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Abstract
This thesis uses the Occupy Wall Street movement as a case study to analyze how
individuals decide to take part in social movements. Moving away from rational utility
models, it applies a emotion-based model of decision-making that better explains
collective action participation. Interviews with individual activists provided information
about their incentives, which were then compared with results from the social
psychology research on behavior in group contexts. The results mirrored this literature,
and showed that when deciding to act, individuals calculate a broad range of incentives,
many of which are entirely non-material. As they come to identify with a movement,
these incentives are consciously and subconsciously altered to favor participation.
Simultaneously, collective identification comes to guide decisions to participate.
Recognition of the specific incentives relevant in social movement contexts should
facilitate understanding of movement dynamics for academics and movement
organizers alike.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
In 2011, the world erupted in popular demonstration. Revolutionaries took to the
streets, overthrowing dictators in Tunisia and Egypt, while millions of other
demonstrators protested throughout Spain, Greece, and across the Middle East and
North Africa. As this protest mentality spread to the United States, thousands took to
the streets to draw attention to the perceived culpability of Wall Street finance in the
global economic breakdown and widening separation between “haves” and “have-nots.”
The so-called Occupy Wall Street movement (hereafter OWS or “the movement”) took
up position in hundreds of cities nationwide. In all of these cases, individuals who had
never before been politically active formed the nucleus of resistance, emphasizing the
widespread draw of action. While OWS has not been as successful as other protest
movements, it has nonetheless changed American political discourse. It provides further
illustration of an obvious fact: social movements can change the world.
Although the power of social movements has long been recognized, the question
of how individuals decide to participate has always been subject to debate. While the
news in 2011 was filled with the changes brought about by demonstrations, it also
showed the clear risks of participation. Activists faced everything from arrest and
sanction to rubber bullets and teargas, to aggression and murder by military forces. 1 In
the face of these concrete risks, the benefits were inherently uncertain since there was
1

Kurt Andersen et al., "The Protester," Time 178, no. 25 (2011): 54-89.
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2
no possible way of quantifying the likelihood of success or of knowing what success
would look like.
Economics suggests that individuals faced with this type of dilemma are
presented with an option to free-ride. If an individual concerned only with relative
material gain believes that a movement will be successful at bringing about the
widespread change he desires, but knows that it has no way of excluding him from the
benefits, then why would he put himself at risk, since he will enjoy the benefits either
way? If he does not believe that it will succeed, then why would he even consider
participating? If the risks are known, the benefits are not, and participation is not
required for a payout, how could an individual possibly justify acting?
Thinkers in the rationalist tradition have struggled to explain the historical fact
of participation in light of this problem. 2 However, it seems that they have made a
mystery out of nothing. The assumption of rationalism is a very useful tool; it is simple,
powerful, and predictive in the aggregate. However, it does have limitations, and
behaviors such as group participation, which are very much determined by emotional
factors, can best be explained by models that explicitly address non-material incentive
structures. If we allow our actor model to morph to meet the challenge posed by social
movement participation, we can both explain the behavior and develop practical
conclusions for organizers and academics alike.
Empirical research in bounded rationality and neurology has provided evidence
for a distinct type of decision-maker, one that is compatible with observed social
behavior. This evidence demonstrates that humans are incapable of making purely
2

see John Gould and Edward Moe, “Lighting the Street: Agency and the Study of Strategic
Nonviolent Anti-regime Movements,” Research in Social Movements, Conflicts and Change 34 (in press)
for a review.

3
“rational” decisions, because thought structures are inherently affected by biases,
uncertainty, and emotional state.3 Similarly, since decisions are frequently made based
on non-material, emotional considerations, it is not even certain that an attempt at
purely rational decision making would advance subjective self-interest.4 In order to
understand high-cost pro-group behavior, we must redefine our actor as someone who
maximizes subjective emotional utility, who makes decisions based on his real and
predicted emotional responses to outcomes.
Social psychology has traditionally examined the phenomenon of social
movement participation from a standpoint that implicitly assumes this type of actor. The
combined results of this research provide a model that is somewhat tautological, but,
although it does not necessarily allow for straightforward prediction, it does provide a
more empirically valid (and subjectively correct) explanation than rationalist
alternatives. Essentially, I would depict the essence of this tautology as: people act
because they want to. They respond to numerous and various conscious incentives
(many of which are entirely emotional), but each of their decisions are shaped, framed,
and prioritized by unconscious factors. While some decisions are made according to
material cost/benefit calculations, many are affected by identity (and by identification

3

See for example: N. Schwarz, "Emotion, Cognition, and Decision Making," Cognition &
Emotion 14, no. 4 (2000): 433-440; G. F. Loewenstein et al., "Risk as feelings." Psychological Bulletin
127, no. 2 (2001): 267; J. J. Koehler, "Influence of Prior Beliefs on Scientific Judgments of Evidence
Quality," Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 56 (1993): 28-28; J. Weinberger and
D. Westen, "RATS, We Should Have Used Clinton: Subliminal Priming in Political Campaigns,"
Political Psychology 29, no. 5 (2008): 631-651; R. McDermott, J. H. Fowler, and O. Smirnov, "On the
Evolutionary Origin of Prospect Theory Preferences," Journal of Politics 70, no. 2 (2008): 335-350; A.
Bechara and A. R. Damasio, "The Somatic Marker Hypothesis: A Neural Theory of Economic Decision,"
Games and Economic Behavior 52, no. 2 (2005): 336-372. Note however that some research suggests that
emotion can actually serve as a decision-making shortcut that actually improves our ability to function.
4

