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6
Technological change and the shifting nature of
political organization

Bruce Bimber, Cynthia Stohl, and Andrew J. Flanagin

Underpinning the study of politics is an understanding of organizational dynamics and their relation
to collective action. This chapter addresses ways in which new communication technologies enable the
development of a diverse array of organizational forms in the pursuit of collective interests. Taking
advantage of the internet’s ability to reduce transaction costs, blur private and public boundaries, and
enable accessibility to information and new types of knowledge management systems, actors have
available new strategic possibilities for organizing. These options are no longer dependent upon the
complex array of material resources and formal coordinating mechanisms needed in the past. We
propose an integrative theoretical approach to this rich variety of collective action and forms of orga-
nizing. Toward this end, we advance a conception of collective action as communicative in nature,
and offer a two-dimensional model of collective action space, comprising dimensions for (a) the mode
of interpersonal interaction, and (b) the mode of engagement that shapes interaction. Conclusions
address the implications of this new theoretical framework for contemporary organizations, organiz-
ing, and organizational membership.

It should come as little surprise that so
many aspects of politics have been tou-
ched in some way by the internet and
related technologies. Much of politics,
from the highly democratic to the rigidly
authoritarian, is fundamentally commu-
nicative and informational in nature, and
the internet is central to changes in the
environment of communication and infor-
mation that are of historic proportions. In
the disciplines where politics is studied,
questions of change and stasis associated
with the internet appear across many topics:
public opinion and behavior, campaigns
and elections, political institutions, social
movements, global political economy,
security studies, and democratization, to
name only a few.
Among the most compelling topics

associated with the internet and politics is

political organization and its relationship
to collective action. Because so many
political dynamics involve collective
action, from voting for city council to
adopting a global warming treaty, and
because so much political action is
achieved through some form of organiza-
tion, the nexus of organization and col-
lective action is one of the underpinnings
of the study of politics.
Indeed, over the past 35 years, the

organizational nature of collective action
has been a recurrent subject of research
(Davis et al., 2005; Oberschall, 1973;
Tilly, 1978). Formal organizations provide
the mechanisms through which political
issues are articulated, participants are
recruited, targets, locations, and timing of
collective actions are determined, com-
plex tasks and strategies are coordinated,
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and methods and tactics are selected. To
varying degrees, these elements of collec-
tive action appear in research on topics
from social movements (Nagel, 1981) to
political parties (Aldrich, 1995). Across
political systems, organizational affiliations
and identification provide underlying
motivations for individuals to respond
positively to incentives and sanctions that
help ameliorate the ubiquitous free-rider
problem found in collective action efforts
(Olson, 1965).
In the decade following the mid 1990s,

research on organization and collective
action associated with the internet focused
on several topics, for example, demon-
strating the efficacy of “online” collective
action, documenting the appearance of
novel forms of organizing not associated
with traditional interest groups (Gurak,
1996, 1997), and describing changes in the
strategy or structure of traditional interest
groups, non-governmental organizations
(NGOs), and social movements (Bennett,
2003; Bimber, 2003). Because the internet
and related technologies reduce transaction
costs of all kinds, blur boundaries between
public and private realms (Bimber et al.,
2005), and make information-intensive
tasks and communicative processes and
products readily accessible, those actors
pursuing the organization of collective
action have available to them many alter-
native forms and strategies. These alter-
natives are less dependent than in the past
on constraints associated with material
resources, expertise, location, and target
of the organizing.
A dominant theme to emerge from the

first decade or so of this research might
be described as “organizational fecund-
ity.” In their examination of the history
of civic association in the U.S., Crowley
and Skocpol (2001, 819) describe the
Progressive Era as the most “organiza-
tionally fecund” period in American his-
tory, because of the profusion of various
civic groups in response to the structural

changes in society at that time. The
recent literature on organizing and col-
lective action employing the internet
suggests that the current period, close to a
century from the height of that wave,
may well surpass it with regard to the
proliferation of organizations and groups.
The fecundity of contemporary political

organization is addressed in several litera-
tures that have heretofore remained rela-
tively distinct. For example, organizational
and management scholars have explored
the technological, social, and economic
contingencies associated with the devel-
opment of organic, self-organizing, post-
bureaucratic, and networked organizations
(Ghoshal and Bartlett, 1990; Heckscher
and Donnellon, eds., 1994; Monge and
Fulk, 1999). Globalization theorists have
identified underlying dynamics of time/
space compression, disembeddedness of
events, and increased global consciousness
that are associated with a plethora of
contemporary organizational forms (Castells,
1996; Giddens, 1999; Stohl, 2005).
Theories of social capital, particularly the
work of Putnam (2000), acknowledge the
emergence of new forms of social inter-
action and association and lament the
decline of traditional organizations, which
by virtue of providing regularized face-to-
face interaction among known others have
a politically beneficial effect that other
classes of organization do not.
There are two chief contributors to the

