
Gaining the mass news media’s attention is
critical to the struggles of political advo-

cacy and social movement organizations
(SMOs);1 gaining coverage is a measure of an

SMO’s cultural influence (Berry 1999; Ferree
et al. 2002; Gamson 2004; Gamson et al. 1992;
Gitlin 1978, 1980; Koopmans 2004; Lipsky
1968; Vliegenthart, Oegma, and Klandermans
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1 Our conceptualization of SMOs includes nation-
al advocacy organizations that make claims on or on
behalf of mass constituencies, similar to definitions
used by McCarthy and Zald (1977) and Gamson
(1990) and scholars following their work. We use the
term “social movement organization” for simplicity’s
sake, although we are cognizant of the fact that other
scholars (notably McAdam 1982) reserve the term for
organizations that threaten or engage in disruptive col-
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2005; review in Earl 2004). In this study, we
address why some SMO families receive exten-
sive newspaper coverage by developing new
data on New York Times articles that mentioned
U.S. SMOs across the twentieth century. We
first identify which U.S. SMOs and SMO fam-
ilies have received the greatest newspaper cov-
erage; we then use this information to
systematically address why some movement
families receive extensive coverage, appraising
well-known theories of social movements and
movement consequences.

Explaining newspapers’ SMO coverage is
important for several reasons. SMOs seek to
promote many sorts of social change, from cre-
ating interests and identities to spurring politi-
cal participation and civic engagement to
winning political goals (Amenta 2006; Andrews
2004; Clemens 1997; Gamson 1990; Ganz
2000; McAdam 1982; McCarthy and Zald 1977;
Polletta 2002; Sampson et al. 2005; Skocpol
2003), and media coverage is important to these
efforts. Coverage also constitutes key data in
mapping political interests and identities among
the politically disadvantaged; it provides a meas-
ure of discursive presence or influence in the
production of culture akin to Gamson’s (1990,
1998) “acceptance” (Earl 2004). Using fuzzy set
qualitative comparative analyses (fsQCA) across
2,153 movement family years, we explore why
some movement families received extensive
coverage, employing arguments from the dis-
ruption perspective and the resource mobiliza-
tion and political contextual theories. We also
develop a relatively new political contextual
argument: enforced policies for a movement’s
constituency will spur movements and their
coverage.

MOTIVATION, PREVIOUS WORK,
AND MODELS OF MOVEMENT
INFLUENCE

COVERAGE AS A CULTURAL CONSEQUENCE

OF MOVEMENTS

SMOs have been central to movement research
since the early 1970s (Gamson 1990; McCarthy
and Zald 1977), but few studies go beyond
examining one movement (cf. Gamson 1990;

Skocpol 2003). Moreover, the mass news media
have the widest gallery of all forums in the pol-
icy-making process (Gamson 2004), so the
attention SMOs receive in the mass media bol-
sters their positions as representatives for the
interests and constituencies they claim (Ferree
et al. 2002; Koopmans 2004). The mass media
help legitimize SMOs in a democratic political
system in which most organized groups can
gain some access to political institutions; media
coverage itself is a demonstration of SMOs’
impact, or acceptance (cf. Gamson 1990). Many
also see mass media coverage as necessary for
movements to be influential (Lipsky 1968).
SMOs seek to showcase and transmit their caus-
es to relevant third parties and bystanders
(Gamson 2004) by offering alternative framings
of issues (Cress and Snow 2000; Ferree et al.
2002; Ryan 1991) or discrediting opponents
and their framings (Gamson 2004). SMOs can
gain coverage and influence policy debates in
multiple ways aside from protest (Amenta 2006;
Amenta, Caren, and Olasky 2005; Andrews
2004), and those that receive coverage also tend
to gain support (Vliegenthart et al. 2005). In
short, media coverage of SMOs across move-
ments and over time is an important, if limited,
consequence of movements.

SMOs appear in newspapers in different
ways, but always as a function of the practices
of newsgathering organizations, which are con-
cerned with generating “stories” and “news”
(see Schudson 2002). Unlike with protest events
(see review in Earl et al. 2004), there is no way
to compare coverage of SMOs with all their
relevant activity or all dimensions of their size.
It is possible, however, to compare SMO cov-
erage with important measures of movement
size, such as membership and organizational
density, and with protest events and other dis-
ruptive activities. Most important, by compar-
ing across all SMO families over a century, we
can test theories about social movements and
movement consequences to explore why some
SMO families achieved high coverage.

FOUR THEORETICAL APPROACHES TO

EXPLAINING MOVEMENTS AND OUTCOMES

Prominent ideas in the literature on the conse-
quences of social movements suggest, first, that
disruption brings influence for movements. In
the classic view (Piven and Cloward 1977),
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lective action, a set of organizations subsumed by our
definition.
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mass turmoil is expected to influence political
leaders by creating a threat to the social order.
This point of view dovetails with the literature
on newspaper coverage. Newspapers are more
likely to report on large and violent events (Earl
et al. 2004; McCarthy, McPhail, and Smith
1996; Myers and Caniglia 2004; Oliver and
Myers 1999), so organizations linked to dis-
ruptive action will likely receive more extensive
coverage (see also Corbett 1998; Rohlinger
2002).

The resource mobilization theory (McCarthy
and Zald 1977; Zald and McCarthy 2002)
expects movements with many organizations
and capacities to be the best mobilized and to
exert influence of many different sorts, includ-
ing media related. SMOs and SMO families
with the most extensive resources would thus be
expected to receive extensive coverage (see also
Corbett 1998). Newspapers tend to view their
reporting as reflecting main tendencies in social
trends (Gans 1979), so coverage may be deter-
mined in part by the size of SMOs and SMO
families. Studies of newspaper coverage of col-
lective action events indicate that coverage
focuses on events that draw the participation of
large organizations (Earl et al. 2004). Research
identifies many different aspects of movements
as resources to appraise this approach, includ-
ing membership in SMOs and SMO families
(Zald and McCarthy 2002), particularly the
number of SMOs in the family available to be
covered (Minkoff 2002). From this perspective,
the expectation is that the more members and
the greater the number of organizations avail-
able for coverage in an SMO family, the greater
the coverage.

Along with these two theories, our research
here also addresses two political contextual
models that seek to explain movements and
their consequences. The most prominent argu-
ment in the literature on political contexts, or
“opportunities,” expects movements to expand
and gain influence with a sympathetic regime
in power (Meyer and Minkoff 2004). This is typ-
ically understood and modeled in the U.S. con-
text as a Democratic regime for movements of
the left and a Republican regime for movements
of the right. In this view, ideologically similar
regimes should both stimulate movements and
promote consequences favorable to them.

An additional, although less prominent, argu-
ment from the political context perspective is

that movements will advance in the wake of
major policy changes favoring the movement’s
constituency (Amenta and Young 1999; Berry
1999; see also Baumgartner and Jones 1993;
Halfmann, Rude, and Ebert 2005). In this view,
movements are sustained politically through
policies related to their constituencies.
Movements are shaped by the rhythms of state
building (Skocpol 2003; Tilly 2005) and poli-
cy making (Baumgartner and Jones 1993),
which alter politics and often work in a self-rein-
forcing way (Pierson 2000). These policies
should bolster movements and help promote
further outcomes favorable to them.

