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specifically focused on movement goals that are most likely to play 
consistent roles in mobilizing and introducing innovations into social 
movements as well as in sustaining movement networks during peri-
ods of movement abeyance (Taylor 1989; Staggenborg and Taylor 2005). 
Thus we focus on those groups we expect to be most involved in trans-
national social change activity. Figure 2.1 presents a typology of non-
governmental organizations, showing how transnational social move-
ment organizations compare with other organizational types.

To identify groups that can be classified as transnational social 
movement organizations, we reviewed each yearbook edition for odd-
numbered years between 1953 and 2003.3 One of us reviewed each 
page of yearbook entries to identify organizations whose primary pur-
pose is the pursuit of social change goals (broadly defined). To be in-
cluded, an organization must be nongovernmental, autonomous (that 
is, not directed or led by a government or international agency), and 
not-for-profit. Selection decisions were based on reviews of organiza-
tions’ name, aims, structure, membership, and founding. Occasionally, 
the organization’s affiliations with other groups—or for newer groups, 

Source: Kriesberg (1997, 13).

figure 2.1  types of nongovernmental organizations
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of engagement with intergovernmental organizations have changed 
over time. 

changing Patterns of transnational Social 
Movement organizing

As discussed earlier, world-systems analysts have argued that changes 
in the world economy over the second half of the twentieth century 
have both consolidated economic power globally in transnational cor-
porations and leading core states and expanded the ability of antisys-
temic social forces to disrupt the system (see, for example, Silver 2003). 
Most analyses of social movements, however, tend to examine them 
within particular national or historic periods, thereby missing their 
connections to broader world-systemic dynamics. World-systems ana-
lysts have argued that opportunities for antisystemic movements ex-

Source: Authors’ adaptation of Chatfield (1997, 21).

figure 2.2  changes in numbers of transnational Social Movement 
organizations and intergovernmental organizations
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learned new ways of thinking about their grievances. Transnational 
links between organizers in the global North and South especially have 
encouraged activists to embrace more systemic, structural understand-
ings of problems ranging from environmental concerns and labor and 
women’s rights to the experiences of small-scale farmers (see, for ex-
ample, Rothman and Oliver 1999; Hertel 2006; Moody 1997; Martínez-
Torres and Rosset 2008). As we discuss in chapter 4, these global con-
ferences highlighted the interdependencies among many global 
concerns. For instance, peace groups have long pointed to the trade-
offs between military and social spending (Atwood 1997), and critics of 
the globalization of trade and finance emphasize the contradictions be-
tween social and environmental concerns and global markets (Cava-
nagh and Mander 2004; Daly 1999; Porter 2005).

The decline in representation of other issues—such as international 
integration, Esperanto, and ethnic unity—suggests a more consoli-
dated world polity agenda in later years. Typical of other multi- 
organizational fields, including national polities, the isomorphic pres-
sures of the world polity produce convergence around a more limited 
set of issues and policy agendas and adaption to predominant organi-
zational models and strategies (see Garner and Zald 1988; Zald and 

Source: Authors’ compilation based on their Transnational Social Movement Organiza-
tions Dataset.
a For all groups except labor unions, the categories depicted above are not mutually ex-
clusive. Figures are based on the number of organizations active in each issue area as a 
percentage of all organizations active at any time during the period. The denominator 
includes every occurrence of an organization during each of the years covered in the 
time period.

figure 2.3  Percentage of transnational Social Movement organizations in 
the Poplulation by issue-focusa
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labor unions and groups working on issues not presented in the figure 
saw the most dramatic declines in representation. The falling percent-
age of labor union organizations reflects the relative weakening of 
workers in the labor force and the decline and mergers of trade unions 
since the 1970s. Human rights and peace were predominant foci in the 
early years of the United Nations, and the fastest growth has been 
among transnational environmental groups, which grew nearly tenfold 
in the study period. More movement organizations began focusing on 
environmental issues following the 1972 and especially the 1992 UN 
Conference on Environment and Development. This growth also re-
flects the emergence in the early 1970s of many national environmental 
movements in the global North (Johnson and McCarthy 2005; Roberts 
et al. 2003).