proliferation and productive nature of
new organizing forms, as described in the
literature on the internet. The first is the
growth of uncountable instances of civic
association and organization online, through
e-mail lists, discussion groups, common-
interest groups at social networking sites
such as MySpace, MeetUp, and the like.
The focus of many of these groups is
political and oriented toward problems of
public goods. The second contributor is
the expanding portfolio of strategies, lin-
kages, and ways of engaging citizens on
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the part of traditional interest groups and
political organizations, many of which
date to the period described by Crowley
and Skocpol (2001). Long-established
groups are attracting online “members,”
and some of those rooted in historically
anonymous forms of membership now
facilitate citizens engaging with one another
personally in discussion boards, or face-
to-face. Clusters of smaller face-to-face
groups can now sometimes readily band
together to engage in larger scale action,
creating new types of alliances across time
and space. In these and other ways, the
landscape of political organization and
collective action shows change: many
new types of organizations are doing new
things in new ways, old organizations are
doing old things in old ways, and old
organizations are doing new things in
new ways. These developments raise a
number of theoretical questions about
how organizations are conceptualized and
categorized, how variation in structures is
explained, and about what underlying
processes may be giving rise to these
developments.
Across theoretical frameworks, organi-

zational fecundity presents a central
problem of explaining organizational
heterogeneity and efficacy. Researchers
lack a vision of organizing that sufficiently
accounts for the variety of contemporary
membership groups in existence, and that
also accommodates the multiple perspec-
tives addressing collective engagement
and interaction. In this chapter, we pro-
pose a model that reformulates and syn-
thesizes a variety of relevant theoretical
perspectives, while also taking into
account the diversity of organizational
forms used to achieve collective action
efforts today. We then situate existing
work on various forms of collective action
within this integrative model, and draw
conclusions about contemporary orga-
nizations, organizing, and organizational
membership.

Organizational fecundity in
the contemporary media
environment

The issue of increased organizational
fecundity emerges in several literatures,
including work on collective action,
organizational structure and form, social
capital, and interest groups. Developments
since the internet’s emergence have
drawn some theories in sharper relief than
ever, but have also in some cases pre-
sented some empirical exceptions. In
others the internet highlights tantalizing
connections among theories. Synthesizing
observations and findings across these lit-
eratures yields a new perspective on the
nature of interaction and engagement
among organizations and their members.

Collective action

Theories of collective action are central to
politics of all kinds, appearing in explana-
tions of social movements (Tarrow,
1998), voting behavior (Acevedo and
Krueger, 2004; Downs, 1957), member-
ship in interest groups (Berry, 1984;
Olson, 1965), and the operation of the
NATO alliance (Olson and Zeckhauser,
1966). These and many other phenomena
share the problem of the free rider:
namely, that under certain common con-
ditions, individual actors with an interest
in an outcome can enjoy its benefits
regardless of whether or how much they
contribute to it. Actors in such situations
may be an individual citizen favoring one
candidate over another in an election, or
a nation favoring a treaty reducing global
carbon emissions. The body of theoretical
work defining conditions under which
free-riding occurs is enormous, as is empiri-
cal work debating its extent in real politics.
One of the original elements of collec-

tive action theory as formulated by Olson
(1965) is the proposition that organiza-
tions are central to the achievement of

BRUCE BIMBER, CYNTHIA STOHL, AND ANDREW J. FLANAGIN
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collective goals. Organizations serve to
locate and contact potential participants in
collective action efforts, motivate them to
make private resources publicly available,
persuade them to remain involved despite
short-term setbacks and long-term risks,
and coordinate their efforts appropriately.
That is, the chief way that free-riding is
overcome and collective action achieved
is through the action of organizations.
Indeed, Olson argued that “most (though
by no means all) of the action taken by or
on behalf of groups of individuals is taken
through organization” (p. 5).
Over the decades, a great deal of work

on collective action theory has come to
take its organizational character for gran-
ted, or has focused on more controversial
aspects of the theory, such as the assump-
tion that human behavior is dominated by
self-interest. Yet the role of organization
in collective action is in many ways a
resurgent problem in light of new tech-
nologies of communication and informa-
tion. Researchers have increasingly been
reporting instances of collective action
that appear not to rely on formal organi-
zation. A plethora of communication and
information tools, including electronic
mail, the web, chat rooms, weblogs, bul-
letin board systems, databases, portable
computing devices, and mobile devices,
are increasingly being invoked to create
and sustain collective efforts among a
diversity of interest groups, formal and
informal, enduring and ephemeral.
Uses of technology in novel collective

actions have been reported in many con-
texts around the world, from Indonesia to
the Middle East (Kalathil and Boas, 2003;
McCaughey and Ayers, 2003) to Iraq
(Arieanna, 2005) to Mexico (Ferdinand,
2000). These cases appear to challenge the
old tenet of a fundamental nexus between
formal organization and the solving of
free-riding problems, a tenet that at this
point has become part of the background
of much social science theory. Use of the