N. Martins, "Can Neuroscience Inform Economics? Rationality, Emotions and Preference
Formation," Cambridge Journal of Economics 35, no. 2 (2011): 251-267; Bert Klandermans, The Social
Psychology of Protest, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1997).
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with a group), by social concerns, and by guesses about future emotional state. While an
individual may not necessarily maximize economic benefit, he does attempt to
maximize subjective emotional utility, which has an economic component.
In order to understand the decisions of an actor who maximizes emotional rather
than material utility, we must change our basic assumptions. While discussions of
efficacy, power, and risk are still important for the movement as a whole, they may
have much less relevance for the individual under certain circumstances. Researchers
have isolated individual factors that predict pro-group action, and have developed
models to explain this seemingly irrational behavior. Although they have described this
process down to the most complex details, I am primarily interested in addressing the
general ideas. Thus, while I will go into specifics in my literature review, a reader who
is familiar with the predictions that follow should be able to keep up.
An individual’s choice to participate in a collective action is predicated by a
wide variety of instrumental (material and emotional) incentives, and by identification
with the group. Identification and participation change the individual’s incentive
structures, further increasing his desire to act. Therefore, collective identification is a
particularly important variable since it affects all other variables. 5
In order to test these claims, and further investigate the question of how
individuals decide to participate in social movements, I carried out an investigation of
the OWS groups in Denver and Colorado Springs. I participated in demonstrations and
5

See for example S. Stürmer and B. Simon, "Collective Action: Towards a Dual-Pathway
Model," European Review of Social Psychology 15, no. 1 (2004): 59-99; Leda M. Blackwood and
Winnifred R. Louis, “If It Matters for the Group Then It Matters to Me: Collective Action Outcomes for
Seasoned Activists,” British Journal of Social Psychology 51 (2012): 72-92; M. Van Zomeren, T.
Postmes, and R. Spears, "Toward an Integrative Social Identity Model of Collective Action: A
Quantitative Research Synthesis of Three Socio-Psychological Perspectives." Psychological Bulletin 134,
no. 4 (2008): 504, or read on for details.

5
protests, and interviewed individuals. I analyzed activist responses and applied them to
the model presented in the literature. While there were some unexpected results,
individual responses were broadly predicted by model variables. This implies that
although the OWS movement is often described as unique, it can in fact still be
understood with the same analysis as any other group action. In the subsequent
chapters, I describe this analysis, and present some implications for organizers, as well
as suggestions for future research to better understand the model and this particular
movement.

CHAPTER II
BACKGROUND LITERATURE
Social psychology research on individual behavior in group contexts is relatively
consistent about how an individual comes to participate in a social movement. It paints
a picture that clearly explains how an individual transitions from egocentric behavior to
pro-group, identity-directed action. The process begins with a sense of deprivation—a
feeling of injustice. If the injustice is recognized as shared with a larger group, the
individual may begin to identify with the disadvantaged group, and may begin to
consider participation in pro-group actions. When considering whether to participate in
specific actions, the individual contemplates varied instrumental motivations, many
rooted in social and emotional factors. As he associates with the group, and especially
with a social movement organization (SMO), he begins to redevelop his identity around
pro-group behavior.1 This new, shared, collective identity motivates participation, but
more importantly, affects instrumental and emotional calculations, creating a positive
feedback loop. Often, participation further increases an individual’s intentions to act.
Desire for Change: Deprivation and Mobilization
An individual’s response to membership in a group that suffers from low status
or discrimination depends on context. Simple awareness of injustice is insufficient to

1

Bert Klandermans, The Social Psychology of Protest, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1997); S.
Stürmer and B. Simon, "Collective Action: Towards a Dual-Pathway Model," European Review of Social
Psychology 15, no. 1 (2004): 59-99.

6

7
motivate action; an individual must compare his group’s status to another’s or to an
ideal, and develop feelings of unjust deprivation. However, in order to contemplate
collective action, he must recognize that the whole group is suffering the same harm,
and identify with other group members. If the offending situation appears to be
illegitimate (unfair, not deserved), clearly caused by another party, and not likely to
improve, powerful feelings of deprivation are more likely. How the wrong occurred will
shape the emotional and motivational responses to this sense of injustice. 2 These
contextual issues are critical, since a feeling of deprivation is an important precursor to
action intentions.
One explanation for the importance of these feelings invokes the power of anger
as a motivating force. Anger is seen as an emotion that leads to an intense desire to act.
It has been observed to create a heightened sense of group cohesion and a desire to
correct perceived wrongs.3 Yet, while anger can be a powerful action predictor, it is also
directly mitigated by fear,4 and it directs the individual to cathartic rather than strategic
action. Thus, while anger may catalyze action, it is unpredictable, and tends to be

2

See H. J. Smith, T. Cronin, and T. Kessler, "Anger, Fear, Or Sadness: Faculty Members’
Emotional Reactions to Collective Pay Disadvantage," Political Psychology 29, no. 2 (2008): 221-246; H.
J. Smith and T. Kessler, "Group-Based Emotions and Intergroup Behavior," The Social Life of Emotions
2 (2004): 292.
3

C. W. Leach, A. Iyer, and A. Pedersen, "Anger and Guilt about Ingroup Advantage Explain the
Willingness for Political Action," Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 32, no. 9 (2006): 12321245; A. Iyer, T. Schmader, and B. Lickel, "Why Individuals Protest the Perceived Transgressions of
their Country," Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 33, no. 4 (2007): 572-587; S. Stürmer and B.
Simon, "Pathways to Collective Protest: Calculation, Identification, or Emotion? A Critical Analysis of
the Role of Group-Based Anger in Social Movement Participation," Journal of Social Issues 65, no. 4
(2009): 681-705; D. M. Mackie, T. Devos, and E. R. Smith, "Intergroup Emotions: Explaining Offensive
Action Tendencies in an Intergroup Context." Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 79, no. 4
(2000): 602.
4