That transnational movement organizations have tended to adopt 
more multi-issue organizing frames in recent years is likely due to 
more frequent intermovement interactions facilitated by both greater 
transnational organizational development and UN global conferences. 
It also reflects activists’ greater attention to the links between the global 
economy and other concerns. In the course of their efforts to affect 
global politics and to build transnational connections, organizers have 

table 2.1  transnational Social Movement organizations and  
labor Unionsa

Movement Organizations Labor Unions

Active

Percentage 
Founded  

Each Decade Active 

Percentage 
Founded  

Each Decade

Before 1950 12 33
1950s 127 7 39 11
1960s 205 11 59 26
1970s 250 20 80 12
1980s 467 26 104 8
1990s 777 23 85 9
2000s 1022 1 87 1

Total 1660b 100 184 100

Source: Authors’ compilation based on their Transnational Social Movement Organiza-
tions Dataset.
a Counts are the average number of organizations identified in the Yearbook as active over 
the years in each of the decades listed.
b Counts over each decade do not add to the figure in the total cell because an organiza-
tion could have been active over more than one decade and is included in the count for 
each decade in which it was active.
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ment organizations with members in the global South has increased. 
For instance, in 1953, roughly 28 percent of transnational social move-
ment organizations had members in more than two African countries, 
versus 43 percent in 2003. The proportion of organizations with head-
quarters outside of the global North has also increased, as we show in 
table 2.2. The geographic distribution of labor organizations’ head-
quarters, while somewhat distinct from that of TSMOs, remained fairly 
stable over this same time frame. Roughly a third of transnational labor 
organizations were based in the global South throughout the time 
frame of our study, and the population of organizations doubled be-
tween the 1950s and 2000s from thirty-seven to eighty-eight organiza-
tions. Notable differences between labor and other TSMOs were that a 
smaller percentage of labor headquarters are in North America and a 
larger percentage are in Latin America. Over time, the percentage of 
labor organization headquarters in Latin America declined from 24 
percent in the 1950s to 14 percent in the early 2000s.

What table 2.2 reveals is the growth in the numbers of headquarters 
in the global South, which grew from just 10 percent of the population 
in 1953 to roughly 25 percent of all transnational movement organiza-
tions in 2003—a nearly tenfold increase.13 But even as participation 
from the global South has risen, more than 75 percent of all organiza-
tional headquarters were still based in the core countries of the world 
economy in the post–Cold War period. These figures reflect a very 
rapid proliferation of new organizations in Europe, many of which 
were founded as the European Union consolidated its reach and insti-
tuted a common currency. In fact, 32 percent of all transnational social 

table 2.2  Percentage of transnational Social Movement organizations 
with headquarters in various Geographic locations

1953 to 1977 1976 to 1988 Post-1988

Western Europe 77% 64% 56%
U.S. and Canada 10 13 15
Africa 2 4 6
Asia 3 6 8
Eastern Europe 4 4 4
Latin America 1 3 5
Middle East 2 4 3

Global North 88 80 75
Global South 12 20 25

Source: Authors’ compilation based on their Transnational Social Movement Organiza-
tion Dataset. 
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movement organizations in our data that were founded after 1990 were 
European regional organizations, versus 16 percent of those founded 
before 1990.

Moreover, transnational social movement organizations based in 
the global South were also less likely to survive than those based in 
the global North, as revealed in table 2.3. Different rates of organiza-
tional disbanding reflect differences in access to resources, but also in-
dicate important differences in the structures of civil societies in the 
north and south. The prevalence of inter-national donor influence in 
the south, though perhaps expanding short-term opportunities for 
transnational organizing, may be limiting the longevity of donor-de-
pendent organizations lacking strong grassroots ties (Heydemann and 
Hammack 2009; Aksartova 2009). Clearly, the 1970s and 1980s saw 
rapid growth and volatility for transnational movement organiza-
tional populations in both the north and south, as well as high rates of 
disbanding. As southern organizational populations expand, they also 
see greater volatility and higher rates of disbanding than their north-
ern counterparts.

Thus, although geopolitical changes, democratization, and world 
culture have facilitated the growth of an internationalized nongovern-
mental sector in the global South, transnational associations are rela-
tive newcomers outside Western democratic countries. Particularly in 

table 2.3  disbanding of transnational Social Movement organizations

1953  
to  

1977

1976  
to  

1988 Post-1988

Number of disbanded organizations 60 191 378

Percentage of disbanded organizations 
that were based in the global South 17 25 33

Percentage of disbanded organizations 
that were based in the global North 83 75 67

Percentage of all organizations based in 
the global South that disbanded 29 30 34

Percentage of all organizations based in 
the global North that disbanded 19 26 24

Total number of observations 1537 2625 5930

Total number of unique organizations 294 716 1409

Source: Authors’ compilation based on their Transnational Social Movement Organiza-
tion Dataset.