internet in politics suggests that, at the
very least, the scope of collective action
addressed by theory should be expanded
sufficiently to incorporate these efforts
alongside the more traditional actions that
are typically the focus of the literature,
such as writing to public officials, dis-
playing yard signs or bumper stickers,
volunteering, and joining interest groups.
Of particular interest is self-organized
political action in the absence of a pre-
viously defined interest group or other
central coordinators, and participation in
online organizations in the absence of
well-defined “membership” boundaries.
No less important is the voluntary con-
tribution of informational goods, which
includes posting of civically useful infor-
mation on websites, contributions to
wikis, sharing of music, imagery, or other
cultural goods, and the creating of meta-
data through tagging and social network-
building. In many such cases, organizing
for collective action is not associated with
formal organizations dedicated to the
specific collective goal at hand (Bimber
et al., 2005).
One prominent example was the 1999

“Battle in Seattle,” in which a far-flung
network of groups from several nations
interested in everything from human rights
to the environment to women’s issues
used e-mail, the web, and chat rooms to
engage in a largely self-organizing protest
against the policies of the World Trade
Organization (Bimber, 2003; Kahn and
Kellner, 2004). This case involved a
loosely coupled network without central
financing or a fixed structure for leader-
ship, decision-making, and recruitment.
Instead, the network employed low-cost
communication and information systems
to focus attention on the objective of
protesting the WTO meeting and to sus-
tain practices of self-joining and hor-
izontal coordination. As the literature
describing events such as these has grown
over the last ten years or so, it has become

TECHNOLOGICAL CHANGE AND POLITICAL ORGANIZATION
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clear that many cases exist that strain the
explanatory capacity of traditional collec-
tive action theory, if not violating one or
another tenet outright (Lupia and Sin,
2003).
One key theoretical issue that arises in

these cases of internet politics is that the
classic binary free-riding decision metric is
not obvious, such as in the posting of
publicly useful information online and
participation in various groups and public
forums where people’s useful contribu-
tions emerge from an interactive process
rather than the explicit pursuit of a goal.
In these cases it is difficult for an observer
to identify a discrete choice to contribute
or to free-ride, which confounds collec-
tive action theory. Another key issue is
the pursuit of collective action either
completely or largely in the absence of
formal organization, such as the WTO
protest, and the global anti-Iraqi war
marches in February, 2003 (Bimber et al.,
2005; Flanagin et al., 2006). The theoretical
challenges go beyond the longstanding
debate over the extent of rationality of
people’s action (Green and Shapiro, 1994).

Organizational structures

The theoretical issues raised by the internet
for organization theory are somewhat dif-
ferent from those in the collective action
literature, and they help point the way
toward a synthesis. The last several dec-
ades have drawn increasedattention to the
interaction of technologies and organiza-
tional structure. Understanding contem-
porary forms of mobilization and collective
action requires understanding the ways in
which organizing processes and structures
are being transformed in response to rapidly
changing social, task, and technological
environments. Nonetheless, for the most
part the organization literature has not
explicitly considered collective action despite
the centrality of the proposition that col-
lective action requires organization.

Traditionally, organizational theories of
convergence posit mechanisms that explain
how and why organizations are becoming
similar worldwide (e.g., DiMaggio and
Powell, 1983; Hickson et al., 1974; Scott,
1995; Scott and Meyer, 1994). Depending
upon the theory, convergence mechan-
isms are rooted in the increased competi-
tiveness and interconnectedness of the
global market, the dynamics of globaliza-
tion, and/or the institutional mechanisms
related to legitimacy (coercive mechanisms),
modeling behavior (mimetic mechanisms),
and the increasing professionalism and
standardization of professional norms
(normative mechanisms).
However, the contemporary media

environment provides many opportunities
for emergent forms that combine the
characteristics of traditional organization
forms with non-hierarchical networks
resulting in new forms of relations among
members, leaders, and other stakeholders.
A theory of collective action organizing
must simultaneously account for the effi-
cacy of bureaucratic as well as network
forms of organizing and the possibility
that organizations exhibit several types of
structures across time and constituencies.
Indeed, in the case of the internet and

politics, there is mounting evidence for
the coexistence of a myriad of organiza-
tional structures. For example, new orga-
nizations are emerging that have few
organizational levels, simple management
and coordination structures, and yet have
large memberships that exert considerable
political power. Other organizations have
retained their formal structures, hierarchical
management techniques, and traditional
emphases. In yet other cases, hybrid forms
of organizing have emerged: large bureau-
cratic organizations are reconstituted as
networked forms where coalitions and
alliances cross organizational sectors, types,
and domains (Chadwick, 2007). The
fluidity, blurring of boundaries, and diverse
membership inherent in these dynamic

