case with African Americans in the United
States. But, in the case of people with disabilities, they were normatively
excluded because it was generally believed that people with disabilities
could not advocate on their own behalf. Thus, the role institutional acti-
vists play is highly dependent on how much exclusion a movement or con-
stituency experiences.

One important distinction that has emerged is in regards to the overlap
between the issues institutional activists promote and social movement
causes. Traditionally, institutional activists were thought of as working on
pre-existing social movement causes (Pierson, 1994; Santoro & McGuire,
1997; Tilly, 1978). This might be a result of the legacy of theories like politi-
cal process that tend to treat political elites as reactionary rather than as
proactive. Elites are thought to either accommodate challengers’ demands
or they increase repression which ultimately signals declining mobilization
(Koopmans, 1993; McAdam, 1982; Tarrow, 1998, 1989). Santoro and
McGuire (1997) argued that black and feminist policymakers took on the
cause of affirmative action inside institutions following heightened periods
of movement mobilization and policy change while Staggenborg (1991)
pointed to the important role of prochoice policymakers working within
legislatures to expand abortion rights.

However, institutional activists can be much more entrepreneurial in
working on issues prior to movement mobilization than originally con-
ceived (see Pettinicchio, 2012, 2013). For instance, rights and antidiscrimi-
nation legislation for people with disabilities was largely the result of a
“movement in the government” (Scotch, 2001). In this case, institutional
activists were disability rights entrepreneurs; their actions were not moti-
vated by outside pressures from movements or constituents. At the same
time, the actions of these policymakers had a profound impact not only in
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politicizing people with disabilities ! that is, in helping make people with
disabilities citizens entitled to rights ! but also provided policy tools to
mobilize against the government when it began to back-stepping on imple-
menting disability rights legislation. In fact, when the government stalled in
writing and publishing disability rights regulations, many in the Office of
Civil Rights, dismayed by the delay, encouraged disability activists to pro-
test against Joseph Califano, the HEW secretary.

In addition, many disability rights movement leaders and key actors had
important ties to the government. For example, Judy Heumann, who
interned in Sen. Harrison Williams’ office, also created one of the first dis-
ability advocacy and protest groups, Disabled in Action. Jill Robinson, a
Community Services Administration (CSA) staff member and intern in the
National Center for Law and the Handicapped participated in the HEW
protests. Other leaders would go on to become political elites themselves.
Lex Frieden, who served as executive director of the National Committee
on the Handicapped and who helped draft the Americans with Disabilities
Act (ADA) in the late 1980s, was the secretary of the advocacy group
American Coalition of Citizens with Disabilities in the mid-1970s. Ed
Roberts, considered the father of the Independent Living Movement in the
early-1970s became Director of the California Department of Vocational
Rehabilitation in 1976. And, Justin Dart, the leader of the Texas
Independent Living Movement in the 1970s became member of the Texas
Governor’s Committee for Persons with Disabilities in the early-80s and
was later appointed by President Reagan to the National Committee on
the Handicapped. As co-chair of the Congressional Task Force on the
Rights and Empowerment of People with Disabilities, Dart also played a
critical role in helping draft the ADA.

Political elites and social movement activists formed a strategic action field.
Together, they pressured the government to act on disability rights. This
showcases the kind of alliances formed between so-called insiders and outsi-
ders in affecting change drawing from both institutional and extrainstitutional
resources. Importantly, it also points to the ways in which activists inside and
outside the government use both institutional and extrainstitutional tactics
and strategies depending on the nature of their challenge, political opportu-
nities, and threats. It is a salient example of the porous boundaries between
state and nonstate actors and organizations and the interchangeable role of
citizen activist and elite or institutional activist within the field.