66    Social Movements in the World-System

common organizational name and organizing framework. Coalitions, 
by contrast, allow participating organizations more discretion in how 
they engage in the association, allowing more direct communication 
and participation by groups in the work of the international and gener-
ally allowing groups to maintain their own set of organizational priori-
ties and frames. As we see decentralization in the organizational struc-
tures used to coordinate transnational association, we also see that 
these organizations are integrating larger percentages of individual 
members. Clearly the expansion of the Internet and other means of 
communication have enabled individuals to join transnational cam-
paigns in ways that were not possible in the past, and transnational 
movement organizations have adapted to these changing possibilities 
for individual activism across borders.15

Another trend we see in this population that reflects its decentraliza-
tion, or the increase in more local forms of autonomy, is the distinct 
trend toward more regional forms of organizing in more recent years. 
The collapse of the Soviet Union brought an end to the bipolar system 
that defined world relations for more than half a century. The emer-
gence of a multipolar system, characterized by the dispersion of global 

table 2.4  characteristics of transnational Social Movement organizations

   

1953  
to  

1977

1976  
to  

1988 Post-1988

Organizational structure
Coalition 28% 28% 40%
Federation 30% 30% 21%
Any individual members 22% 29% 41%
Regionally organized 22% 29% 36%

Average age (median in parentheses)
All TSMOs 29 (20) 29 (22) 25 (18)
North-based TSMOs 30 (21) 31 (24) 27 (19)
South-based TSMOs 24 (16) 21 (15) 20 (15)

Networks
Average number of ties to IGOs 1.4 1.5 2.4

North 1.4 1.5 2.5
South 1.0 1.3 2.0

Average number of ties to INGOs 1.1 1.8 4.9
North 1.1 1.8 5.0
South 1.3 1.8 4.4

Source: Authors’ compilation based on authors’ Transnational Social Movement Organi-
zation Dataset.
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number of other transnational movement organizations as a percent-
age of all transnational movement organizations in each of the regional 
sectors over two periods, global U.S. hegemonic stability (through 
1975) and its destabilization to the end of the Cold War (1976 through 
1988). This analysis is presented in figure 3.1.

During the first period under consideration, in Europe and in Asia, 
transnational organizations mobilized around issues such as human 
rights or environmental protection made up a greater percentage of the 
population of regional transnational social movement organizations 
than transnational labor unions did. For Africa and the Americas, the 
opposite held true: the percentage of transnational labor unions was 
higher than the percentage of transnational groups organized around 
other issues. With world-systemic crisis, declining U.S. hegemony, and 
the globalization of neoliberalism as a response to the accumulation 
crisis of the early 1970s, the percentage of transnational labor unions 
relative to other transnational movement organizations decreased by 
43 percent for Africa and by 31 percent for Asia. But in the Americas 
this figure remained stable at just 50 percent, whereas in Europe it in-

Source: Authors’ compilation based on their Transnational Social Movement Organiza-
tions Dataset.

figure 3.1  regional transnational labor Unions as Percentage of Social 
Movement organizations
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OAS’s governance mandate, the early adoption of regional treaties 
such as in human rights and women’s rights, and the opening of chan-
nels for civil society participation in the early 1990s, the density of ties 
between regional movement organizations and regional IGOs versus 
UN agencies is lower than we might expect. That is, Latin American 
transnational social movement organizations are much more likely to 
link with UN agencies than they are with those of the OAS. The Asian 
regional sector also exhibits a greater preponderance of ties to the UN 
relative to the ASEAN, the only Asian regional organization with which 
any of the organizations in our dataset had established relations.

figure 3.2  Social Movement organizations with ties to interstate Bodies 
relative to Un agencies