CONCEPTUALIZATIONS, DATA, AND
METHODS

We examined the coverage of all national U.S.
SMOs in articles in the New York Times, fol-
lowing a longstanding practice in newspaper
studies of movements (see Earl et al. 2004), to
determine which SMOs and SMO families have
been most publicly prominent in every year of
the twentieth century. Many prominent longi-
tudinal studies of movements are based on news-
paper data on protest events and use the New
York Times, with its national focus, as a source
(Jenkins and Eckert 1986; Kerbo and Shaffer
1992; McAdam and Su 2002; Soule and Earl
2005).

Working from def initions of SMOs by
McCarthy and Zald (1977) and Gamson (1990),
our first step was to identify the population of
national, political SMOs contending in the twen-
tieth century—no easy task, as until now no
one has done so (cf. Brulle et al. [2007] on
environmental organizations). We then searched
the New York Times using ProQuest Historical
Newspapers for mentions of these SMOs in
articles. Next, we arrayed the data, listing organ-
izations according to their overall mentions.
We checked the results with data from the
Washington Post. We then categorized the organ-
izations into different groupings based on move-
ment type. From there, we compared measures
of SMO coverage in the Times with other meas-
ures of movement size and activity to see how
closely they corresponded to and correlated
with coverage figures. Finally, we used fsQCA
analyses to ascertain why some movement fam-
ilies received extensive coverage, employing
four theories of movement outcomes.
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To conceptualize SMOs, we rely on defini-
tions by McCarthy and Zald (1977) and Gamson
(1990), who refer, respectively, to “social move-
ment organizations” and “challenging groups.”
For McCarthy and Zald, SMOs are formal
organizations whose goals are allied with those
of a social movement. For Gamson (see also
Berry 1999), a challenging group is a formal
organization that seeks to mobilize an unmobi-
lized constituency and has an antagonist in
authority outside its constituency. These large-
ly similar definitions include only politically
inflected organizations; like Gamson, we rely on
organizations with national goals. These defi-
nitions also include most of what today are
called political advocacy organizations. For
instance, Gamson’s large sample netted such
institutional-tactic-reliant organizations as the
American Association of University Professors,
the Proportional Representation League, and
the League of American Wheelmen. Andrews
and Edwards’s (2004) “advocacy organizations”
are similar to the McCarthy and Zald/Gamson
version of SMOs, but they also include “inter-
est groups” (Granados and Knoke 2005). We
also include what McCarthy and Zald refer to
as “established” SMOs, or mobilized challeng-
ing groups. That is, we do not stop including
organizations, such as the AFL-CIO, the
NAACP, NOW, and the Sierra Club, once they
have mobilized a new constituency.

Needless to say, this definition excludes many
organizations. The McCarthy and Zald/Gamson
definition of SMOs we employ does not include
all voluntary mass organizations, as do studies
of civic engagement (Putnam 2000; Schofer
and Fourcade-Gourinchas 2001; Skocpol 2003).
We do not include standard interest groups,
such as Chambers of Commerce, think tanks,
and professional associations. SMOs that
engage in or threaten non-institutional or trans-
gressive action (McAdam 1982; McAdam,
Tarrow, and Tilly 2001) form a distinct subset;
our results do not generalize to this subset. We
also exclude the main political parties. Unlike
in Europe, U.S. SMOs in the twentieth century
have not “graduated” to become significant
national political parties, and they are not main-
ly concerned with nominating and electing can-
didates to political offices. There are many other
ways to conceptualize movements and organi-
zations (see Snow, Soule, and Kriesi 2004), but
we chose this definition because of its wide-

spread currency and because these organiza-
tions are the most directly influential in insti-
tutional politics and elite debates.

We started with previous large lists of SMOs
(Fountain 2006; Tilly N.d.), work that compares
large numbers of organizations (e.g., Gamson
1990; Minkoff 1997; Skocpol 2003; Snow et al.
2004; Wilson 1973), many articles and more
than 100 monographs on movements, advice
from colleagues, and the Encyclopedia of
Associations. We also inspected newspaper arti-
cles with the words “groups” and “organiza-
tions” in the headline to identify further
candidates for inclusion. We then searched for
all articles mentioning the SMOs through
ProQuest, using the official name of the organ-
ization and its acronyms. We examined some of
the articles indicated and expanded or restrict-
ed the search terms for the most accurate count.
We cross-checked the Times’ coverage against
coverage in the Washington Post for each of
the top 30 SMOs in the Times’ coverage over-
all, as well as the top 25 SMOs in the Times’
coverage for a given year (see below). All four
authors coded, led by the senior scholars of the
team, and pairwise reliability scores were always
above 90 percent.2

We identified 1,247 qualifying SMOs in the
twentieth century, although only 947 had cov-
erage in the Times. Altogether, we identified
298,359 article mentions of SMOs. It may not
ever be possible to identify all qualifying SMOs,
but our search methods make us confident that
we located almost all qualifying SMOs that
received significant national newspaper cover-
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2 Some scholars use the IRS’s list of tax-exempt
organizations (notably, Brulle et al. 2007), which, in
December 2006, numbered 677,043. We took a ran-
dom sampling of 100 organizations from this list
and searched for them online, locating 80. Of these,
only the Bowhunting Preservation Alliance was
found, barely, to meet our criteria for an SMO, but
appeared in no articles. To ensure we captured the
coverage of federated organizations, we often
searched for shortened versions of official names,
such as “woman’s suffrage association” for the
National American Woman’s Suffrage Association.
We also searched for alternatives such as “woman suf-
frage association” and “women’s suffrage associa-
tion.” We counted any mention of a lower-level
organization as part of the coverage of the national
organization (cf. Brulle et al. 2007).
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age. We are also confident that the potential
future identification of SMOs as yet uncovered
will not greatly change the results below. We
employ individual mentions (cf. Vliegenthart et
al. 2005) for simplicity’s sake, and also because
there was little variation among the most cov-
ered SMOs in the degree to which they appeared
in front-page articles.

WHICH SMOS AND MOVEMENTS
RECEIVED THE MOST COVERAGE?

Which SMOs and movements received the
greatest coverage? The SMO with the most cov-
erage overall is, unsurprisingly, the AFL-CIO
(including coverage of the AFL and CIO indi-
vidually before they merged in 1953). The extent
of its dominance is surprising, however, as it
receives more than three times as many men-

tions as the next SMO, the American Legion
(see Table 1). The National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) is a
close third, and the American Civil Liberties
Union and the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) round out
the top five, each appearing in more than 8,000
articles. The top-30 list also includes seven
other labor-union organizations. Other well-
known social movements are well represented
in the top 30, including four additional SMOs
relating to African American civil rights: the
National Council of Churches, the National
Urban League, the Black Panther Party, and the
Congress of Racial Equality. Two additional
veterans organizations—the Grand Army of the
Republic and the Veterans of Foreign Wars—
rank in the top 30 as well. Other movement
families are represented by longstanding organ-
izations, including the feminist (League of
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Table 1. Top 30 SMOs with the Most New York Times Coverage in the Twentieth Century, with
Coverage from the Washington Post