D. A. Miller et al., "The Relative Impact of Anger and Efficacy on Collective Action is
Affected by Feelings of Fear," Group Processes & Intergroup Relations 12, no. 4 (2009): 445-462.
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uncontrollable. For this reason, anger, while perhaps important as an initial motivator of
action, is less important than other more consistent factors in long duration movements. 5
Instrumental Motivations: Participation in Specific Actions
The simplest considerations pertaining to a decision to protest are broadly
defined as instrumental. The motivations that make up this category were initially
developed by Klandermans6 and were expanded and promoted by Stürmer and Simon.7
While this category includes standard rational-choice considerations, it is actually a
much more expansive view of incentive. Essentially, it combines all of the immediate
costs and benefits of participation into three motivation categories. These are likely to
be particularly predictive for new activists. Therefore, many of the motives can be very
important for movement organizers looking to strengthen their recruitment narrative.
The first instrumental motivation is known as the reward motive. It is a
calculation of the tangible costs and benefits of the action itself. It encompasses
negative considerations such as time spent or physical suffering, and positive factors
such as enjoyment of the action, or meeting interesting people. Each of these factors is
weighted by the perceived likelihood of occurrence. Therefore, the reward motive is
enhanced by actions that are safe and enjoyable.
The second instrumental motivation is known as the normative motive.
Concerned with social-emotional factors, it is described as the assumed reactions
(whether positive or negative) of friends and relatives to an individual’s participation in
5

Stürmer and Simon, "Pathways to Collective Protest.”

6

Klandermans.

7

B. Simon et al., "The Relative Impact of Anger and Efficacy on Collective Action is Affected
by Feelings of Fear." Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 74, no. 3 (1998): 646; Stürmer and
Simon, “Collective Action.”
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a movement. It is similarly weighted by the likelihood of any given reaction. The
normative motive emphasizes that organizers must structure publicity and movement
actions in a way that individuals can be proud of their participation. It also highlights a
problem for organizers of low-status groups, since individuals may not want their
membership known. In many movements, the normative motive is seen as particularly
powerful, because the responses of friends and family are usually very significant. For
example, Stürmer and Simon show that for gay rights demonstrators, the predicted
reaction of friends and family predominated in individuals’ calculations. 8
The third motivation, termed the collective motive, is a simple concept that upon
elaboration quickly becomes complicated. It was initially described as the perceived
value of the group’s goals mediated by the perceived likelihood of achieving them. 9
This definition aligns well with rational choice thinking: individuals will strive for a
collective goal if they anticipate that they will achieve it. This idea is also described by
“efficacy,” the measure of whether the group has the necessary power to bring about
desired change. When defined so simply, this motive offers predictive power, 10 but
surprisingly, sometimes proves to be insignificant. The literature repeatedly shows that
people often participate in spite of a belief that their action will bring about little

8

Ibid.

9

Klandermans; Stürmer and Simon, “Collective Action.”

10

M. Van Zomeren, T. Postmes, and R. Spears, "Toward an Integrative Social Identity Model of
Collective Action: A Quantitative Research Synthesis of Three Socio-Psychological Perspectives."
Psychological Bulletin 134, no. 4 (2008): 504.
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change.11,12 In many cases, a movement’s goals are unrealistic or ephemeral, yet people
still march in the streets to support them.
In order to explain this behavior, we must expand our limited view of efficacy,
paying attention to strategy. Actions can be tactically valid without targeting policymakers or political change (the usual stated focuses in efficacy measurements). Hornsey
and his colleagues propose three additional measures: effect on third parties, influence
on unifying the movement, and ability to make one’s values known. 13 Each of these
measures expresses different potential movement intentions. For example, while an
action may have little effect on policy-makers, it may well be effective at changing
public opinion. Because a number of studies have shown the importance of opinion as a
proximal variable to political shift, it is clear that targeting third parties can be a
valuable strategy for organizers.14 Similarly, any action that expresses a movement’s
identity may be effective at uniting activists.15 Finally, when individuals feel that their
values have been violated, they often derive personal satisfaction from vocally

11

M. J. Hornsey et al., "Why do People Engage in Collective Action? Revisiting the Role of
Perceived Effectiveness," Journal of Applied Social Psychology 36, no. 7 (2006): 1701-1722; Miller et
al., "The Relative Impact of Anger and Efficacy”; Stürmer and Simon, "Collective Action."; S. Stürmer
and B. Simon, "The Role of Collective Identification in Social Movement Participation: A Panel Study in
the Context of the German Gay Movement," Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 30, no. 3 (2004):
263.
12

Interestingly, even with such a simple definition, the efficacy-participation pathway is not
linear. If the individual’s sense of efficacy is too high, he may well choose to free-ride off of the
‘inevitable’ success of the movement, one of the few times that we actually see the free-rider effect as
significant in this literature. Van Zomeren, Postmes, and Spears; B. Simon and B. Klandermans,
"Politicized Collective Identity: A Social Psychological Analysis." American Psychologist 56, no. 4
(2001): 319.
13

Hornsey et al. see also Simon and Klandermans.