Asia

Americas

Africa

Europe
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Source: Authors’ compilation based on their Transnational Social Movement Organiza-
tions Dataset.
Note: The figures were calculated by dividing the number of organizations with ties to 
regional IGOs by the number with ties to UN agencies in each period. Longer bars indi-
cate a higher proportion of transnational social movement organizations with ties to re-
gional IGOs relative to those with ties to the United Nations. For example, between 1976 
and 1988, the ratio of European transnational social movement organizations with ties to 
European regional IGOs relative to those with ties to UN agencies was nearly 2:1. This 
chart includes only the 1976-to-1988 and post-1988 periods because very few regional 
transnational social movement organizations outside Europe had ties to regional bodies 
before 1976.
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(Held and McGrew 2007; George 2005; Amin 2006). It also reflects the 
relative advantages a united Europe has within the existing world- 
system in terms of both collective counter-hegemonic potential and ex-
ercise of state sovereignty. In contrast to Europe, states in the global 
South have been reluctant to cede their hard-won sovereignty and au-
tonomy to regional institutions, and slow to adopt provisions for civil 
society participation in regional governance (Acharya 2002). The su-
pranational character of European regionalism over a growing range of 
policy domains coupled with expanding institutional opportunities for 
civil society participation facilitated the growth of a transnational so-
cial movement sector on the continent.

Further revealed in table 3.1 is an important difference between the 
American regional sector and others. Ties between transnational social 
movement organizations and regional intergovernmental bodies in-
creased between the decades of U.S. hegemonic stability to the first pe-
riod of hegemonic decline for all regional sectors except for the Ameri-
cas.1 There the percentage of organizations with ties to the regional 
intergovernmental realm declined by 50 percent. Moreover, the per-
centage of American regional organizations with participation from  
activists in the United States also declined over this period—from 57 

table 3.1  active regional transnational Social Movement organizations 
with ties to regional institutions

  

1953  
to  

1975

1976  
to  

1988 Post-1988

Africa
Total 5 34 83
Percentage IGO ties 7% 29% 39%

Americas
Total 9 41 76
Percentage IGO ties 12% 6% 21%

Asia
Total 5 33 81
Percentage IGO ties 0% 5% 10%

Europe
Total 54 117 308
Percentage IGO ties 27% 34% 45%

Source: Authors’ compilation based on their Transnational Social Movement Organiza-
tion Dataset.
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adopt mechanisms for the participation of civil society groups in re-
gional policy processes. Further, unlike either the European Union or 
the African Union,6 the OAS has not established representative or con-
stitutive bodies. These discrepancies between regional treaty adoption 
and both democratization (civil society participation and representa-
tive bodies) and the establishment of oversight and enforcement mech-
anisms (courts to adjudicate treaty violations) indicate a high degree of 
hypocrisy within the OAS, suggesting that in the world-system, decou-
pling between normative commitments and actual practice is greatest 
where hegemonic influence is stronger. The OAS helps the United 
States maintain its hegemony in the region by, on one hand, embed-
ding world cultural norms of human rights and democracy through 
treaty mechanisms and the creation of agencies such as Inter-American 

table 3.2  comparison of regional institutions

  

European 
Union  

and the 
Council of 

Europe

Organization  
of  

American  
States

Association  
of  

Southeast Asian  
Nations

African Union/
Organization 

 of  
African Unity

Regional treaties
Human rightsa 1953b 1948 2010c 1986
Women 1953 1954 2004 2005
Environment 1982 — 1985 1968

Civil society  
participation

Formal mech-
anisms in place 1957 1999 1986 1990

Representative or  
constitutive bodies
Parliament 1957 — — 2004c

Principal court 1952 — — 2003c

Human rights 
court 1950 1979 — 2004

Source: Authors’ compilation based on multilateral treaties deposited with the secretary general 
(United Nations n.d.).
a The list of treaty areas included here is not exhaustive. We include only three of the major non-
economic treaty areas for illustrative purposes.
b ASEAN does not have a regional human rights treaty but adopted a human rights charter in 2010. 
For treaties, years represent the date the first treaty in the area of human rights, women’s rights, or 
environmental protection was first adopted by the regional institution. For civil society participa-
tion and representative-constitutive bodies, the year included is the start date of a functioning 
body or protocol.
c An italicized date indicates that the treaty, body, or protocol is not yet ratified or operational.
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social movement organizations. Comparing groups formed during 
each conference interval with those formed in other years, we find that 
all organizations formed in conference intervals, regardless of their is-
sue-focus, were more likely to be based in the global South. They also 
have a higher ratio of southern to northern countries with members. 
Organizations formed in conference intervals were also more likely to 
adopt regional organizing structures. Other than for peace groups, 
whose conferences took place before the 1990s, conferences positively 
affected the number of ties that transnational movement organizations 
had with other INGOs.14 Moreover, the effects of conference processes 
on ties to other INGOs and extensiveness of southern participation 
were most pronounced for environmental and women’s groups. This 
suggests that the special efforts UN officials and civil society groups 
made to mobilize the public around these particular conferences 