Rank Organization (Year of Founding) Times Front Page Post 

01 American Federation of Labor–Congress of Industrial Organizations 41,718 6,848 33,690
—(1886, 1937, 1955)

02 American Legion (1919) 12,650 1,441 9,262
03 National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (1909) 12,616 1,707 12,247
04 American Civil Liberties Union (1920) 8,911 1,022 7,431
05 Ku Klux Klan (1867) 8,067 1,119 5,879
06 United Mine Workers (1890) 7,044 1,397 6,560
07 League of Women Voters (1920) 6,869 461 7,647
08 International Ladies Garment Workers (1900) 5,875 675 601
09 International Brotherhood of Teamsters (1903) 5,216 1,848 8,864
10 Veterans of Foreign Wars (1936) 4,829 480 6,419
11 National Education Association (1857) 4,725 462 4,616
12 Anti-Saloon League (1893) 4,581 851 2,533
13 United Steelworkers (1942) 4,019 392 1,777
14 American Jewish Congress (1918) 3,849 297 876
15 Grand Army of the Republic (1866) 3,492 149 2,853
16 Black Panther Party (1966) 3,460 394 2,333
17 American Jewish Committee (1906) 3,317 263 1,074
18 Actors’ Equity Association (1913) 3,229 157 216
19 American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (1866) 3,016 51 213
20 United Auto Workers (1935) 2,872 195 5,257
21 National Council of Churches (1950) 2,649 256 1,919
22 Anti-Defamation League (1913) 2,618 247 1,424
23 Planned Parenthood (1923) 2,610 204 2,199
24 International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers (1891) 2,541 337 781
25 Sierra Club (1892) 2,497 218 2,822
26 National Urban League (1910) 2,495 300 1,203
27 Congress of Racial Equality (1942) 2,349 519 540
28 American Federation of Teachers (1916) 2,267 325 1,063
29 International Typographical Union (1852) 2,130 165 1,180
30 Americans for Democratic Action (1947) 2,052 298 2,076
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Women Voters), anti-alcohol (the Anti-Saloon
League), animal protection/rights (American
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to
Animals), environmental (Sierra Club), and
reproductive rights movements (Planned
Parenthood).

We also examine the coverage of the top
SMOs in the Washington Post. Aside from men-
tions of SMOs in the Post being lower overall,
there are a few important differences. A few
New York-based organizations are far better
covered in the Times, including the American
Jewish Congress and the American Jewish
Committee; the Actors Equity Association, with
its connections to Broadway, receives a lot of
attention in the Times, but little in the Post. All
the same, the correlation between the top-30 lists
is .96, with most of the slippage due to the New
York-based organizations.3 Among the top 30,
moreover, the correlation between overall cov-
erage and appearing in front-page articles in
the Times is extremely high (.97).

From here, we analyze coverage according to
broad categories, families, or industries of social
movements to ascertain which received the most
coverage across the century. Lacking scholarly
consensus in both the categories of social
movements and allocating SMOs to them, we
employ frequently used, if somewhat broad,
movement families—including labor; African
American civil rights; environmental, conser-
vation, and ecology; veterans; and
feminist/women’s rights—for a total of 34 mutu-
ally exclusive and exhaustive categories. Due to
the lack of consensus and the small numbers of
article counts for some possible movement fam-
ilies, three of these categories have a residual
quality. We categorized SMOs that were large-

ly left- or right-wing in orientation, but that did
not fit neatly into a more coherent movement
family, as “progressive, other” and “conserva-
tive, other”; SMOs seeking civil rights for spe-
cific groups, but that did not receive enough
coverage to warrant an entire category, are cat-
egorized as “civil rights, other.” We also focus
on issues, rather than movements’ demograph-
ic makeups; organizations largely or exclusive-
ly consisting of women might find themselves
as part of the feminist, anti-alcohol, or chil-
dren’s rights movements, for instance, and
organizations of students might be part of anti-
war, civil rights, conservative, or progressive
SMO families.

Table 2 lists each movement family or indus-
try according to the mentions received by the
organizations constituting the category. Labor
received by far the most mentions, accounting
for 36.3 percent of articles in which SMOs were
mentioned, more than three times as much as its
closest competitor, the African American civil
rights movement, which had 9.8 percent. Labor
remains first easily even when individual unions
are not counted, with about 18.9 percent of the
coverage. (We also list the movements without
individual unions because these organizations
so dominate coverage.) Behind these two are
four SMO families; the veterans,
feminist/women’s rights, nativist/supremacist,
and environmental, conservation, and ecology
SMOs each had between 4.0 and 7.6 percent of
the coverage. Jewish civil rights, civil liberties,
anti-war, and residual conservative SMOs round
out the top 10. Although the veterans and nativist
movement families place in the top five, and the
Jewish civil rights and civil liberties families
place in the top 10, none have received exten-
sive scholarly attention.

Next, we examine the overall trajectory of the
top movement families or industries. Figure 1
shows the coverage for the labor, African
American civil rights, and veterans SMO fam-
ilies (in three-year moving averages to smooth
out arbitrary year-to-year variations). For rea-
sons of scale, we include the labor movement
without individual unions, although the pattern
is similar (results not shown). Labor has a strong
newspaper presence throughout the century,
taking off in the 1930s and 1940s and declin-
ing in the 1950s and beyond, although remain-
ing at a significantly high level of coverage.
Coverage of the African American civil rights
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3 In the early decades of the century, the Post cov-
ered veterans more extensively, possibly because
these organizations focused their attention on the
capital, although the coverage often relates to law-
makers’ affiliations. The Post is available via the
ProQuest Historical database only through 1992, so
we use Lexis-Nexis, which is available from 1977, for
1993 through 1999. For the top-10 covered SMOs of
the 1980s, coverage figures produced by ProQuest
and Lexis-Nexis searches are correlated highly at
.99, and the number of articles is similar, with
ProQuest unearthing 13,694 articles and Lexis-Nexis
13,618.
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movement takes off in the 1960s, after making
gains in the late 1950s, and does not decline until
the mid-1970s. If social movements have moved
in waves (Tarrow 1994), labor was at the cen-
ter of the wave in the 1930s and 1940s, and the
civil rights movement was at the center of the
wave in the 1960s. Veterans organizations made
great leaps forward during the 1930s and after
World War II, persisting throughout the centu-
ry but declining during the last half.

The families next in coverage include SMOs
from the feminist, nativist, and environmental
movements (see Figure 2). The coverage of

feminist movement SMOs, which in Figure 2
also includes abortion/reproductive rights
SMOs, shows the expected two waves, with the
second wave beginning largely in the 1970s.
The waves are fairly gentle, however, and there
is a “middle” wave of coverage in the 1930s. The
coverage of environmental SMOs fits the pat-
tern of a new social movement based on qual-
ity-of-life concerns, taking off in the 1970s and
1980s, peaking in the 1990s, and sustaining
high coverage. By contrast, nativist organiza-
tions, led mainly by two incarnations of the
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Table 2. Times Coverage of SMOs by Movement Families

Without # of 
Rank Family Title Percent Unions SMOs Most Highly Covered SMO

01 Labor 36.3 18.9 141 American Federation of Labor
02 Civil Rights, African American 9.8 12.4 62 National Association for the Advancement 

—of Colored People
03 Veterans 7.6 9.7 17 American Legion
04 Feminist/Women’s Rights 5.5 7.0 124 League of Women Voters
05 Nativist/Supremacist 4.2 5.4 63 Ku Klux Klan
06 Environment/Conservation/ 4.0 5.1 132 Sierra Club

—Ecology
07 Civil Rights, Jewish 3.7 4.7 7 American Jewish Congress
08 Civil Liberties 3.1 4.0 6 American Civil Liberties Union
09 Anti-war 2.8 3.6 79 American Friends Service Committee
10 Conservative, Other 2.6 3.3 98 John Birch Society
11 Progressive, Other 2.5 3.2 92 National Council of Jewish Women
12 Anti-alcohol 2.4 3.0 21 Anti-Saloon League
13 Farmers 2.1 2.6 18 American Farm Bureau Federation
14 Communist 1.7 2.1 20 Communist Party USA
15 Animal Protection/Rights 1.4 1.8 26 American Society for the Prevention of 