Social movement scholars struggle to define the role of movement activists
when they work closely with political elites. For instance, Jenkins and Eckert
(1986) showed how professionalization and elite patronage in the black civil
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rights movement in part weakened movement challenge. In the women’s
movement, formal organizations that engaged in lobbying activity were
thought to not fit the feminist idea of nonhierarchical organizations; that
using institutional tactics legitimizes existing institutional arrangements
(Costain, 1981). And, Meyer’s (1993) work on the nuclear free movement sug-
gested that institutionalization served to coopt or depoliticize the movement.

However, scholars have increasingly recognized the back-and-forth
between the work of institutional activism and grassroots activism. Costain
and Majstrovic’s (1994) work on the women’s movement showed that rela-
tionships between outside challenges and insider actions are reciprocating.
Similarly, Coy and Hedeen’s (2005) work on the mediation movement iden-
tified the importance of oscillating between institutional work and work
challenging institutions as a way to avoid potential cooptation. Ultimately,
what these various cases point to is the important joint role of both insiders
and outsiders in affecting policy.

HOW POLICIES MOBILIZE CONSTITUENCIES

The dominance of political process models in the study of social movements
has focused mainly on the extrainstitutional basis of state!movement inter-
action (Goldstone, 2003; Jenkins & Klandermans, 1995). However, as the
discussion so far illustrates, movements often have prolonged, routinized
and indeed, institutionalized interactions with policymakers. In addition to
the important role of entrepreneurship and institutional activism in creating
opportunities for social movements in policymaking, an often-overlooked
process is how policies create social movements. Referring back to Meyer’s
(2005) discussion of social movements and policy, there is a “chicken-and-
egg” relationship between the work of policy insiders and the efforts of chal-
lengers. In earlier work, Sawyers and Meyer (1999) posited that policies are
not always an outcome of social movements but rather, policies reflect a
dimension of the political opportunity structure. That is, policies can gener-
ate mobilization.

Costain’s (1992) Inviting Women’s Rebellion explained how Congress acted
as an initiator on women’s issues. The amount of attention Congress paid to
women’s issues increased following President Kennedy’s creation of the
President’s Commission on the Status of Women (Rupp & Taylor, 1987). As
Costain (1992, pp. 20!21) noted, “The shift from a friendly but somewhat
ambiguous relationship between government and women in the fifties to
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unalloyed support at the federal level in the sixties seems promising as an
explanation for the timing of the women’s movement.” The 1970s saw both a
proliferation of women’s advocacy groups as well as an increase in both insi-
der and outsider activity (Costain, 1992; Minkoff, 1995; Soule, McAdam,
McCarthy, & Su, 1999) which coincided with increasing government attention
to women’s rights (such as the Equal Rights Amendments, the right to choose,
etc.). Congressional interest peaked in the early-to-mid-1970s surrounding the
ERA amendments (Soule et al., 1999). Although interest eventually declined,
women’s issues continued to have a place on the policy agenda.

Similarly, following the Clean Air Act Amendments and the establish-
ment of the EPA, congressional issue attention on the environment
increased. It also coincided with the rise of large professional environmen-
tal advocacy groups and a spike in protest activity (Olzak & Soule, 2009).
As Johnson (2008, p. 3) noted, “The year 1970 marked the beginning of an
environmental era in American public policy.”

Policies can mobilize activists to protest because they provide a frame-
work, like new entitlements, on which constituencies can mobilize (Ingram &
Smith, 1993; Reese & Newcombe, 2003). In the case of disability, few protests
took place before the introduction of disability rights and antidiscrimination
legislation in 1971. Not only did the early-1970s see the proliferation of dis-
ability advocacy organizations, it also saw the emergence of a sustained pro-
test wave that mobilized around the rights enshrined in legislation which was
largely the result of political entrepreneurship. By lunging forward on disabil-
ity rights only to back step when costs of accommodation became a driving
force behind growing opposition, the federal government through its policy
innovations, “invited a disability rebellion.”