14

W. R. Louis, "Collective Action—and Then What?" Journal of Social Issues 65, no. 4 (2009):

727-748.
15

J. Drury and S. Reicher, "Collective Psychological Empowerment as a Model of Social
Change: Researching Crowds and Power," Journal of Social Issues 65, no. 4 (2009): 707-725.
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reaffirming their opinions and convictions. 16 An action that allowed this value
expression might be very motivating. When the conception of efficacy is expanded to
include these varied examples, it becomes much more predictive. 17
All of these instrumental motivations have variable predictive power across
groups, individuals, and even specific actions. In some circumstances, one motive can
overpower the others. For example, among stigmatized minority groups, the reward
motive may be particularly powerful, because actions create community and allow
individuals to feel a sense of acceptance. 18 Similarly, different actions may well target
particular efficacy measures. Van Stekelenburg, Klandermans, and van Dijk specifically
differentiate between value-oriented and power-oriented actions. In a compelling study
of two concurrent and similar actions against austerity measures, they show that slight
changes in the rallying message provided by the two movements led to groups of
differently motivated individuals. This shows how each efficacy measure can be
independently predictive.19 If minor variation in message can lead to such different
motivation, it is clear that movement organizers must carefully target their message not
only to their constituency but also to the context of their situation for optimal response.
When Protest is Sustained: Identification Factors
Beyond these instrumental factors, many authors point towards group
identification as a significant predictor of pro-group behavior. When an individual
16

J. Van Stekelenburg, B. Klandermans, and W. W. Van Dijk, "Context Matters: Explaining
how and Why Mobilizing Context Influences Motivational Dynamics," Journal of Social Issues 65, no. 4
(2009): 815-838.
17

Hornsey et al.

18

Stürmer and Simon, “Collective Action.”

19

Van Stekelenburg, Klandermans, and Van Dijk.
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spends time in group-relevant settings he often begins to subconsciously (and perhaps
consciously) identify with the group. He recognizes his similarity with other group
members, and comes to value the group, and his membership within it. Through the
intergroup emotion phenomenon, other group members’ emotions are shared, 20 and selfstereotyping processes lead the individual to behave in group-normative ways. 21 This
collective identity is very significant because its effects can be seen even when it is
weak, yet can come to completely dominate incentive structures when stronger.
Essentially, an individual who identifies with a group becomes connected to it, and his
motivation structures reorient around pro-group action.
The strength of this collective identity can be explained by a powerful
evolutionary heritage that psychologically directs for pro-group behavior. Baumeister
and Leary claim that humans are “fundamentally and pervasively motivated by a need
to belong,” and describe the demonstrable physical and psychological benefits of
interpersonal attachment, showing how this social-emotional interaction is essentially a
requirement for individual well-being.22 Through this connection—however trivial the
group—“identity and social group membership become inextricably linked; that is, in-

20

Mackie, Devos, and Smith, “Intergroup Emotions”; D. M. Mackie, L. A. Silver, and E. R.
Smith, "Emotion as an Intergroup Phenomenon," The Social Life of Emotions 2 (2004): 227.
21

N. Ellemers, R. Spears, and B. Doosje, "Sticking Together or Falling Apart: In-Group
Identification as a Psychological Determinant of Group Commitment Verses Individual Mobility."
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 72, no. 3 (1997): 617.
22

R. F. Baumeister and M. R. Leary, "The Need to Belong: Desire for Interpersonal
Attachments as a Fundamental Human Motivation." Psychological Bulletin 117, no. 3 (1995): 522. See
also E. R. Smith and S. Henry, "An In-Group Becomes Part of the Self: Response Time Evidence,"
Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 22, no. 6 (1996): 635-642; J. T. Cacioppo and W. Patrick,
Loneliness: Human Nature and the Need for Social Connection, (New York: WW Norton & Company,
2008)
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group attributes become part of the self.” 23 This emotional group connection can
fundamentally alter the individual.
Cameron established a simple three-part model in order to characterize and
differentiate the facets of this collective identity. The predictors are: ingroup affect,
[cognitive] centrality, and ingroup ties. Ingroup affect is a measure of the perceived
emotional quality associated with group membership. It encompasses the individual’s
opinion of the group, others’ opinions of the group, and the individual’s perceived
respect within it. Negative affect therefore usually leads either to an attempt to change
groups or to improve the group and one’s position therein. Centrality is a measure of the
mental significance of the group, and the frequency with which the individual thinks
about membership and group-referent arguments. Ingroup ties refer to the
“psychological glue”24 of membership—the feelings of association with and connection
to the group. They constitute the collective identity driver of participation.
Strength and type of collective identification are both very important.
Identification with an SMO instead of simply with the disadvantaged group is
particularly predictive. Since the SMO has clear political aims, this “politicized”
identity leads the activist to consciously act with an awareness of the wider sociopolitical environment, and make a statement by focusing the action in politics. 25 It
ensures that members identify themselves with action on behalf of the group.

23

Smith and Henry. They show this effect even with the marginal constructed group identity
represented by academic major.
24

J. E. Cameron, "A Three-Factor Model of Social Identity," Self and Identity 3, no. 3 (2004):

25

Simon and Klandermans.

257.

14
Membership in a group leads to pro-group behavior even before identity
considerations become significant. Evidence drawn from game theory analysis shows
that individuals often follow group norms even when doing so requires economically
disadvantageous behavior. Chronology is particularly important, because when
individuals have information about how others have previously behaved, they tend to
reciprocate positive actions to avoid implicit penalties for norm breaking. 26 Similarly,
group norms may be followed out of a desire to maintain a consistent self-image,
enhance one’s recognition by other group members, or even to obey the “moral
imperative” to follow rules. 27 As group norms are followed more widely and frequently,
they become increasingly powerful determinants of action. Simply spending time in
group-relevant contexts therefore leads to increased acceptance of pro-group behavior.
Moreover, within group contexts, individuals are esteemed to the degree that
they epitomize the stereotypical ideal group-member.28 High identifiers are not only
evaluated by others in this way, but even come to value themselves based on this
framework.29 Thus, as individuals act more in line with the group’s expectations, they
attain a higher level of respect, just as they respect others who act similarly. Respect
within the group leads to higher identification with the group as well as more
26

R. López-Pérez, "Followers and Leaders: Reciprocity, Social Norms and Group Behavior,"
Journal of Socio-economics 38, no. 4 (2009): 557-567; R. López-Pérez, "Aversion to Norm-Breaking: A
Model," Games and Economic Behavior 64, no. 1 (2008): 237-267.
27