—Cruelty  to Animals
16 Abortion/Reproductive Rights 1.3 1.6 27 Planned Parenthood
17 Civic 1.1 1.5 16 National Civic Federation
18 Consumer 1.1 1.4 8 National Consumers’ League
19 Old Age/Senior Rights .9 1.2 26 American Association of Retired People
20 Christian Right .9 1.2 36 Moral Majority
21 Civil Rights, Other .9 1.1 34 Nation of Islam
22 Children’s Rights/Protection .9 1.1 13 Child Welfare League
23 Liberal, General .7 .9 5 Americans for Democratic Action
24 Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and .5 .6 47 Gay Men’s Health Crisis

—Transgender
25 Anti-smoking .4 .5 13 American Public Health Association
26 Anti-abortion .4 .5 33 National Right to Life Committee
27 Gun Owners’ Rights .3 .4 11 National Rifle Association
28 Civil Rights, Native American .2 .3 3 American Indian Movement
29 Welfare Rights .2 .2 12 National Welfare Rights Organization
30 Civil Rights, Hispanic .2 .2 12 League of United Latin American Citizens
31 Disability Rights .1 .1 16 National Association for Retarded Children
32 AIDS .1 .1 5 AIDS Action
33 Prison Reform/Prisoners’ Rights .1 .1 10 National Committee on Prisons
34 Gun Control .1 .1 14 Brady Campaign to Prevent Gun Violence
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Figure 1. Times Coverage of Labor Movement, African American Civil Rights Movement, and
Veterans SMOs, 1900 to 1999

Figure 2. Times Coverage of the Nativist/Supremacist, Feminist and Abortion Rights, and
Environmental/Conservation/Ecology SMOs, 1900 to 1999
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KKK, had a peak in coverage in the 1920s, with
a secondary peak in the 1960s.

Across the twentieth century, national news-
paper coverage of SMOs focused on the labor
and civil rights movements, and scholarship
has followed (e.g., Andrews 2004; Fantasia and
Stepan-Norris 2004; McAdam 1982; Morris
1984). The labor movement has dominated cov-
erage; it remains the most covered movement
family, despite the precipitous decline in union
membership in the last half of the twentieth
century. Similarly, the African American civil
rights, feminist, and environmental families of
SMOs rank expectedly high in coverage. In a
recent handbook (Snow et al. 2004), a section
on “major” social movements included reviews
of the labor, environmental, and feminist move-
ments, and ethnic mobilization, encompassing
African American civil rights, and anti-war
movements, but veterans and nativist move-
ments were not covered. Generally speaking,
SMOs that peaked in media attention before
the 1960s, and movements with a conservative
slant, have not received scholarly attention com-
mensurate with their media attention. While
the top movement families also show waves of
coverage, as would be expected, the coverage
appears somewhat later than expected and is sus-
tained longer than the imagery of cycles sug-
gests.

SIZE, DISRUPTIVE ACTIVITY, AND
COVERAGE: PRELIMINARY RESULTS

The descriptive results lead to the following
question: Why are some SMOs and SMO fam-
ilies better covered than others? As noted ear-
lier, two approaches to the question are related
to the scale of the movement and its activity. One
view is that newspapers disproportionately cover
events that are disruptive or violent (McCarthy
et al. 1996; Oliver and Myers 1999; see review
in Earl et al. 2004), and presumably SMOs con-
nected to such events. This view is connected
to the classic argument that disruption leads to
influence for social movements (Piven and
Cloward 1977). One might also expect news-
papers simply to report on SMOs according to
their size. To some extent, this is what reporters
claim to be doing (Gans 1979) and is consistent
with the resource mobilization view of the
impact of social movements (Zald and
McCarthy 2002). Movements are expected to

have influence in relation to available resources,
including the members and organizations in the
movement family or industry. These two aspects
of the scale of movements, their size and dra-
matic activity, are frequently used to summarize
or operationalize the presence of movements and
SMOs in quantitative research on movements.
To provide a preliminary assessment of these
models, we compare newspaper coverage with
measures employed in high-profile research on
some of the more prominent SMOs and SMO
families.4

To address the degree to which coverage
reflects the main aspects of SMO size, we start
with two prominent SMOs. The Townsend Plan
was one of the most publicized SMOs of the
1930s; it demanded generous and universal old-
age pensions and organized 2 million older
Americans into Townsend clubs (Amenta et al.
2005). It quickly reached membership levels
that few voluntary associations achieve (Skocpol
2003), but it lost most of its following by the
1950s. The correlation between its membership
(data from Amenta et al. 2005) and coverage
from 1934 to 1953 is .62. The NAACP, a key
organization in the most prominent movement
of the second half of the twentieth century, is,
by contrast, an evergreen in coverage. In exam-
ining data from 1947 through 1981 (courtesy of
J. Craig Jenkins), we find the relationship
between its membership and Times coverage is
fairly strong, too, with a correlation of .69.
Membership and coverage both peak in the
mid-1960s.

We next address the connection between cov-
erage and size for two of the most prominent
SMO families, beginning with organizational
density in the women’s rights/abortion rights
movements from 1955 through 1986 (with data
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4 These models are similar to debates in the liter-
ature on newspaper coverage of protest events, which
seek to uncover selection and description biases in the
coverage (see review in Earl et al. 2004). Factors
making events seem more newsworthy include prox-
imity to news organizations, size, intensity, presence
of violence, counter-demonstrators, police, and spon-
sorship by organizations. Unlike some studies of
selection bias of protest events (McCarthy et al.
1996; Oliver and Myers 1999), our preliminary inves-
tigations of SMO coverage cannot juxtapose all rel-
evant aspects of size or activity of SMOs with their
coverage, as data on these aspects do not exist.
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courtesy of Debra C. Minkoff). A plot of SMO
coverage, in a three-year moving average,
against the organizational density of total organ-
izations and the subset of “protest and advoca-
cy” organizations in the women’s rights
movement shows that they are very strongly
and similarly correlated (.97) (see Figure 3).
Coverage and organizational density both rise
dramatically in the mid-1960s and peak around
1980. Despite the large correlation between
coverage and organizational density, however,
only a few SMOs received the bulk of the cov-
erage. As for the most prominent family, a com-
parison of the Times coverage of the labor
movement from 1930 to 1999 with unionization
shows a correlation of .59; after 1954, howev-
er, when unionization declines, the correlation
increases to .80 (see Figure 4).

Next, we turn to bivariate assessments of
whether coverage is closely connected to dis-
ruptive activity. We begin with labor strikes,
the standard disruptive activity of the labor
movement (see Figure 4). The pattern for cov-
erage and strikes works in the opposite direction
from unionization. Although the correlation
between the work stoppage measures and cov-

erage is .58 overall, between 1930 and 1947,
during the rise of the labor movement, the cor-
relation is .81.5 In short, correlations are high
for strike activity in the early years of the labor
movement and high for unionization in later
years. Coverage may generally result from dis-
ruptive action in the early years of a largely
successful movement, and from aspects of its
size in later years.