BRUCE BIMBER, CYNTHIA STOHL, AND ANDREW J. FLANAGIN
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networks are evidenced in the rapid
appearance, transformation, and dissolu-
tion of organizations and organizational
relationships across the political spectrum.
Contingency theories of organizing

help address the variability in organizational
forms associated with social mobilization,
by focusing on strategies organizations
develop to best fit the environmental
conditions they face. In brief, contingency
theory posits information as the critical
organizational problem (Stinchcombe,
1990) and asserts that the way to cope
with diverse and uncertain information is
to create appropriate variety in organiza-
tional structures. By means of sufficient
“requisite variety” (Ashby, 1956) in orga-
nizational structure, organizations are able
to accommodate a variety of perturbations
within the environment. This leads to
the expectation that as the environment
becomes more complex, organizational
structures and growth strategies will
become more diversified. This proposition,
which like collective action theory dates to
a time well before the current revolution
in media technology, offers a potentially
helpful theoretical grasp on the internet in
politics. Addressed to a class of organiza-
tion not typically within its purview,
namely the membership organization or
interest group, it suggests a way to account
for some of the problems in collective
action theory with respect to organiza-
tional form by offering an explanation for
why the kinds of organizations involved
in collective action should be diversifying.

Social capital

The literature on social capital constitutes
a kind of conceptual crossroads where a
number of theoretical traditions intersect.
Early work on social capital took a dubious
stance toward questions of the internet
and politics. Robert Putnam explored the
hypothesis that people’s use of the internet
might contribute positively toward social

capital, and twice returned equivocal but
skeptical answers (Putnam, 2000; Putnam,
Feldstein and Cohen, 2003). Yet a number
of studies relying on individual-level
measurement of attitudes have shown that
internet use can generate social capital
(Jennings and Zeitner, 2003; Kim et al.,
2004; Lin, 2001; Mossberger et al., 2008;
Shah, Kwak and Holbert, 2001).
Of particular concern for problems of

political organization are two propositions
in this literature. The first is that greater
stocks of social capital help people over-
come free-riding challenges and achieve
collective action; the second is that social
capital is built in organizations and forms
of association of a particular kind
(Putnam, 2000). The classic argument by
Putnam that generated so much discus-
sion can be restated only slightly as fol-
lows: American society has undergone a
shift in dominance from one class of par-
ticipatory organization to others. The class
in decline provides regularized face-to-
face interaction among known others,
and thereby exerts a remarkable and
obvious variety of socially and politically
beneficial effects, including fostering col-
lective action and the achievement of
political goals. At the same time, classes of
organization in ascendance, especially the
anonymous membership groups that
came to dominance in the U.S. in the
mid and later twentieth century, con-
tribute to collective action in other ways
but do not build the rich, community-
based stocks of social capital formed in
face-to-face associations. Social capital
theory therefore returns us to the con-
nection between organization and politics
via a different route, raising the question
of how the internet shapes forms of poli-
tical organization.

Interest group mobilization

A fourth body of literature relevant to
these questions is that dealing with
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interest groups. It is a commonplace
observation that interest groups and rela-
ted associations grew extremely rapidly in
the U.S. during the last three to four
decades of the twentieth century, prior to
the rise of the internet. Baumgartner and
Leech (1998) reported that the number of
groups grew from about 5800 in 1950
to over 23,000 in 1995. Some of the
important foci in this literature, in addition
to the longstanding problem of inequality,
are the presence of interest niches and
networks, the extent of competition and
response of groups to variations in com-
petitive pressure, various tactical and
strategic choices among groups, and the
distribution of activity across policy areas
(Baumgartner and Leech, 1998, 2001;
Goldstein, 1999; Gray and Lowery, 1996;
Heinz, 1993; Walker, 1991).
While this literature has a great deal to

say about how groups represent publics,
respond to their environment, compete,
occupy niches, and engage the policy-
making institutions they seek to influ-
ence, it has given only perfunctory notice
to technology. The development of
computerized direct mail in the 1970s is
well recognized as a boon to interest
group activity, since it facilitated medium-
to large-scale communication with mem-
berships and potential recruits. Yet this
literature has treated communication
technology as simply one of an organiza-
tion’s tools, rather than conceptualizing
information and communication as central
features of politics that might be funda-
mental to the reasons for the existence—
or transformation—of groups in the first
place. Perhaps for this reason, the litera-
ture on interest groups has had little of
theoretical note to say about the internet,
viewing it as simply a less expensive
means for accomplishing an old task, and
indeed a means whose efficacy is not yet
demonstrated. Not the least of the ques-
tions posed by the internet for interest
group theory is the problem of specifying

the conditions in which a traditional
interest group is more effective or suc-
cessful than other organizational forms.
Another problem is that people’s use of
the internet in collectivities sometimes
confounds the distinction between “inter-
est group” and “civic association” that has
been so crucial in the literature on social
capital, interest groups, and collective
action. Large, anonymous interest groups
sometimes now offer their members ways
to interact in personal ways with others
online, or even to find and meet other
members located nearby. And discussion
groups online, which can attain a sub-
stantial level of personal familiarity, read-
ily convert to advocacy groups when
relevant issues arise.