W. R. Louis, D. M. Taylor, and R. L. Douglas, "Normative Influence and Rational Conflict
Decisions: Group Norms and Cost-Benefit Analyses for Intergroup Behavior," Group Processes &
Intergroup Relations 8, no. 4 (2005): 355-374.
28

M. A. Hogg and S. C. Hains, "Intergroup Relations and Group Solidarity: Effects of Group
Identification and Social Beliefs on Depersonalized Attraction." Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology 70, no. 2 (1996): 295.
29

L. R. Tropp and A. C. Brown, "What Benefits the Group can also Benefit the Individual:
Group-Enhancing and Individual-Enhancing Motives for Collective Action," Group Processes &
Intergroup Relations 7, no. 3 (2004): 267-282.
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satisfaction and desire to participate.30 In this way, pro-group behavior is promoted
through a feedback loop.
These considerations become vastly more significant when the individual comes
to internalize his group membership, since this collective identity directs for grouprelevant action. Stürmer and Simon propose an independent pathway that works through
a sense of personal need to act in line with one’s identity as an activist. 31 As the
individual associates with the group (or particularly with the SMO), he typically comes
to identify as an activist, and to redevelop his self-definition around group
membership. 32 This new identity becomes binding and self-reinforcing—an “inner
obligation” for action. 33 Self-esteem becomes connected to perceptions of relative group
status, strength, and cohesion, thus creating a motivation for any action that improves
the group. Increasing the strength, cohesion, and homogeneity of the group through
group-normative behavior in turn strengthens identification levels. 34
Louis and her colleagues discuss the pro-group action intentions created by
collective identification, but also show that this it has feedback effects that change an
individual’s instrumental considerations. They propose a hierarchical model where as
an individual engages with the movement and identifies further, his incentive

30

B. Simon and S. Stürmer, "Respect for Group Members: Intragroup Determinants of
Collective Identification and Group-Serving Behavior," Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 29,
no. 2 (2003): 183-193; S. Stürmer, B. Simon, and M. I. Loewy, "Intraorganizational Respect and
Organizational Participation: The Mediating Role of Collective Identity," Group Processes & Intergroup
Relations 11, no. 1 (2008): 5-20.
31

Stürmer and Simon, “Collective Action.”

32

Tropp and Brown.

33

Stürmer and Simon, “Collective Action.”

34

Ellemers, Spears, and Doosje.
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preferences and valuations change. 35 In their extensive meta-analysis, van Zomeren,
Postmes, and Spears confirm this mediation effect, and also show that collective
identification increases perceptions of group efficacy and injustice. 36 Since collective
identity affects all other variables, when it is significant, other considerations become
secondary.
This change of preferences occurs subtly. Collective identification leads to
greater contemplation and acceptance of group arguments, while the desires and fears of
the group become more compelling. Group opinions become more intellectually
accessible, and pro-group thoughts and actions are more frequent.37 At the same time
that group goals become more important, the individual comes to see them as more
likely to occur through collective action. 38 An individual caught up in this narrative can
come to make decisions that are quite outside of his earlier preference structure. 39
Similarly, although I have not seen any articles that test this assumption, I
expect that the personal element of collective identification has a potentiating effect on
the normative motive, and to a lesser degree, the reward motive. The basic reason is that
group members typically become friendly40 and grow to respect each other because of
participation in the movement. Since the normative motive is enhanced when respected
35
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acquaintances think better of an individual’s involvement in a group, increased
connection to group members should strengthen it. Similarly, growing to like fellow
group members likely leads to greater enjoyment of their company during group
actions, boosting the reward motive.
While collective identification changes the calculation of instrumental
motivation as shown above, it may have an even larger effect on an individual’s
decision-making processes by changing perceived self-interest. The literature shows
that collective identification leads individuals to internalize the group’s cost/benefit
calculations, making them personal. It changes the perception of costs and benefits such
that individuals experience group-normative behavior as being directly in their own
self-interest.41 Group benefits come to be seen as individual benefits, and group harm is
felt as individual harm. The “distinction between identity- and rationality-based
decisions may be blurred.”42 Individuals’ very preference structures change. Although
the consequences of collective identity are especially noticeable in individuals that
identify very strongly, even low-identifiers may be subconsciously affected.
Analyzing these identification variables is so critical because of their predictive
power. Identification with a social movement exposes an individual to movement
messages and arguments and connects him to other group members. This changes his
conscious incentives and directs him to behave in a pro-group manner. Simultaneously,
identification starts to create a subconscious reorientation of self-interest such that the
movement may become prioritized over individual concerns. These changes explain
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how identification can lead individuals to high-cost participation, and how movements
can be successful.
Tiers of Identification and Participation During Conflict
In the discussion of many of these incentives we have seen reference to high
identifiers behaving differently. While low identifiers typically make decisions based on
simple instrumental considerations, high identifiers are driven by their collective
identity. Van Zomeren, Postmes and Spears describe a two-step process where members
initially participate because of their impassioned sense of injustice and group efficacy 43
(or other instrumental considerations), but through their participation, they come to
recognize their connection to the group and understand their shared identity. 44
Another way of conceptualizing this distinction is through Tetlock’s 45
framework wherein social movement actors can be thought of as intuitive economists,
politicians, or theologians. Low identifiers act as intuitive economists, focused
primarily on their own instrumental costs and benefits; while high identifiers can be
seen as intuitive politicians, working strategically within the collective framework to
bring about social change, or even as theologians, following an ethically absolutist view
and fighting perceived moral transgressions caused by discrimination.
This distinction between high and low identifiers is critical because of how
much it affects the self-interest recalculation brought about by collective identification.
43

Stürmer and Simon, “Collective Action.”