These cases reveal that social movements and grassroots activism
become important forces in protecting and expanding existing policies. On
November 2, 1972, young disability activists organized by the group
Disabled in Action, tied up traffic in New York twice that day protesting
against President Nixon’s vetoing of the Rehabilitation Act. Judy
Heumann, Disabled in Action’s founder, told reporters that a main goal of
the protest, which was a response to threats to an existing policy proposal,
was to make “the public aware of the plight of the handicapped.” Policy
breakthroughs indeed mobilize constituents (Campbell, 2005; Pierson &
Skocpol, 2007; Pratt, 1976; Skocpol, 2007; Walker, 1991). They change the
relationship between the government, citizens, and issues where the growth
of advocacy organizations, lobbying, protests, and public awareness cam-
paigns in turn reify policy and protect it from retrenchment efforts.
Importantly, efforts by elites and movement activists alike target political
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institutions while also seeking to affect public preferences and attitudes
about those policies.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Social movements seek to change existing understandings about how to
address issues, social problems, and collective grievances. They do so by
targeting political elites and institutions, as well as public attitudes.
Movements “seek to realize their objectives not only by influencing public
policy but also by changing private behaviors, challenging accepted cul-
tural understandings, and transforming the lives of their adherents”
(Schlozman, Page, Verba, & Fiorina, 2005, p. 65). To return to Clinton’s
comments discussed in the paper’s introduction, when movements seek to
shape politics and public preferences, they are not necessarily engaged in
two countervailing efforts. Rather, as combined efforts in a multipronged
and often long-term strategy, working with policy elites can aid in further
entrenching policies, and can also work to shape public attitudes which
in turn bolsters the legitimacy of movements and policies alike.

Two trends have raised questions about how we know whether social
movements matter ! in Giugni’s (1998) words, whether it was worth the
effort. The first is the growing interest in social movements as policy agenda
setters. The second is that social movements are increasingly thought of as
part of “everyday politics” (Goldstone, 2003; Meyer & Minkoff, 2004;
Pettinicchio, 2012). These shifts in how we view social movements in relation
to political institutions, policymakers, and policy outcomes, have important
empirical and theoretical consequences. They require thinking more about
the ongoing relationship between activists and political elites specifying
how so-called outsiders gain access to the policymaking process. Sometimes,
movements can pressure elites to be included in the policy process but more
often than not, opportunities become available to movements as a result of
institutional changes, such as the expansion of venues for claimsmaking, and
because political elites seek to form ties with activists to advance their posi-
tion. Policy-domain approaches provide a useful framework for specifying
political opportunities for social movements associated with short-term and
long-term outcomes.

There are two main ways in which movements matter for policymaking.
The first involves the role of movements in shaping how policies are framed
in the prepolicy phase. But, politics often continue following the enactment
of legislation. Therefore, the second way social movements matter for
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policy involves protecting policy from potential threats and retrenchment
efforts by opponents. This too involves a long-term strategy of policy mon-
itoring to ensure that policies are properly and appropriately implemented
and enforced. This in part is what scholars mean when they claim that poli-
cies create constituents; that movements mobilize these constituents follow-
ing policy innovations that further their entrenchment.

If indeed, as Tarrow argued, political elites are necessary for translating
protest into policy outcomes, the numerous examples provided in this
paper of the kinds of routine access outsiders have to the political process
suggest that the influence of movements on setting the agenda may not be
as “rare” or “extraordinary” as is generally assumed.

Drawing from current theoretical debates in the study of institutional
change and social movement mobilization, I outlined the ways in which
consequential policy change can result from the interplay between incre-
mental, endogenous efforts, and punctuated bursts brought on by exogen-
ous shocks. I claimed that social movements are transformed by
institutional changes including the collapse of policy monopolies and the
rise of looser policy communities that provide movements with certain
advantages, including access to the policy process. This sheds some light on
how so-called outsiders challenge the status quo and achieve routine access
to policymakers: they are often invited to participate in the agenda-setting
phase of policymaking and sometimes, encouraged by political entrepre-
neurs to use extrainstitutional tactics when institutional activism is not
enough to overcome political hurdles. As part of a strategic action field,
SMOs and actors are critical in expanding the debate outside narrow policy
networks. They generate conflict by disrupting existing “cozy” relationships
between policymakers, and by raising awareness among the public about
alternative policy frames and policy solutions.