Theoretical integration
across perspectives

We believe that common underlying
dynamics connect these various problems,
and that the use of the internet in politics
brings these dynamics into greater relief
for researchers. Understanding better how
these phenomena may reflect common
processes is likely to provide a promising
terrain for theoretical development in the
social sciences for years—at least as much
as further elaboration of each intellectual
domain in relative isolation. We advocate
several steps in that direction.

Organizing and organization

We begin by drawing a distinction that is
simple but that provides immediate pur-
chase on several theoretical issues at once:
the distinction between organizing and
organization. The central challenge of
organizational fecundity for researchers is
the proliferation of categories by social
scientists for describing types of organiza-
tion. A list of only a few types described
in the various literatures would include

BRUCE BIMBER, CYNTHIA STOHL, AND ANDREW J. FLANAGIN
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the following: membership organization,
civic organization, civic association, bureau-
cratic organization, post-bureaucratic orga-
nization, collective action organization,
interest group, secondary and tertiary asso-
ciations, and online organization. The
multiplication of categories in an attempt
to contain the profusion of online and
traditional organizations creates a need for
greater theoretical clarity. By distinguish-
ing between the fundamentals of organiz-
ing, which are common to most classes of
organization in politics and the specific
forms of organization that manifest them-
selves in specific cases, it is possible to see
linkages across theoretical domains. For
many problems connected to the internet
and politics, organizing human action and
interaction is the fundamental process.
Organizing involves a set of informational
and communication functions: identifying
interested people and their concerns, con-
tacting them for purposes of developing
common identity or trust or for purposes
of sending appeals and requests, establish-
ing agendas, and coordinating action or
engagement.
It should be clear that organizing can

occur through a number of organizational
forms, and even in some cases without an
organization. Given the variety of orga-
nizational forms now possible, it becomes
facile to claim, as Olson (1965), Walker
(1991), and others have, that collective
action requires “organization.” As we have
argued elsewhere (Bimber et al., 2005),
the classic argument that collective action
requires “organization” is in fact a special
case of the more general claim that col-
lective action requires organizing. Various
conditions give rise to different organiza-
tional forms. The type of interest group
typically envisioned in the literature on
that topic represents the manifestation of
organizing suited to conditions of high
costs of information and communication,
few avenues for horizontal interaction
among citizens who are not proximate to

one another, and targets for organizing
that involve large, slow-moving, policy-
making institutions. But all these condi-
tions can vary: costs of information and
communication can be low, for example,
and the targets of organizing may not be
cumbersome institutional processes. In
such case, and in others, we would expect
organizing to take on other organizational
characteristics.
One important feature of the distinc-

tion between organizing and organization
is that it focuses attention on the indivi-
dual’s experience of organizing or of being
organized, rather than on the particular
attributes of the organization that might
happen to be at hand. Regardless of orga-
nizational form, all people engaged in
instances of collective organizing must
encounter at least two dimensions of
experience, which we call mode of inter-
action and mode of engagement (Flanagin
et al., 2006). These are important to map-
ping the main concerns of the literature
described above.

Interaction

Mode of interaction can be thought of as
a dimension describing the extent to
which people’s interaction with others is
personal. Personal interaction involves
repeated, organized interaction with known
others over time. Its chief characteristic is
the development of interpersonal rela-
tions where the identities of others matter,
and where relational development and
relationship-sustaining activities are impor-
tant to participation. Personal interaction
may itself be the collective action of
interest, or it may entail skills and norms
important to other actions.
Interaction lacking entirely these attri-

butes is impersonal. In such cases, interac-
tion entails communication and exchange
of information about goals, concerns,
interests, strategies, or logistics of partici-
pation. Entirely impersonal interaction
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involves no personal, direct interaction
with known others, who therefore
remain unknown despite shared affilia-
tion. In cases of impersonal interaction,
occasional face-to-face contact might
occur at events, or online interaction may
occur among people who know one
another, but this is incidental to the goals
of the group and its members.
Traditionally, theories have maintained

relatively sharp distinctions between per-
sonal and impersonal interaction. The social
capital literature, for example, emphasizes
personal interaction as generative of trust
and norms of reciprocity that constitute
social capital. It is, indeed, a literature
about personal interaction. The interest
group literature, on the other hand,
describes interaction that is impersonal:
citizens join groups, and the relevant
relationships are between each member as
an individual and the central group.
Especially within the collective action

literature, a distinction between groups
brokering one or the other mode of
interaction is typical. Yet many collective
action efforts feature elements of both
interaction modes. This is especially true
of federated organizations, such as Amnesty
International, the Sierra Club, and the
American Legion. In such cases, members
may be organized by the group to become
involved in large-scale activities that are
anonymous to other group members,
such as letter-writing campaigns and
making individual financial contributions.
At the same time, local chapters often
have volunteer events, social get-togethers,
fund-raising activities, and chapter meet-
ings characterized by substantial personal
interaction. The existence of hybrid per-
sonal–impersonal groups suggests the pre-
sence of a continuum rather than discrete
categories. In practice groups may be
more or less personal in the kinds of
interaction they offer members, and indeed
may offer a range of modes of engage-
ment. Conceptualizing interaction as a

dimension rather than a pair of categories
is helpful for modeling change and inno-
vation in groups, and it is especially useful
for considering organizing practices asso-
ciated with the internet. Doing so allows
consideration of collective action orga-
nizing at any point along the continuum,
and facilitates analysis of continuous
change over time, as organizations adapt
and shift.