Next, we assess the connection between cov-
erage and protest events in the African American
civil rights movement, the second most cov-
ered movement family. Jenkins, Jacobs, and
Agnone (2003:286), extending McAdam’s
(1982) data for 1950 through 1997, define
protest events as “nonviolent protest by African
Americans, including public demonstrations
and marches, sit-ins, rallies, freedom rides, boy-
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Figure 3. The Density of Feminist and Abortion Rights Organizations, by Overall and
Protest/Advocacy Organizations, and Times Coverage, 1955 to 1986

5 In the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ data, for the
years 1947 to 1999 “work stoppage” includes only
those involving at least 1,000 workers, whereas ear-
lier data include work stoppages of any number of
workers. In the 15 years in which the two measures
overlap, they have a correlation of .96.
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cotts, and other protest actions.” We compare
this measure with coverage of the so-called Big
Four civil rights organizations, the NAACP, the
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee
(SNCC), the Congress of Racial Equality
(CORE), and the Southern Christian Leadership
Conference (SCLC). As Figure 5 shows, the
two have the same general pattern, with small
increases in the late 1950s, followed by larger
increases in the 1960s, and a relatively con-
stant and low level of activity starting in the
1980s; they are correlated at .66. Although both
coverage and protest events level out after the
early 1970s, coverage has remained at a fairly
high level, despite far fewer protests.

All in all, these preliminary bivariate results
show that coverage tracks to some degree SMO
and SMO family size, as well as disruption and
dramatic activity. The medium high correla-
tions between coverage and individual mem-
bership for two prominent SMOs, in conjunction
with higher correlations with union density and
a very high correlation with feminist SMOs,
suggest that coverage is connected most close-
ly to the size of entire, influential movement
families. Approximately 43 percent of the
national SMOs we located, typically small

organizations, gain little or no coverage. This
suggests that size matters; coverage generally
concentrates on the better-known SMOs in
movement families. These findings are consis-
tent with the resource mobilization view of
movements’ impact. Coverage is also related
to protest and similar activity, especially in the
early days of a movement organization or fam-
ily. For SMOs and SMO families that do not
gain organizational footholds after early years
of disruptive or dramatic activities, the early
days are all they have. In short, the preliminary
results indicate some support for both disrup-
tion and resource mobilization explanations of
movement outcomes. These two views, howev-
er, are not inconsistent with each other, and we
further test them below.

WHY ARE SOME SMO FAMILIES
BETTER COVERED THAN OTHERS?

We now turn to systematic comparative analy-
ses of coverage across SMO families. To address
why some movement families received exten-
sive coverage in their careers, we employ fuzzy-
set qualitative comparative analysis (fsQCA).
Relying on set logic, fsQCA is typically used to
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Figure 4. Union Membership, Work Stoppages, and Times Labor Movement SMO Coverage, 1930
to 1999

Work Stoppages (All)
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examine unusual occurrences (see Ragin 1987,
2000). Instead of focusing on how much a given
measure adds to explained variance, fsQCA
addresses the possibility that causes are con-
junctural—that is, two or more conditions must
occur simultaneously to produce a result. It also
addresses the possibility of multiple causa-
tion—that more than one conjunctural causal
path will lead to a result. High coverage is
indeed an unusual occurrence, and we expect
high coverage to result from multiple causes. We
seek to develop an explanation inductively by
using ideas and measures from the main macro
theories of the development and impact of social
movements. Set-theoretical thinking and analy-
ses are especially appropriate here because these
theories are often treated as complementary
rather than competing (McAdam 1996).

To identify potential determinants of cover-
age at the SMO family level, we go beyond the
disruption and resource mobilization models
and address two arguments about the influence
of political contexts on movements and the out-
comes they seek to affect. The first concerns the

impact of political partisanship, the central polit-
ical context most often held to influence move-
ments and their consequences (Meyer and
Minkoff 2004). We also address a second and
less frequently analyzed political context,
whether an SMO family benefits from an
enforced national policy benefiting its con-
stituents (Amenta and Young 1999; Berry 1999;
see also Baumgartner and Jones 1993;
Halfmann et al. 2005).

OUTCOME AND CAUSAL MEASURES

We focus on daily coverage, an SMO family
receiving one mention or more per day in the
New York Times. Among the movement families
reaching daily coverage for at least one year dur-
ing the past century are the anti-alcohol, anti-
war, environmental, feminist, old-age, nativist,
and veterans movements. Most incidences of
yearly daily coverage involve the two most pub-
licized movement families—the labor move-
ment and the African American civil rights
movement, which received at least daily cover-
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Figure 5. Times Coverage of the African American Civil Rights Big Four SMOs and Protest
Events, 1950 to 1997

Note: The African American civil rights Big Four SMOs are the NAACP, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating
Committee (SNCC), the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference
(SCLC).
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age from 1919 through 1999 and 1960 through
1981, respectively. These two movements were
also the only ones ever to achieve coverage
twice a day, a level we analyze separately. Three
other SMO families achieved stretches of daily
coverage lasting five years or longer: the vet-
erans movement (1921 through 1941, 1945
through 1952), the anti-alcohol movement (1926
through 1931), and the environmental move-
ment (1982 through 1993). These strings of
coverage make up about 90 percent of the cases
(movement-family-years) of daily coverage.
These families also come close to achieving
daily coverage before and after their strings of
daily coverage. (To smooth out spikes in cov-
erage, we measure it by way of a three-year
moving average.) Several SMO families fall
somewhat short of ever receiving daily cover-
age, including the farmers in the 1930s;
Communist SMOs in the 1930s; Jewish civil
rights in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s; civil lib-
erties in the 1970s and 1980s; and the Christian
right in the 1990s. Many of these SMO fami-
lies did, however, achieve coverage every other
day, which is still very high and which we ana-
lyze separately.

Our unit of analysis is the SMO family-year.
Each of the 31 movement families receives a
score for each year of the twentieth century for
coverage, measured by number of articles; each
causal measure is tracked similarly. Needless to
say, not all 31 SMO families were in existence
throughout the century. We consider a family’s
first appearance to have occurred once two
SMOs in it were founded, yielding 2,153 fam-
ily-year observations. Coverage (C) scores one
for each year in which an SMO family received
daily or more frequent coverage (i.e., scores
one for 365 or greater mentions). In crisp set
fsQCA models, each measure is categorical,
with a score of one or zero. Approximately 7.6
percent of the 2,153 SMO family years experi-
enced daily or greater coverage. In some of the
analyses, however, we examine twice-per-day
coverage (3.4 percent of the cases achieve 730
or greater mentions) and every-other-day cov-
erage (16.1 percent achieve 182.5 or greater
mentions).

As for the causal conditions, we develop
measures from the four main perspectives out-
lined above. We expect that a combination of
three or more of these four conditions may need
to occur simultaneously to explain why and

when some movement industries receive exten-
sive coverage. For disruption (D), a family year
scores one if any organization in the SMO fam-
ily was engaged in either illegal collective action
or disruptive action such as strikes, boycotts,
occupations, and unruly mass protests that drew
the reaction of authorities, or collective action
in which violence was involved, whether by the
movement, authorities, or opponents of the
movement. We generated the scores from schol-
arly monographs about the families and Web
sites of current organizations. For the resource
mobilization model, we score one if 30 or more
organizations were “active” in a given year. For
this measure of organizations (O), organiza-
tions are considered active after their date of
birth, which we established from scholarly
monographs and Web sites of current organi-
zations. The actual yearly counts of all organi-
zations in all SMO families are of course
unknown, but the measure is not derived from
coverage figures and includes many organiza-
tions never covered.