Source: Authors’ compilation based on their Transnational Social Movement Organiza-
tions Dataset.
Note: This figure illustrates the percentage difference on features of transnational orga-
nizing between organizations founded in conference and non-conference years for four 
movement sectors.

figure 4.1  conference effects on organizational cohorts by issue area

HQ in global South

Ratio of south to
north members

Regional-Europe

Regional-south

IGO average

INGO average

−100% −50% 0% 50% 100% 150% 200%

Human rights Peace Environment Women’s rights



table 4.1  Major Un Global conferences

Conference  Place  Year  Civil Society Participation

UN Conference on Human Rights Tehran, Iran 1968 53 NGOs with consultative status, plus 4 additional invited 
NGOs 

UN Conference on the Human 
Environment 

Stockholm, 
Sweden

1972 255 to 298 NGO observers

First World Conference on Women Mexico City, 
Mexico

1975 6,000 individuals 
114 NGOs

World Food Summit Rome, Italy 1976 400 NGOs

UN Special Session on Disarmament-I New York 1978 236 NGOs 
800 individuals

Second World Conference on Women Copenhagen, 
Denmark

1980 8,000 individuals

UN Special Session on Disarmament-II New York 1982 3,391 representatives of 450 NGOs 

Third World Conference on Women Nairobi, 
Kenya

1985 15,000 individuals (including 3,000 Kenyans—many rural) 
163 NGOs

UN Special Session on Disarmament-
III

New York 1988 2,000 NGOs

World Summit for Children New York 1990 45 NGOs

UN Conference on Environment and 
Development

Rio de Janeiro, 
Brazil

1992 Over 650 NGOs 
2,400 representatives from NGOs participated in the formal 
event; 17,000 people attended the parallel NGO forum

(Table continued on p. 106.)



table 4.1  (Continued)

Conference  Place  Year  Civil Society Participation

World Conference on Human Rights Vienna, 
Austria

1993 1,400 to 1,500 NGOs 
Representatives of more than 800 NGOs attended the conference6

International Conference on 
Population and Development

Cairo, Egypt 1994 15,000 individuals 
1,500 NGOs

World Summit on Social Development Copenhagen, 
Denmark

1995 2,315 representatives from 811 NGOs attended conference 

Fourth World Conference on Women Beijing, China 1995 30,000 individuals [attended independent NGO forum] 
5,000 representatives from 2,100 NGOs attended summit

Earth Summit-II New York 1997 First conference to allow NGO representatives to speak in 
plenaries

Habitat Istanbul, 
Turkey

1996 8,000 representatives from 2,400 organizations attended parallel 
NGO forum

World Conference Against Racism South Africa 2001 8,000 individuals from 3,000 NGOs attended parallel forum

World Summit on Sustainable 
Development

South Africa 2002 Over 8,000 individuals attended summit

Source: Authors’ compilation based on Clark, Friedman, and Hochstetler (1998); Morphet (1996); Van Roov (1997); Atwood (1997); and Pianta and 
Silva (2003).



table 4.2  comparing founding effects on organizational features for tSMos formed in conference years and after 1990a

Human Rights 
N = 2803b

Peace 
N = 1886

Environment 
N = 1289

Women 
N = 827

Conference Post-1990 Conference Post-1990 Conference Post-1990 Conference Post-1990

Percentage Founded 13.6% 8.2% 20.8% 7.1% 27.5% 17.0% 38.0% 9.8%

Headquarters in 
global South

21.3% 17.8% 24.0% 31.2%
***(+)c **(+) ***(+) n.s.(–) ***(+) n.s.(+) ***(+) n.s.(+)

Ratio of south to north 
countries 

2.11 2.43 2.37 2.39

**(+) n.s.(–) ∫(+) n.s.(–) **(+) n.s.(–) ***(+) **(–)

Regional structure 25.0% 17.4% 27.7% 27.1%
**(+) ***(+) ***(+) ***(+) n.s.(+) ***(+) ***(+) ***(+)