44

Van Zomeren, Postmes, and Spears.

45

P. E. Tetlock, "Social Functionalist Frameworks for Judgment and Choice: Intuitive
Politicians, Theologians, and Prosecutors." Psychological Review 109, no. 3 (2002): 451. This model was
repurposed for social movement research by M. Van Zomeren and R. Spears, "Metaphors of Protest: A
Classification of Motivations for Collective Action," Journal of Social Issues 65, no. 4 (2009): 661-679.
They are primarily referenced here.

19
High identifiers take this transition to an extreme. They prioritize the interests of the
group above their own46 and work constantly to improve its position in society. They
become unable (or unwilling) to separate group interest from their own, and come to see
individually rational behavior that might hurt the group as personally harmful. 47 High
identifiers extend their conception of group to other group members, and will provide
for them at great personal expense. 48
As one would expect, such actors behave differently when the group comes into
conflict. It has been frequently demonstrated that high identifiers identify still further
when the group is under attack.49 They perceive the group as strong and worth
defending even when the odds are overwhelming.50 Hirsch describes a “bandwagon
effect” where, once activists see that fellow members are upholding the action, they
develop further motivation to act.51 Equivalently, motivation for collective action
increases when it is known that group members share ones’ beliefs, and are willing to
act on them. 52 In these ways, the very act of participation leads to heightened intentions
to act further.
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Lower identifiers are also affected by participation. Although they will usually
avoid conflict because it raises participation costs, there are some circumstances in
which they will stand strong with the movement. Drury and Reicher show how the
exhilaration and empowerment created by a successful action can lead to a dramatically
increased desire to participate further, even among new activists.
Similarly, third parties can powerfully enhance group cohesion. In one example,
indiscriminate police attack on a diverse group of protestors radicalized the moderates.
In effect, the experience of being treated as radicals led the activists to identify further
with the radical group as a whole.53 In both of these cases, low identifiers became
higher identifiers. In an alternate explanation, individuals may convince themselves
post-hoc of the psychological benefits of action to explain their behavior, leading to
further intentions to participate.54
These arguments are critical for movement organizers, because of the significant
difference between high and low identifiers. Movement success depends on effectively
designing actions that promote empowerment and connect lower identifiers more
strongly to the group. Action is necessary for movement growth, since action holds the
key to increased identification. Without well-organized actions, movements will suffer
from a dearth of high identifiers, who are critical in the long-term.
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Strategy and Problems of Mobilization
While the surveyed literature is not primarily concerned with strategy, it does
provide some useful tips for organizers beyond the simple fact that appropriately
understanding the model will lead to better incentive targeting. Within the context of
these studies, actions are often taken with an eye to influencing a third party, whether a
majority, in the case of a democracy, or another influential social group within society.
This emphasizes that action organizers have to concern themselves both with ingroup
cohesion and expansion, and with their actions’ effect on salient outgroups.
Appropriate action framing is critical to strengthen the ingroup and define the
intergroup struggle. Drury and Reicher’s empowerment pathway to collective
identification can be used to tap into the identity reinforcement loop. Organizers must
structure identity-relevant actions that relate to the intergroup context and target a
reachable goal (however insignificant). These activities must be framed as an
imposition of group identity into the overall conflict,55 so that they reaffirm the strength
of the group. Any of the efficacy pathways can potentially be targeted because material
success is less critical than demonstration of identity. 56 However, any action must be
supported by narrative that frames the proposed usefulness of the action.
Another movement tactic is to establish a superordinate group identity that
includes both the disadvantaged group and the opposition. This makes it easier to
demonstrate that discrimination is illegitimate. 57 If the advantaged group can be made to
recognize that they have caused illegitimate harm and that they are unfairly advantaged,
55
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they may experience negative emotions such as shame, guilt, or anger that have been
shown to sometimes lead to intentions to remedy the situation or to create institutional
change.58 It is critical to frame the relative group difference as an unwarranted benefit to
the advantaged group rather than as discrimination of the weaker group in order to
generate the negative emotions that lead stronger-group members to consider change.59
Similarly, dramatic actions that highlight the instability of the inter-group status
quo may threaten advantaged group members, leading them to an attempt at
reconciliation or at least recognition of their discriminatory practices. Widespread
opposition to apparent discriminatory behavior could lead to legislative change.
Because social movements’ power resides primarily in their ability to change public
opinion— a powerful proximal variable of legislative change—it is perhaps here that
their actions are best targeted. Capturing public opinion requires disruptive, novel, and
even radical protest actions, as holding media attention is critical. 60
However, there are times that these tactics can backfire. Creating a
superordinate identity may lessen disadvantaged group identification, while
emphasizing the group’s distinctness and unity could cause advantaged-group members
to self-identify further.61 At the same time, incorporating additional parties under one
identity can lead to clashing goals and intragroup disunity, a phenomenon known as
cross pressure, which leads to erosion of support. Similarly, the different goals and
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desires of an extremely diverse group quickly complicate the process of structuring a
narrative that reaffirms each individual’s incentive to participate, leading to supporters
that do not actively participate.62 Finally, radical disruptive actions may create
intragroup contention, as well as increasing the perceived cost of participation by
raising the chances of police persecution or violence.
In these compromises we see a complicated trade-off for organizers. An
inclusive, peaceful, normative protest may be able to develop a massive mobilization
potential, but organizers will have trouble converting this nominal support into real
action, let alone substantive change. Such a movement has very low participation costs,
but without identification reinforced by disruptive actions and conflict it may not attract
or maintain fervent supporters. Without strong highly-identified members, it will not
have the necessary staying power to be successful.
Theory and Hypotheses
While I have presented the above predictions as part of a comprehensive, linear
model, this is not actually how they appear in the literature. Research on social
movement participation is divided into a number of different traditions, each of which is
centered around a few seminal authors. No authors have as of yet created a wellaccepted consensus model, although there has been movement in that direction. 63
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Researchers have proposed several pathways by which individuals develop
action intentions. Expectancy-value thinkers have elaborated the direct incentives of
participation, those that I have referred to as instrumental motivations. Related research
has shown the necessity of a sense of injustice, and the power of belief in group
efficacy. Out of social identity theory comes research on collective identification, which
shows how identification with a movement changes decision-making, prioritizing a
group-centric frame, and altering individual incentive structures. Identification acts as a
dynamic force, interwoven among all other variables.64
Unfortunately, because of the variety and specificity of these research projects,
combining these models is problematic. Specifically, descriptions of collective
identification are either contradictory or vague, and there is no standard measure for
quantifying this identification. Identification-action pathways are inconsistent, and
instrumental variables are similarly plagued. Despite conflicting reports about the
predictive power of group efficacy, many authors continue to describe action goals as
necessarily focused on legislative change. Worse, they tend to ignore the social
instrumental variables, leaving out individual motivations for action that are separate
from the movement’s goals. Although obviously I could not resolve all of these issues,
in my initial attempt to connect individual research streams, I was able to minimize
contradiction by being extremely specific about pathways (see Appendix 1).
I quickly realized that much more research would be needed to correctly specify
all pathways to action, and that the vast number of interconnected variables would make
empirical testing unpractical. Still, if this intricate model is generalized it retains
usefulness. In the context of my qualitative investigation, the non-specific model is
64
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sufficient, because the goal was to allow results to emerge from the data. Because it was
expected that individual facets of identification would be amalgamated, worrying about
specific causality pathways was unnecessary.
With this lower precision threshold, the combined literature can easily be
summarized. The fundamental prediction is that individuals respond to incentives to
participate that are directly related to the action at hand, and others that are created by
identification with a social movement. Identification in turn increases direct incentives
and subtly changes entire incentive structures, leading to a reorientation around group
interest. Participation in collective actions increases identification and thereby furthers
desire to act. This simplified model was at the foundation of my interviews, and
informed my analysis.
The research behind this generalized model has been developed from such a
wide variety of social movements, and the conclusions purport to fundamentally
describe human decision-making processes, so applying its predictions to the OWS
context should be straightforward. Qualitative analysis should both test the model, and
hopefully provide additional information about specific model connections. My
hypotheses for this project are simple: 1) individuals participated in OWS because of
motivations described in the model described above, and 2) these motivations formed
the primary incentives for participation.

CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
Hoping to understand the incentives of Occupy Wall Street (OWS) participants,
I investigated manifestations in Denver and Colorado Springs. By interviewing activists
and participating in demonstrations, I strove to develop an in-depth acquaintance with
the movement. Since I hoped to use this experience to analyze individuals’ behavior, I
compared stated protester motivations to those in the generalized social psychology
model to provide a test of the literature, and to further shed light on movement
participation.
Context and Background
On September 17, 2011, hundreds of demonstrators gathered in Manhattan to
answer the call of Canadian anti-consumerist magazine Adbusters. Striving to emulate
the Arab Spring protests and the others happening worldwide, these demonstrators
stood in opposition to the state of the world financial system, and to the power of
corporations therein. 1 They gathered around the name Occupy Wall Street, and vowed
to continue the vigil, moving to nearby Zuccotti Park to set up camp. Within a month,
the movement had grown tremendously. Harnessing widespread discontent, the OWS
encampment grew into a small tent city, drawing hundreds to nightly General
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Assemblies (GAs).2 By mid-October, it had garnered almost $300,000 in donations, as
well as food and cold weather supplies.3 New occupations began to appear in major
cities across the United States. According to the Occupy Together Meetup.com
webpage, by January, 2012, the movement had swelled to 2,645 cities worldwide,
concentrated in the United States and Northern Europe.4
Occupy Denver and Occupy Colorado Springs were chosen for this project
(New York City OWS was also observed for one evening). These locations provided a
very effective view of the movement, since they were very different from each other
and demonstrated the diversity of occupations nationwide. Denver was one of the
largest and most active Occupy sites, and witnessed some of the highest levels of police
conflict. From early on, occupiers were prohibited from setting up tents, and were
forced to sleep on the pavement in below-freezing conditions. Nonetheless, they
managed to maintain a presence for months, and weekly demonstrations brought
thousands of supporters.
Colorado Springs was somewhat different. It was a much smaller encampment,
and it attempted to comply with city ordinances. Occupiers received a permit to set up
temporary tent-like structures and avoided confrontation with the police. This allowed
them to offer a much cozier atmosphere for activists, and a location to safeguard the
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library and overnight gear.5 Although they did not have the numbers seen in Denver, the
occupation had a constant presence, and general assemblies drew an estimated 20-30
people each night during the period observed. Activists held events within Colorado
Springs, but also traveled to Denver to participate in the larger Saturday marches.
At each Occupy site there was a differentiation between sub-groups within the
movement. The most obvious distinction was between those who stayed overnight
(hereafter defined as occupiers) and the other active members of OWS (hereafter
refered to as activists). This was especially apparent in Denver where occupiers did not
hold signs nor did they even necessarily engage in Saturday marches. As far as I could
tell, they held themselves quite separate, sleeping during the day and not conversing
much with non-occupiers. Camaraderie between sub-groups was lukewarm at times,
and it was obvious that they sometimes had very different ideas about tactics and action.
However, occupiers certainly demonstrated willingness to sacrifice for the cause.
This breakdown is critical to note because the distinction between subgroups
was so clear. This meant that evidence gleaned from one subgroup may be irrelevant for
another. Because I primarily interviewed occupiers and other very committed activists,
any conclusions should particularly apply to these individuals.
Procedure
I visited Occupy Colorado Springs on a seven separate occasions, so as to
witness different time samples. Mostly, I visited in the late afternoon or evening and
would stay for up to two or three hours. This timing was optimal, because many
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participants arrived after work, and it allowed me to stay for GA meetings, which
always drew a larger crowd. These meetings were very interesting to observe, because
they provided a glimpse of the diversity of the movement, and of its structure and
organization. Since much of the discussion and planning occurred at the GAs, I was
able to experience first hand the context and narrative of OWS activists.
While I was at Occupy Colorado Springs, I spent my time engaging with
activists. On the first visit, this meant chatting with people in the information booth and
reading the provided literature to attempt to understand the movement from an outside
perspective. On subsequent visits, I spent time holding protest signs or standing in the
central plaza listening to discussions, and talking with activists. My early conversations
started with questions about which goals were the most personally relevant, but my
focus later shifted to more natural conversation topics. My goal here was not to
interrogate activists, but to witness typical group dynamics.
I maintained field notes in which I described curious or interesting
developments either as they occurred or shortly after. I sought to catalogue anything
that related to the proposed model motives, as well as whatever showed how activists
interacted with each other or with their identity within the movement. Some example
notations included interesting conversations, conflict and decision-making processes,
topics of the GA, clever signs, and particularly witty arguments.