The first political contextual measure, par-
tisanship (P), scores one for non-conservative
SMO families each year in which a Democrat
was president with a Democratic majority in
Congress; for conservative movement families,
this measure scores one for Republican presi-
dents with Republican majorities (Poole and
Rosenthal 2008). A second political contextu-
al measure, enacted and enforced policy (E),
scores one for years after the enactment of a
major policy in favor of the movement family’s
issue or main constituency, provided that a
national bureau or department was in place to
enforce or administer the law (Aberbach and
Peterson 2005; Baumgartner and Jones 2008).
In all, 15.9 percent of the cases are coded pos-
itive on disruption, 10.9 on organizations, 29.2
on partisanship, and 32.1 percent on enforced
policy.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Set analyses such as fsQCA can identify limit-
ed diversity among causal conditions in data
sets. Ideally, there would be nearly equal dis-
tribution across causally relevant measures, but
this condition rarely holds in the non-experi-
mental studies typical in historical social sci-
ence, although researchers often act as though
it were otherwise (Ragin 2000, 2008). Because
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there are four causal conditions, the truth table
(see Table 3) has 16 (or 24) potential combina-
tions. None are completely empty, but some
have many more cases than others. The largest
number of cases, 881, falls into the category in
which all causal conditions are absent. Similarly,
851 cases fall into the four combinations for
which all but one of the causal conditions is
coded as absent. As we will see, these five com-
binations (dope, Dope, dOpe, doPe, and dopE)
rarely coincided with extensive newspaper cov-
erage at any of the three levels. From the other
direction, where the data are sparse, three of 16
combinations (DOPe, DoPE, dOPe) made up
fewer than 22 cases, or less than 1 percent of the
cases. Unless otherwise indicated, we elimi-
nated from the analyses these very low fre-
quency combinations, treating them as negative
cases.6

As a preliminary to the fsQCA analyses, we
ran a random-effects negative binomial regres-
sion model of coverage (using raw coverage
figures), with the 2,153 issue-years serving as
the units of analysis, on the four major meas-
ures, plus dummy measures for each year
(Greene 2007; Long and Freese 2005;
Wooldridge 2002). The results (not shown,
available on request) indicate that each of the
independent measures has a positive effect on
coverage. Coefficients for each are significant
at the .01 level. These positive results, howev-
er, may largely be a function of the fact that so
many of the cases reside in the no cause/no out-
come cells. Also, we expect the factors to work
largely in combination to produce high cover-
age.

To address the combinations of character-
istics that led to daily coverage for movement
families, we examine the rows of the truth
table in which all or a significant majority of
the cases (at the .05 level) are positive; we
eliminate combinations with less than 1 percent
of the cases. We employ fsQCA 2.0 (Ragin,
Drass, and Davey 2006), augmented by the
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Table 3. Four-Measure FsQCA Crisp Outcomes and Top SMO Families by Combination

Outcome Success Total Most Prominent SMO Families (successes/total cases)

DOPE 35 39 Labor (30/30); CR-African American (4/4); Environment (1/5)
DOpE 54 63 Labor (35/35), Environment (14/17); Feminist (0/6); Anti-abortion (0/6); 

—CR-African American (5/5)
DoPE 5 7 Veterans (4/4); AIDS (0/2); CR-African American (1/1)
DOPe 3 6 Anti-war (1/4); Labor (2/2)
dOPE 4 16 Feminist (0/9); CR-African American (4/6); Environment (0/1)
DOpe 15 42 Nativist/Supremacist (0/21); Labor (14/14); Anti-war (1/7)
dOpE 8 39 CR-African American (8/20); Feminist (0/19)
DoPe 6 41 Nativist/Supremacist (0/21); CR-Jewish (0/7); Labor (0/4); CR-African 

—American (3/3); Animal Protection/Rights (0/2)
doPE 20 157 Farmers (0/36); Old Age (0/30); Veterans (11/28); Feminist (3/23); Anti-alcohol 

—(6/12)
DopE 1 31 Anti-abortion (0/11); AIDS (0/8); CR-American Indian (0/6); CR-Hispanic (0/5);

—Veterans (1/1)
dOPe 0 11 Anti-war (0/10); LGBT Rights (0/1)
Dope 3 118 Nativist/Supremacist (0/54); CR-Jewish (0/25); Labor (0/15); Animal 

—Protection/Rights (0/8); CR-African American (3/6)
dopE 4 349 Children’s Rights (0/88); Farmers (0/64); Veterans (4/37); Old Age (0/35); 

—Feminist (0/23); Consumer (0/22)
dOpe 0 23 Anti-war (0/18); LGBT Rights (0/5)
doPe 0 361 Animal Protection/Rights (0/34); Communist (0/32); Environment (0/30);

—CR-Jewish (0/29); Disability Rights (0/29); Prison Reform (0/29)
dope 9 881 Civic (0/100); Anti-smoking (0/92); Anti-alcohol (0/74); Christian Right (0/65); 

—Animal Protection/Rights (0/56); Communist (0/48)

Note: CR = civil rights. “D” is a measure of disruptive capacity, “O” is a measure of organizations, “P” is a
measure of partisan political context, and “E” is a measure of enforced policy. See text for operationalizations.

6 In none of the four small-N combinations here
are the high-coverage cases greater in number than
the non–high-coverage cases. This is not true, how-
ever, for some of the analyses below.
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Stata 10.1 fuzzy command (Longest and Vaisey
2008), which provides probabilistic statistical
tests. We also adjust standard errors for intra-
movement correlations. We locate two combi-
nations for which the positive cases are
significantly greater than the negative cases at
the .05 level: DOPE, for which all the inde-
pendent measures are present and 36 of 39
cases are positive, and DOpE, for which only
the political partisanship measure is absent
and 54 of 63 cases score positive. (In fsQCA
terminology, the presence of a causal condition
is indicated by upper case and its absence by
lower case; a plus sign [+] indicates the oper-
ator “or” or set union and an asterisk [*] indi-
cates the operator “and” or set intersection.)
Through the use of Boolean algebra, these
combinations reduce to the following result, C
= D*O*E.

This result means that daily coverage is
explained by the joint presence of disruption,
organizations, and an enforced policy. Partisan
alignment is not part of the solution, and there
is no additional solution. The solution is con-
junctural, but not multiple. This solution “cov-
ers” 53.3 percent of the dependent measure
cases with a “consistency” of 87.3 percent. In
Boolean or set logic terms, “consistency” means
the degree to which cases with a given combi-
nation of causal conditions constitute a subset
of the cases with the outcome. “Coverage” indi-
cates the degree of overlap between the cases
with the causal combination and the cases with
the outcome. For our result above, one can
imagine a Venn diagram in which a set formed
by the intersection or overlap of the sets of the
three causal measures (D, O, and E) in turn
overlaps slightly more than one half with the
outcome set (C); at the same time, less than 13
percent of the cases with the causal combina-
tion fall outside the set of cases with the out-
come. To deploy a more graphic, if gruesome,
U.S. example, very similar to the results above,
using a gun in a suicide attempt is “consistent”
with achieving a “successful” suicide at a rate
of about 89 percent; gun-initiated suicides also
accounted for, or “covered,” about 54 percent of
suicides in 2005 (Anderson 2008).