Average number of 
IGO ties

2.66 2.40 2.28 2.16

**(–) ***(–) ***(–) ***(–) n.s.(+) *(–) ***(–) **(–)

Average number of 
INGO ties

3.87 3.67 4.49 4.01

n.s.(+) n.s.(+) **(–) ***(+) **(+) n.s.(+) ***(+) n.s.(–)

Source: Authors’ compilation based on their Transnational Social Movement Organization Database.
a The table shows: a) the percentage of organizations in each sector founded during conference years and after 1990 (top row of table); b) the overall per-
centage, ratio, or average for transnational social movement organizations in each sector irrespective of founding period; and c) the results of statistical 
tests comparing organizations founded in conference years with those founded in other years (“Conference”) and comparing organizations founded after 
1990 with those founded in 1990 or earlier (“Post-1990”).
b All figures in the table were calculated from the total number of organizations active over all years (organization-year spells). In other words, an indi-
vidual organization is included in the count for each year that it is active.
c For the nominal variables “Headquarters in global South” and “Regional structure,” Chi-square tests were used to assess the difference between the per-
centage of organizations founded during conference years and the percentage founded in other years, and the difference between the percentage of orga-
nizations founded after 1990 and the percentage founded in 1990 or earlier. Independent sample t-tests were used for comparisons of the scale variables 
“Ratio of south to north countries,” “Average IGO ties,” and “Average INGO ties.” + and – signs indicate that the percentage/ratio/mean for organiza-
tions founded during conference years or after 1990 was significantly higher or lower than the percentage/ratio/mean for the relevant comparison group; 
n.s. indicates no statistical difference. The p-values associated with the comparisons are: * p ≤ .05; ** p ≤ .01; *** p ≤ .001; ∫ p ≤ .10.



table 4.3  conference intervals and Modal founding years for transnational Social Movement organizationsa

Conference
Conference  

Interval
Human  
Rights Peace Environment Women

UN Conference on Human Rights 1966 to 1970

UN Conference on the Human Environment 1970 to 1974

First World Conference on Women 1973 to 1977 South 

World Food Summit 1974 to 1978 South 

UN Special Session on Disarmament-I 1976 to 1980 North North North 

Second World Conference on Women 1978 to 1982 North North North North

UN Special Session on Disarmament-II 1980 to 1984 North

Third World Conference on Women 1983 to 1987 North and south North North and south

UN Special Session on Disarmament-III 1986 to 1990 North and south North and south North

World Summit for Children 1988 to 1992 North and south South North and south North

UN Conference Environment and Development 1990 to 1994 North and south North North and south North

World Conference on Human Rights 1991 to 1995 North and south North North and south North

International Conference on Population and 
Development 1992 to 1996 North and south North North and south North

World Summit on Social  Development 1993 to 1997 North and south North South

Fourth World Conference on Women 1993 to 1997 North and south North South

Source: Authors’ compilation based on their Transnational Social Movement Organizations Dataset.
a The chart indicates whether the modal year(s) for foundings of transnational movement organizations in the four sectors occurred within a conference 
interval. North indicates that modal years for north-based organizations correspond with conference cycles; south for south-based organizations; and 
north and south indicates that modal years for both north- and south-based organizations correspond with conference cycles.



table 4.4  comparing organizational features of Specific tSMo Sectors to all other Sectors for organizations 
founded in conference and non-conference yearsa

Percentage  
Founded

Headquarters  
in  

Global South

Ratio of  
South to  

North  
Countries

Regional  
Structure

Average  
Number  
of IGO  

Ties

Average  
Number  
of INGO  

Ties

Human rights
Non-conference years

Human rights
 (N=2423)b 86.4% 20.3% 2.05 23.9% 2.73 3.80
Other sectors
 (N=6325) 87.7% 21.3% 2.46 24.6% 1.78 3.33

n.s.(–)c ***(–) n.s.(–) ***(+) **(+)
Conference years

Human rights
 (N=380) 13.6% 27.9% 2.52 31.8% 2.23 4.32
Other sectors
 (N=964) 12.3% 28.2% 2.81 36.3% 1.39 3.69

 n.s.(–) n.s.(–)      ∫(–) ***(+) n.s.(+)
Peace

Non-conference years
Peace
 (N=1493) 79.2% 16.1% 2.34 14.6% 2.67 3.89
Other sectors
 (N=5584) 68.0% 19.6% 2.36 25.7% 2.00 3.20

  **(–) n.s.(–)   ***(–) ***(+) ***(+)



(Table continues on p. 126.)