Engagement

Similar features of continuous variation
are associated with the second dimension
of organizing: mode of engagement. This
dimension represents the degree to which
participants’ individual agendas may be
enacted within the group context. We
use the terms entrepreneurial and institu-
tional to describe the extremes of this
dimension. Typically, analysis of interest
groups and collective action assumes that
mobilizing organizations are centralized,
leadership-driven structures that accumu-
late resources and make decisions hier-
archically (Johnson, 1998; Walker, 1991).
This we label institutional, in order to
highlight what it means for the experi-
ence of participation enjoyed by mem-
bers, namely the paucity of opportunities
for individual members to shape the agenda
of the organization, and institutional struc-
tures that are generally hierarchical and
bureaucratic (Bimber, 2003).
In groups with institutional engage-

ment, central leadership makes decisions
and rules for the group, and typically is in
control of resource accumulation and
expenditure, mobilization, and other
classic aspects of organization. Institutional
engagement is also typically well bounded,
in that membership is clearly defined, and
distinctions between staff and members
are sharp. The interest group is a classic
example. It presents members with oppor-
tunities for engagement, through donating,
contacting public officials, or participating
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in events; members decide whether to
participate, and how much, but the oppor-
tunities are created by the institution rather
than organizational members. Members of
the NRA, for instance, traditionally respond
to, rather than create, the organizational
calls for action intended to further the
collective interests of members.
Many forms of organization deviating

from the bureaucratic type are well
known (Davidow and Malone, 1992;
Drucker, 1988; Galbraith and Kazanjiam,
1988; Heckscher and Donnellon, eds.,
1994; Nohria and Berkley, 1994; Powell,
1990). Key features of these are a diversity
of organizational roles that may change
over time and space, flexible leadership, a
high degree of horizontal communication
(Monge and Contractor, 2003), bound-
aries arising from communication patterns
rather than institutionalization, and in some
cases network-based forms predominating
entirely over bureaucractic forms (Fulk,
2001). In instances of collective organiz-
ing with many such features, participants
have greater opportunities to shape the
agenda of action, by defining and creating
opportunities for action rather than
responding passively to agendas created
centrally. They may even produce col-
lective action not sanctioned by a central
authority.
We refer to this as entrepreneurial

engagement. It is illustrated by students
who mobilize “friend” networks on
MySpace or Facebook to accomplish a
collective action, such as protesting a pro-
posed change to U.S. immigration policy.
It is also illustrated by participants in
MeetUps, who use the informational
power of the internet to propose and
organize face-to-face meetings of people
interested in some local or national public
good. Organizing occurs with both insti-
tutional and entrepreneurial features as
well. Protests and demonstrations against
social injustices connected with globalization
provide a number of examples, typically

combining the agendas of institutionalized
actors, such as fair trade organizations,
with the self-organizing aspects of both
community groups and international
online networks.
It is theoretically useful to align mode

of engagement and mode of interaction as
orthogonal dimensions. The resulting
two-dimensional area we call “collective
action space” (Flanagin et al., 2006),
which is illustrated in Figure 6.1. In this
space, we designate mode of interaction
the horizontal dimension, with increasing
values representing more personal inter-
action. On the vertical axis, increasing
values represent more entrepreneurial
engagement. We use the standard con-
vention for numbering quadrants in a
Cartesian system, starting with I in the
upper-right and proceeding counter-
clockwise to IV.
A number of theoretical traditions and

claims can be placed in relation to one
another in the collective action space.
The observation in the interest group lit-
erature about the rapid growth of mem-
bership groups in the American political
scene constitutes an observation that
quadrant IV was largely populated in the
U.S. during the second half of the twen-
tieth century. The diversification of poli-
tical interests in the U.S., the structure of
parties and policy-making institutions,
and the legacy of industrialization and the
growth of the state, created conditions
whereby a great deal of organizing and
collective action occurred in the institu-
tional–impersonal modes. This makes the
increasing population of quadrant IV in
the twentieth century an important char-
acteristic of American political development.
Similarly, the development of quad-

rants II and III, which entail more perso-
nal forms of interaction, can be placed
historically. Quadrant II represents the
Tocquevillian ideal of small-scale civic
associations of the early nation, where
personal, community-level bonds were
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association. Tocqueville’s discovery of the
rich array of civic associations embedded
in American public life in the early nine-
teenth century constitutes a comparative
observation between the U.S. and Europe
with respect to quadrant II. Habermas
(1962/1991) similarly recognized the
importance of the citizenry articulating
their goals and desires, through direct
dialog guided by collective interests,
toward influencing acts of the state. Later
sociological and historical literature
describing the dislocations and alienation
associated with the industrial revolution,
urbanization, and modernization of the
late nineteenth century and early twen-
tieth century (e.g., Toennies, 1887/1980)
entails an argument about drift toward
more impersonal, institutionalized social
relations. In collective action space, mod-
ernization appears as drift away from
quadrant II, both downward toward
institutionalization and rightward toward
more impersonal forms of civic associa-
tion. Putnam’s argument about the decay
of social capital groups in the twentieth
century extends that observation. Finally,
organizational theories have also articulated

shifts downward along the vertical axis, as
organizations succumb to pressures of
institutionalization over time (Scott, 1995;
Scott and Christensen, 1995; Scott and
Meyer, 1994).