We also reran the analyses using fuzzy rather
than crisp sets for the outcome measure C and
for causal condition O, the number of active
organizations. There are many analytical advan-
tages to fuzzy sets (Ragin 2000). Unlike crisp

sets, which employ categorical measures, fuzzy
sets indicate the degree to which a case has
membership in a set; using the same set logic,
fuzzy sets can exploit greater variance in meas-
ures to designate degrees of membership in
sets. For instance, in the crisp set analyses, any
SMO family that had 364 days of coverage in
a given year would be considered completely
outside the set of daily coverage. With fuzzy
sets, however, this family year would be con-
sidered almost entirely inside the set of daily
coverage. This matters, because SMO families
often scored just below achieving daily cover-
age before and after their strings of daily cov-
erage, and, as noted, several SMO families
sometimes scored close to daily coverage. To
devise fuzzy sets, researchers must choose a
ceiling above which a measure is considered to
be “fully in” the set—usually the same as the
cutoff point for crisp sets—and a floor below
which a measure is considered to be “fully out”
of the set. Here, we use the “direct method” for
deriving partial membership scores (Ragin
2008).7 In our case, we code coverage of once
a day or more frequently as fully in the set of
daily coverage, and coverage of once a week
(52) or fewer mentions per year as fully out of
the set. As for the organizations measure, we
count a family with 30 or more organizations in
existence as fully in the set of high organiza-
tions, while five organizations or fewer indicate
fully out status. The other three independent
measures remain categorical.

The fuzzy set results confirm the crisp set
results for daily coverage. Again using the cri-
terion for selection as positive scores being sig-
nificantly greater than negative scores at the
.05 level, and eliminating any combinations
with less than 1 percent of the cases, we locate
the same two truth table combinations as for the
crisp sets. The reduced result is the same: C =
D*O*E. This solution covers less of the fuzzy
set outcome (22 percent) but is more consistent
with it than the crisp set result (at 91.3 per-
cent). These differences are not surprising, as the
set of daily coverage expands by making it
fuzzy. The results support the disruption and
resource mobilization arguments, as well as the

650—–AMERICAN SOCIOLOGICAL REVIEW
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set are computed based on deviations from these
thresholds on a log odds scale (Ragin 2008).
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political contextual theory invoking enforced
policies.

We also checked whether the results hold for
the post-World War II period, when the New York
Times sought to be a truly national newspaper.
Using the same standards as before, the solution
is the same: C = D*O*E. In each case, the solu-
tion has similar levels of consistency, although
with increased rates of coverage. For the crisp
set analyses, the level of consistency is approx-
imately the same, at 85.9 percent, whereas the
coverage increases to 73.1 percent. For the fuzzy
set analyses, the solution consistency is approx-
imately the same at 90.4 percent, and the cov-
erage increases similarly to 28.8 percent.8 In
short, the results hold for the postwar period and
provide a better fit.

With fsQCA it is also possible to explain
negative cases, that is, movement family years
when coverage was not extensive. Unlike regres-
sion methods, set theoretical analyses do not
assume that the causes of negative and positive
outcomes are parallel (Ragin 2008). Using the
same standards of significance as above, we
find that 10 truth table combinations have sig-
nificantly negative scores. Solving for the neg-
ative combinations for the crisp sets yields:
c = d*o + d*p + d*e + o*p + o*e. The
solution covers 30.5 percent of the cases
at a solution consistency of 97.5 per-
cent.  This result  can be better under-
stood as c = d*(o + p + e) + o*(d + p + e). This
means that the absence of disruptive capacities
and the absence of any one of the other three
conditions lead to non-daily coverage; so too
does the absence of a high number of organi-
zations and the absence of any one of the other
three conditions. For the fuzzy set analyses,
this same solution covers 59.2 percent of the
cases at 85.6 percent consistency.9

We also examined two other outcome
measures, twice-a-day coverage and every-
other-day coverage. Only the labor, African
American civil rights, and veterans move-
ments ever received the extremely high rate
of coverage. The best solution for both crisp
and fuzzy set analyses includes all four of
the causal conditions: C = D*O*P*E. The
crisp results cover 43.2 percent of the set at
a rate of 82.1 consistency, whereas the fuzzy
set combination covers 18 percent at 91.4
percent consistency.10 For the fuzzy set analy-
ses, however, the combination DOpE is pos-
itive and falls just short of significance. If this
is treated as a positive combination, the solu-
tion is the familiar C = D*O*E, which cov-
ers 42.3 percent of the outcome cases at a 79.8
percent level of consistency. In their heydays,
the labor and civil rights movements included
all of the four determinants of high coverage.
These families were characterized by disruptive
collective action and large numbers of organi-
zations, and each benefited from the Democratic
regimes of the 1930s and 1960s. Each also
gained key concessions during these periods;
favorable policies were enacted with consider-
able bureaucratic enforcement.

Finally, we examined every-other-day cover-
age. These analyses were prompted by the fact
that the bulk of SMO families can reasonably
aspire to somewhat less press than daily cover-
age. For crisp sets, an SMO family requires
182.5 days or greater of coverage, and the first
result is the same as the daily result: C = D*O*E.
This has somewhat lower coverage (28.5 per-
cent), given that more SMO family years qual-
ify, although its consistency increases to
97.1 percent.11 For the more accurate fuzzy
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8 To check the robustness of the main result we
engaged in a series of other analyses. Using raw cov-
erage does not change the overall result—the consistency
is the same and the coverage is slightly higher—and nei-
ther does eliminating any single movement family (not
shown, results available on request). The only movement
family whose removal influences the results is labor,
largely because of a loss of cases in the cells where many
of the causal conditions are present. The results, how-
ever, remain consistent (not shown, results available on
request).

9 For the fuzzy sets, however, one of the combinations
is not significant at the .10 level. When this one is elim-

inated, the solution becomes c = d*p + d*e + o*p + o*e.
This  so lu t ion ,  which  can  be  rewri t ten  as  
c = d*(p + e) + o*(p + e), covers 50 percent of the cases
at 87.0 percent consistency. In this instance, one set of
paths goes through the absence of disruption and the
absence of either of the political contextual measures;
the second set involves the absence of organizations and
the absence of either of the political contextual meas-
ures.

10 For fuzzy sets, 730 days of coverage counts as fully
in the set, and five days per week coverage (260 days)
counts as fully out, with “direct transformations” for par-
tial membership.

11 Two small-N combinations, however, are signifi-
cant at the .10 level. When we include these two com-
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set analyses, the results are similar.12 The
typical standards of signif icance and num-
bers of cases produce the following solu-
tion: C = D*O*E + D*O*p. As with the crisp
set results, the greatest amount of coverage is
provided by the D*O*E term (16.1 percent cov-
erage, 94.6 percent consistency), with the solu-
tion as a whole providing 28.0 percent coverage
at an 86.7 percent level of consistency. In this
last solution, disruption and a high number of
organizations appear in both terms.13

All in all, the results form a consistent pat-
tern, as Table 4 indicates. For daily coverage, the

main findings indicate that disruption, organi-
zations, and an enforced policy are together
sufficient. These findings are strengthened when
we confine the period of coverage to the post-
war period, when the Times became more devot-
ed to national issues. To explain the highest
level of coverage, the solution includes the
simultaneous occurrence of all the causal con-
ditions—disruption, organizations, partisan
regimes, and enforced policies. When we reduce
the standard to every-other-day coverage, this
solution of disruption, organizations, and
enforced policy remains the dominant one. Each
of the perspectives receives support from the
fsQCA analyses, and no one factor is a magic
bullet that produces coverage. The strongest
support goes to the resource mobilization the-
ory. Moreover, disruption appears in almost all
solutions, as does the enforced policy measure,
based on political contextual arguments cen-
tering on the adoption of policies. The partisan
alignment factor, however, figures only in the
solution for the highest amount of coverage.