Conference years
Peace
 (N=393) 20.8% 24.2% 2.82 28.0% 1.39 2.83
Other sectors
 (N=2622) 32.0% 29.8% 2.43 32.0% 1.68 4.05

   *(–)   ∫(+)  n.s.(–) *(–) ***(–)
Environment

Non-conference years
Environment
 (N=1006) 72.5% 21.0% 2.17 27.1% 2.20 4.13
Other sectors
 (N=7790) 86.2% 20.4% 2.35 23.7% 2.00 3.26

 n.s.(+) n.s.(–)     *(+) *(+) ***(+)
Conference years

Environment
 (N=283) 27.5% 32.2% 2.89 29.4% 2.50 5.46
Other sectors
 (N=1013) 13.8% 29.5% 2.65 36.4% 1.62 4.05

 n.s.(+) n.s.(+)   **(–) ***(+) ***(+)
Women

Non-conference years
Women’s rights
 (N=513) 62.0% 25.5% 1.77 18.7% 2.72 3.26
Other sectors

(N=5967) 64.4% 17.1% 2.36 22.9% 2.15 3.33
***(+) *(–)    *(–) ***(+) n.s.(–)



table 4.4  (Continued)

Percentage  
Founded

Headquarters  
in  

Global South

Ratio of  
South to  

North  
Countries

Regional  
Structure

Average  
Number  
of IGO  

Ties

Average  
Number  
of INGO  

Ties

Conference years     
Women’s rights
 (N=314) 38.0% 40.4% 3.60 40.8% 1.24 5.23
Other sectors
 (N=3298) 35.6% 28.4% 2.45 30.6% 1.66 3.72

***(+) ***(+)  ***(+)   **(–) ***(+)

Source: Authors’ calculations based on their Transnational Social Movement Organizations Dataset.
a The table shows a) the percentage of transnational social movement organizations in a specific sector and in all other sectors founded 
during sector-specific conference years and during non-conference years; b) the overall percentage, ratio, or average for transnational 
social movement organizations founded in sector-specific conference years and non-conference years; c) the results of statistical tests 
comparing organizations in a specific sector with organizations in other sectors founded during sector-specific conference years and dur-
ing non-conference years.
b All figures in the table were calculated from the total number of organizations active over all years (organization/year spells) in confer-
ence and non-conference founding periods. In other words, an individual organization is included in the count for each year that it is 
active. 
c For the nominal variables, “Headquarters in Global South” and “Regional Structure,” Chi-square tests were used to assess differences 
between organizations. Independent sample t-test were used for comparisons of organizations on the scale variables “Ratio of South to 
North Countries,” “Average IGO Ties,” and “Average INGO Ties.” + and – signs indicate that the percentage/ratio/mean for organiza-
tions in a specific sector was significantly higher or lower than the percentage/ratio/mean for organizations in other sectors in sector-
specific conference and non-conference years. The p-values associated with the comparisons are: *p ≤ .05; ** p ≤ .01; *** p ≤ .001; ∫ p ≤ .10.
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support. However, contrary to what the literature suggests, we found 
that more institutionally embedded organizations did not exhibit 
higher levels of specialization than those with fewer institutional ties. 
In addition, organizations that were more highly embedded in global 
institutions also tended to have higher levels of southern participation. 
Specialization, in contrast, tended to be associated with somewhat 

Source: Authors’ compilation based on their Transnational Social Movement Organiza-
tions Dataset.
Note: The figure displays the percentage of transnational social movement organizations 
that had two or more of the following indicators of specialization: a centralized struc-
ture, professional membership, and a single-issue agenda, and the percentage of transna-
tional social movement organizations that had two or more of the following indicators of 
institutional embeddedness: consultative status with an multilateral agency, any tie to an 
intergovernmental agency, or ties to a high number of intergovernmental agencies.