The internet, interaction, and
engagement

Because it depicts variation in the individual-
level experience of organizing, rather than
in specific organizational categories, the
collective action space suggests that a wide
range of literatures that have been intellec-
tually adjacent to one another in the social
sciences are in fact describing a common
set of phenomena: two-dimensional var-
iation over time and issue space in people’s
interaction with others and with agendas
of collective action. This variation drives
the highly variable forms of organization
that researchers observe at the group and
aggregate level of observation.
With this in mind, the dynamics of

the internet in politics can be placed in
context. In collective action space, the
internet does not lead to wholly novel
forms of organizing or organization. Like
other sociotechnical developments before

Figure 6.1 Collective action space.
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it, the internet would appear to alter the
distribution of collective action in this
space. The hallmark of the internet as a
medium relevant to politics is its lack of
specialization with respect to interaction
and engagement. It facilitates personal and
impersonal interaction, from small, intense
discussion groups to “viral” e-mail that
expands among unknown lists of citizens.
It facilitates hierarchical control by per-
mitting the gathering and sense-making of
vast amounts of information by the central
leadership of globe-spanning organiza-
tions, just as it permits decentralized, self-
organizing coordination among loose net-
works of people. Where political organizing
is concerned, this flexibility is what dis-
tinguishes the internet from previous media.
It is why we see the internet aiding large,
anonymous membership groups in find-
ing members and mobilizing them toward
centrally directed goals, while also helping
small groups of citizens with common
interests to find one another and act
together in a personal way.
The flexibility of this medium makes it

theoretically distinct in politics from earlier
technologies: broadcasting, databases and
direct mail, telephony, and the news-
paper. To take one example, databases
and direct mail are often described as
crucial to the rise of interest-group poli-
tics. In our terms, these technologies are
particularly well suited to institutional
engagement and impersonal interaction.
Operating a direct-mail operation requires
centralized resources and expertise, and it
permits “downward” or outward commu-
nication from a center to a membership,
but not the reverse. These technologies
provide essentially no opportunity for
citizens to interact with one another, and
only limited opportunity to contribute to
collective agenda-building and decision-
making in the group. These are technol-
ogies specialized in quadrant IV.
It would be impossible to conduct a

census of forms of organizing across

collective action space, and to compare
this to historical baselines from, say, a
decade ago or a half-century ago. However,
the thesis that the internet facilitates
organizing across all of collective action
space is consistent with the observation of
organizational fecundity. Increasing vari-
ety of organizations and heterogeneity of
forms of organizing within individual
organizations would be precisely the ten-
dency one would expect to be produced by
the widespread, rapid adoption through-
out society of a set of technologies with
the properties of the internet with respect
to interaction and engagement.
If this thesis is correct, then the internet

can be understood in relationship to pre-
vious historical trends in forms of orga-
nizing. Whereas previous trends have
tended to be associated with shifts across
quadrants and to involve growth that is
comparatively localized in collective
action space, the tendency of the con-
temporary media environment involves
greater diffusion and spreading across all
quadrants. New organizations with entre-
preneurial styles and informal structures,
such as FreeRepublic, represent growth in
the upper quadrants. Meta-organizations
such as MeetUp, which facilitate the for-
mation of informal groups by citizens,
also contribute to quadrants I and II, as do
social networking sites, such as MySpace,
which provide a means for people to
interact with friends and known others
and also to form large networks of thin,
impersonal ties, in the absence of a cen-
tralized agenda. Efforts to recruit and
mobilize members via e-mail by advocacy
groups such as Environmental Defense
constitute classic quadrant IV activity.
To observe that the affordances of the

internet can contribute to forms of orga-
nizing located across all of collective
action space is useful, but insufficient. Of
course, many factors bear on the strate-
gies, boundaries, success, and shape of
organizations. Forces for organizational
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homophily tend to cause similarity among
groups facing similar local circumstances,
and therefore might lead to clustering of
groups facing similar organizational
“fields” or environments (DiMaggio and
Powell, 1983). Competition among groups
may provide returns from innovation and
experimentation, leading some groups
successfully to differentiate themselves in
collective action space, as well as along
other dimensions. Some organizations
face institutionalized constraints on their
form and boundaries, as in the case of
political parties, which are tied by a rich
web of electoral laws to the structure of
states. To the extent that collective action
goals involve common targets, such as a
national legislature, the organizational
forms that groups adopt are likely to
cluster in ways that have proven histori-
cally successful.
The affordances of the internet there-