CONCLUSIONS

Social movement organizations are crucial to
political life, and media coverage of SMOs is
key to both substantiating their claims to rep-
resent groups and developing important cul-
tural outcomes. This article documents the
national newspaper coverage received by nation-
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binations, the result is C = O*(D*E + D*P + P*E). This
solution includes the standard term D*O*E, plus the
terms D*O*P and O*P*E, and covers 33.4 percent
of the cases with a 93.5 level of consistency. The paths
D*O*P and O*P*E thus add 4.9 percentage points
to the coverage. This result suggests that a high num-
ber of organizations matter the most and appear in
each of the three solutions, but any two of the other
conditions are also required.

12 For fuzzy sets, every-other-day coverage (182.5
days per year) counts as fully in, and one day per week
(26 days) counts as fully out of the set, with standard
transformations for partial membership.

13 A small-N combination is significantly positive
at the .05 level, an additional larger-N combination
is significant at the .10 level, and yet another small-
N combination has a much higher “yes” consisten-
cy than “no” consistency. When entering all but the
last case as true and treating that one as “don’t care”
(Ragin 2008), the solution is C = D*O + O*P*E. This
solution covers 37.7 percent at an 84.8 percent level
of consistency. As before, a large number of organ-
izations are a part of each element of the solution,
with one path including disruption and the other the

Table 4. Four-Measure FsQCA Solutions for Extensive Coverage by Amount of Coverage and Type
of Analysis

Amount of Type of True Reduced Solution Solution 
Coverage Analysis Combinations Solution Coverage Consistency

Daily Crisp DOPE DOpE D*O*E .533 .873
Daily Fuzzy DOPE DOpE D*O*E .220 .913
Daily (Postwar) Crisp DOPE DOpE D*O*E .731 .859
Daily (Postwar) Fuzzy DOPE DOpE D*O*E .288 .904
Twice Per Day Crisp DOPE D*O*P*E .432 .821
Twice Per Day Fuzzy DOPE D*O*P*E .180 .914
Every Other Day Crisp DOPE DOpE D*O*E .285 .971
Every Other Day Fuzzy DOPE dOPE D*O*E + .354 .849

Dope DOpE D*O*p

Note: See text for operationalizations, significance levels, and additional results.

combined influence of the political contextual con-
ditions.
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al U.S. SMOs and families in the twentieth cen-
tury as a prelude to explaining why some fam-
ilies were extensively covered. Our analyses
provide the first test of the main social move-
ment theories, including those regarding dis-
ruption, resource mobilization, and political
contexts, across all movements on a measure of
the cultural influence of movements.

Our fsQCA analyses of daily or greater cov-
erage by social movement families or indus-
tries show some support for the main
macro-social theories of social movements and
their consequences. The results indicate that
extremely high coverage, at the level of twice
a day, is best explained by each of the four
determinants—disruptive activity, a large num-
ber of organizations, a favorable political
regime, and an enforced policy in favor of the
SMO family’s constituency—occurring at the
same time. In their heydays, the labor and
African American civil rights movements had
this sort of saturation coverage. To produce
daily coverage, we find that short-term partisan
contexts are not important; the main solution
includes only disruption, large numbers of
organizations, and an enforced policy. This com-
bination is also a main part of the solution for
every-other-day coverage. Most solutions
include disruption and a large number of organ-
izations in existence. In combination with the
bivariate analyses, these set-theoretic results
provide strong support for the resource mobi-
lization and disruption arguments, which seem
to work in tandem to influence coverage.

The results also suggest, though, that schol-
ars need to rethink their ideas regarding what
constitutes a favorable political context for
movements. Enforced policies seem to matter
more, for coverage at least, than do favorable
partisan circumstances. It is possible, however,
that these causes work sequentially, and that
highly partisan contexts are critical for the devel-
opment of new policies in favor of movements’
constituencies. The Democrats’ partisan domi-
nance in the mid-1930s and 1960s was closely
connected to new policy developments. For the
labor movement, these policies centered on the
Wagner Act of 1935 and the creation of the
National Labor Relations Board; the African
American civil rights movement saw the Civil
Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act
of 1965. Similarly, dramatic action may have
been important in spurring these sorts of poli-

cies, which provided SMOs with both political
and cultural leverage. Policy-related controver-
sies may help keep SMO families in the news
and in public discourse long after their disrup-
tive peaks.

Like the initial analyses of the political con-
sequences of social movements, however, our
analyses and results, which examine the broad-
est macro perspectives about the causes and
consequences of social movements, are only
the first steps in theorizing and analyzing the
process of gaining coverage. Analyses of polit-
ical outcomes have moved beyond movement-
centered models and theorized more extensively
interactions between movements and political
structures and processes (see Amenta 2006;
Andrews 2004). Similarly, more complete the-
orizing of interactions between movements and
media structures and processes will likely pro-
vide more compelling theoretical claims and
more accurate analyses of SMO coverage.
Moreover, coverage is a limited measure of
influence for SMOs and SMO families. Raw
coverage does not identify whether an SMO
achieved “standing,” nor whether articles includ-
ed frames favorable to a movement or if the
tone or valence of coverage was favorable. Also,
winning discursive battles in newspapers does
not necessarily translate into favorable policy
outcomes for social movements (Ferree et al.
2002). Examining coverage in a more refined
way, and connecting it with thinking and analy-
ses of policy outcomes, is needed to establish
the nature of these links.

Our descriptive and bivariate findings also
have implications for further inquiry. Coverage
of movements corresponds, in part, with previ-
ous scholarly attention to movements. Labor
movement organizations and similarly well-
studied African American civil rights SMOs
are best covered. Yet veterans, nativist, and civil
liberties SMOs received coverage that far out-
strips corresponding scholarship, and, general-
ly speaking, SMOs from before the 1960s and
non-left SMOs (see McVeigh 2009) are not as
well researched as they are covered. Possibly dif-
ferent theoretical claims will apply to them. In
bivariate analyses, we find that newspaper cov-
erage closely reflects movement size at the
SMO family level for the prominent labor and
feminist movements, and larger SMOs receive
far more coverage. The results also show that
coverage tracked strikes and protest events dur-
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ing the rise of the labor and African American
civil rights movements. Coverage thus seems to
track conspicuous collective action in the early
years of an SMO or SMO family, followed by
coverage according to size for older organiza-
tions, at least for some highly influential SMO
families. This pattern corresponds to ideas about
the institutionalization of movements (Meyer
and Tarrow 1998), but it may apply only to
SMO families that achieve permanent leverage
in politics.

These results suggest a few additional new
directions in research. It would be revealing to
compare the newspaper coverage of well-stud-
ied SMOs with a wide range of their actions,
analogous to work on protest and its coverage,
to ascertain which activities and characteristics
of SMOs tend to lead to coverage and which do
not. In regressing measures of size and activi-
ty on coverage with various control measures,
moreover, it may be possible to devise ways to
adjust coverage figures so that they more close-
ly tap these less-easily measured aspects of
SMOs and SMO families. These adjusted meas-
ures could be valuable in addressing many ques-
tions about social movements, and this line of
research may hasten the day when analyses
across movements and over time will no longer
seem exceptional.
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