figure 5.1  institutional embeddedness and Specialization over time 

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
70%

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

19
53

19
59

19
63

19
65

19
67

19
69

19
71

19
73

19
77

19
81

19
83

19
85

19
87

19
88

19
91

19
93

19
95

19
97

19
99

20
00

20
03

Year

Institutional embeddedness
Specialization



Institutional Logics and Paradoxes    153

Highlighting the paradox of institutional dynamics, groups adopt-
ing a critical rights frame tended to have ties to more intergovernmen-
tal organizations than other rights organizations did. As figure 5.2 
shows, 51 percent of critical rights groups had ties to a high number of 
IGOs, versus 33 percent of other rights groups. Whereas groups with 
conventional human rights frames are also likely to be working with 
intergovernmental agencies to enact the boomerang effect as a remedy 
to government hypocrisy, the consolidation of the international human 
rights legal architecture seems to be channeling these groups into a 
small number of institutional hubs (Tsutsui, Wiest, and Smith forth-
coming). However, because there are fewer institutionalized channels 
through which critical human rights advocates can advance their 
claims that the global economy contributes to rights violations, these 
groups may be forming more ties to intergovernmental agencies sim-
ply to expand the number of targets and amplify their claims about 
states’ hypocrisy. Interestingly, and again highlighting institutional 
paradoxes, a slightly higher percentage of groups embracing a critical 

Source: Authors’ compilation based on their Transnational Social Movement Organiza-
tions Dataset.

figure 5.2  characteristics of transnational Social Movement 
organizations by human rights frame
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ening the UN’s ties to southern NGOs. However, the UNCED confer-
ence produced a notable shift in this north-south divide, and northern 
groups formed in the years surrounding UNCED became much more 
likely to embrace the sustainable development agenda. Still, southern 
groups remained somewhat less focused on environmental protection 
frames (57 percent versus 67 percent).

Many environmental activists have been highly critical of the sus-
tainable development discourse because in practice it has allowed the 
subordination of environmental protection to economic development 
and left the definition of sustainability ambiguous enough to allow the 
growth-oriented market logic to remain unchallenged. But the ability 
of the UN and other global institutions—most notably the World 
Bank—to mobilize resources and cultivate the support of civil society 
for an environmental agenda that would not be rejected by major gov-
ernments and corporations contributed to the success of the sustain-
able development discourse (see, for example, Goldman 2005; Sklair 
2001). Also, the political context within which southern activists work 
certainly contributed to the attractiveness of the sustainable develop-

table 5.1  characteristics of transnational environmental Movement 
organizations

   All
North- 
Based

South- 
Based

Number transnational environmental  
movement organizations 259 193 66

Sustainable development 31% 27% 43%
Number southern countries in 
membership 23.4 25.3 19.9

Ratio of south to north member 
countries 3:1 2:1 4:1

IGO ties 3.2 3.5 2.8
INGO ties 6.4 6.8 5.5

Environmental protection 65% 67% 57%
Number southern countries in 
membership 21.5 21.3 22.2

Ratio of south to north member 
countries 2:1 2:1 5:1

IGO ties 1.8 1.9 1.6
INGO ties 4.0 3.8 4.8

Source: Authors’ compilation based on their Transnational Social Movement Organiza-
tions Dataset.
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passion and energy are being directed toward more autonomous move-
ment spaces. In these spaces, people develop networks and strategies 
and engage in actions that seek to influence interstate debates without 
being constrained by the rules and procedures of interstate politics 
(see, for example, Adamovsky 2005; Bond 2008).

This greater movement autonomy is reflected in the proliferation 
over the past decade of autonomous transnational meetings of civil so-
ciety groups. Reflecting on long-term changes in civil society engage-
ment with global politics, Chadwick Alger observes that “widespread, 
complicated new forms of global governance are being invented” 
(2002, 115). Mario Pianta and Federico Silva further document this 
trend, showing that civil society actors are increasingly looking outside 
state-centered arenas to engage in transnational politics (2003). Figure 
6.1 illustrates the rapid shift in locus of transnational organizing. 
Whereas just 10 percent of all transnational civil society gatherings 
were organized outside interstate arenas during the 1990s, by the early 
2000s more than half were held outside these state-centered arenas.

These autonomous spaces are not necessarily the exclusive domain 
of civil society, in that governments, intergovernmental officials, and 

Source: Authors’ adaptation of Pianta and Silva  (2003, 389).

figure 6.1  autonomous transnational civil Society Meetings
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figure 6.2  Systemic contradictions, Movement contestation, and Global transformation
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