fore interact with such factors in affecting
the overall distribution of collective
action, just as such forces have shaped
previous eras of organizing. On the
whole, the kind of conditions generally
that should contribute toward organiza-
tional variety would include low levels of
constraints on organizational innovation
generally; the absence of strong selection
mechanisms weeding out less successful
organizational innovations; conditions
whereby it is difficult for groups to learn
from one another, as in cases where success
is distinguished from failure by non-linear,
chaotic, or path-dependent mechanisms;
and perhaps most importantly, by the
complexity of operating environments. It
is quite possible that the internet pro-
motes organizational fecundity and variety
via mechanisms both internal and external
to organizations. Within them, it permits a
broader range of interaction and engage-
ment, with the result being a tendency for
greater organizational variety. Externally,
it contributes toward greater complexity
in the organizational environment.

Conclusion

In just over a decade of its meaningful
presence in politics, the internet has
shown that questions about the form
organizations take, and why, are key not
only to organizational theory, but also to
theories of collective action, social capital,
and interest groups. In those literatures,
the topic “organization” has been to a
surprising degree a settled issue for years,
yet in each case settled in isolation from
the others. The ways people are using the
internet in politics now is unsettling to
those theories, and that is theoretically
useful. We have argued that the best way
to view organizational form in politics is
as a reflection of the environment for
communication and information, rather
than seeing formal organization as funda-
mental or as a given. In other words,
processes of communication and infor-
mation give rise to organizations, just as
organizations give rise to communication
and information. The underlying com-
municative and informational features of
many organizational forms can be under-
stood in terms of engagement and inter-
action: the personal character of people’s
experience with one another as indivi-
duals, and the nature of their experience
with the process of organizing. From
these two ingredients arise the familiar
organizational forms of civic associations
and interest groups, hybrid forms of
organization, and cases that are better
understood as processes of organizing than
as organizations.
The research road ahead is therefore

not simply about technology, or media,
or organizations. The crucial questions
are: when many of forms of organizing
are open to many kinds of actors, who
chooses which ones, and how do their
choices affect who wins and loses in
democracy? Which factors tell us the most
about how politics is organized: idiosyn-
cratic and path-dependent features of
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organizations, the environment of institu-
tions, culture, or characteristics of partici-
pants in collective action themselves?
Technology itself can not constitute the
answer to these questions, but under-
standing the relationship between tech-
nology and organizing can focus questions
in new ways.
In some ways, the historically abrupt

emergence of the internet in politics
represents what economists might call an
“exogenous shock.” The internet has
perturbed many parts of political systems,
and responses illuminate aspects of systems
that were more hidden in times of greater
stability. The research agenda presented
by the internet is not so much filled with
novel problems as with new opportunities
to resolve old theoretical problems, by
taking advantage of the near ubiquity of
the technology to see how common
processes connected with communication
and organizing may lie beneath a wide
range of research topics.
This material is based on work supported

by the National Science Foundation
under Grant No. 0352517. The authors
are equal contributors to this chapter.

Guide to further reading

This chapter integrates three distinct areas
of research relevant for understanding
contemporary political organization: col-
lective action, new media, and organiza-
tional studies. Within the collective action
literature, our work builds upon the
pioneering treatise of Olson (1965),
which functionally introduced the topic
of collective action to social scientific
exploration, and on Marwell and Oliver’s
classic text (1993), which served to syn-
thesize work across various disciplines
toward a coherent micro-social theory.

These foundational works helped to
articulate the core concepts and dynamics
of collective action efforts.
In the last decade or so, the work of a

number of scholars has expanded the lit-
erature on collective action to accom-
modate changes in the new media
environment. Fulk et al. (1996) are parti-
cularly helpful in moving the study of
public goods into the context of the new
media environment. More recently, Lupia
and Sin (2003) explicate several ways in
which evolving technologies may affect
the logic of collective action, and Bimber
et al. (2005) and Flanagin et al. (2006)
articulate a number of theoretical and
practical modifications suggested by the
contemporary media environment. In
addition, the theoretical, organizational,
and political implications of changes in
core technologies can be found in Bimber
(2003) and the work of Bennett (2003) is
not only useful for identifying the prac-
tical implications of organizing within the
contemporary media environment but
also brings a global perspective to the
issues of politics and new media. Finally,
Melucci (1994) engages globalization
dynamics and moves beyond the tradi-
tional concerns of organization and leader-
ship to examine the roles of technology,
identity, language, and meaning in col-
lective action.
More generally, the potential con-

tribution of organizational theory to the
study of collective action in the global
system can be found in Davis et al. (2005).
In addition, Monge et al. (1998) examine
multiform, alliance-based interorganizational
communication and information public
goods, and Fulk et al. (2004) and Yuan et
al. (2005) test the individual action com-
ponent of the collective action model as
applied to individual contributions to
organizational information commons.
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