When it comes to policymaking, political elites and social movement
activists ! socially skilled actors ! enter into a symbiotic relationship.
Political elites rely on challengers to expand the conflict outside of political
institutions. At the same time, if the goal of a movement is to influence the
policy agenda and policy itself, then there are certain benefits when policy-
makers confer legitimacy upon movement efforts.

I also pointed to the porous boundaries between state and nonstate
actors and organizations. Combined with strategic action fields, the con-
cept of institutional activism highlights actors’ mobility in transitioning
from a position inside institutions to positions as movement leaders and
even protesters, and vice versa. Relatedly, these concepts and theories shed
light on the flexibility among social change actors who can use both
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institutional and extrainstitutional resources and strategies together to
shape policy outcomes. What the various examples discussed in this paper
suggest is that having ties to political elites does not preclude movements
from protesting against political institutions.

As social movement scholars and political sociologists increasingly look
to synthesizing existing theories to provide a framework for understanding
how social movements influence policymaking, we must overcome certain
conceptual hurdles and assumptions about insiders and outsiders. The first
challenge involves endogeneity. That is, social movements cannot be both
part of political institutions and also be affected by these very same politi-
cal institutions because this would mean that the variables expected to
affect an outcome are also a part of that outcome (Pettinicchio, 2012).
Blurring the lines between insider and outsider makes these distinctions
messy. However, part of the solution to this problem involves clarifying
and specifying concepts like political opportunity structure as well as the
goals and objectives of social movements. Second, in examining the pro-
longed interaction between elites and activists, it becomes important to
confront the possibility of cooptation ! a process whereby authorities
manage outsider threats by superficially institutionalizing challengers so
that they can maintain the status quo (see Michels, [1911] 1962; Selznick,
1949). Although this can occur, as theories of agenda setting, strategic
action fields, and political entrepreneurship suggest, elites can also chal-
lenge the status quo, and in doing so, often rely on the efforts of outsiders,
like social movements. Finally, we must overcome the negative connotation
that has surrounded “institutions” and “institutionalization” including the
contrast that is often made between so-called elite theories of democratic
policymaking (often associated with terms like “overhead democracy” or
“juridical democracy”) and pluralism. In seeking to specify the role of
social movements in shaping the policy agenda, we must reconcile the idea
that elite and movement preferences often coincide, with the more sinister
view that when outsiders work too closely with institutions and insiders,
they become “imbued with their logic and values” (Tarrow, 1989, 1998).

The paper’s broader contribution lies in its goal of helping to “put social
movements in their place”; the title of McAdam and Boudet’s (2012) recent
volume. They referred to two trends that have narrowed the field of social
movement inquiry. The first is that the focus of scholars on movement
actors and organizations has ignored how other actors, including policy-
makers and other political elites, also shape social change. Second, the
study of social movements has tended to focus on mobilizing efforts or epi-
sodes of contention associated with immediate outcomes (usually deemed
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successful in some way). This has led to an overall neglect of the more pro-
tracted back-and-forth between movements and elites where outcomes are
not immediate. Thus, to borrow from McAdam and Boudet, thinking more
about the link between social movements, elites, and policymaking sup-
ports a more “Copernican” view of social change efforts, where social
movements are not always at the center of the political universe.

NOTES

1. This is the definition of political entrepreneur provided by Schneider and
Teske (1992, p. 737).
2. Edwards, Barrett, and Peake (1997, p. 547) and Smith (2000, p. 80) referred to

agenda setting as “pre-policy.”
3. Some think of it as strictly disruptive, others count lobbying activities as a

form of protest (see Meyer & Tarrow, 1998; Norris, 2002; Rucht, 2007).
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