I went to Occupy Denver three times in the late afternoon/evening and twice
during the day to attend Saturday marches. During these evenings, I attended two GAs
so that I could compare the process between Colorado Springs and the much larger
Denver site. On these days, I arrived in the afternoon and started by holding a sign and
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chatting with other sign holders. Once the GA began, I stayed until conversation began
to slow down, taking note of proposals and the decision-making process.
On October 29th and November 19th, 2011, I participated in extensive marches
with Occupy Denver. As a participant, I took part in chants and shouted along with
activists. These marches through the city to the Capitol were very useful to observe
because they clearly demonstrated the movement’s power and showed the relationship
between occupiers and less devoted activists. After the first march, the police initiated a
major confrontation, which involved hundreds of riot-ready police officers. I remained
to observe the process until the evening, selectively recording audio when conflict
intensified. I spoke with individuals about their reactions to the police conflict and to
other activists’ responses. I paid particular attention to the dynamic between protestors
and police, and to the strategies manifested. This experience illustrated the context that
the activists were involved in, and emphasized the significance of their emotional
motivations.
My final interaction with OWS was on January 5th 2012, when I attended a
general assembly of Occupy Wall Street in New York City. Since the site had recently
been shut down, and it was very cold, the numbers were low, but they slowly grew over
the three hours that I was able to attend. I stood on the outskirts of the GA, and
observed the participants and voted with the others on proposals.
These experiences represent only a quick snapshot in time, because, in hopes of
producing a timely and relevant article, my observation period was necessarily
curtailed. I was a witness at these Occupy sites essentially from mid-October until late
November. Since then (with the exception of my one visit to New York) I have
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followed the developments of the movement only through news articles, and through
the information posted on the websites of Occupy Wall Street and Occupy Denver, as
well as the various Facebook pages of Occupy cities to which I was connected. 6
However, I did not seek to provide analysis of all recent developments, and constrained
myself to analysis of what I witnessed in the early months of the movement.
I conducted interviews with both Occupy Colorado Springs and Occupy Denver
activists. All interviewees were informed of the purpose of their voluntary interview, “a
school research project,” and provided the option to be anonymous for the interview as
per the conditions of my Colorado College Institutional Review Board commitment.
Some took this option and declined to give their name. Interviewees who provided their
name (4, 5, 6, 8) had their choice honored. Other participants were assigned names
chosen from a list of most common American names during the 1990 census for
reference in my records.7
I used an Olympus brand digital voice recorder (VN-8100PC), a small,
unobtrusive device that allowed for very casual conversation. The sound quality was
sufficient that with the recorder in my pocket in the midst of a group confrontation with
the police, individual voices could be distinguished on the recording.
6
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Interview Techniques
I initially interviewed one participant at Occupy Colorado Springs to test out the
question-set and recording equipment. I approached “James” when he was standing
behind the information booth, and asked if he was willing to give an interview.
Other interviews were taken at Occupy Denver where there were more
individuals at any given time. For the first interview in Denver I initially attempted to
engage sign-holding protesters in general conversation before asking if they would give
a brief interview. Of the three people approached this way, only one agreed to an
interview (John). Although I expected that approaching directly would be seen as more
obnoxious, and that developing rapport before transitioning would be more effective, it
seemed that the reverse was true. Perhaps individuals felt used by circuitous requests, or
else it was easier to turn down someone with whom they were familiar. Alternatively,
during a direct approach my apparent confidence may have been higher because I had
less time to second-guess my request. This last point was definitely relevant for
interviewer comfort: asking directly lowered my perception of the social awkwardness
of the approach.
The next three times that I traveled to Denver, I kept these insights in mind and
approached people directly. To increase the rate further, I used a modified chain referral
sampling technique. 8 This technique, also known as snowball sampling, involves asking
one participant to suggest another. This is very effective because either the individual
will provide an introduction, or the interviewer can reference them when engaging with
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a new potential interviewee. In my particular case, after the interview I asked subjects to
suggest the next participant, either by choosing an acquaintance, or pointing to someone
that they had seen many times before at demonstrations. In most cases the subject was
willing to introduce me to the new individual. In this way I was able to interview seven
others, three on a Friday night at Occupy Denver, and four more after the November
19th demonstration. An unexpected benefit to this technique was that not only was
introduction facilitated, but activists went out of their way to introduce me to
particularly coherent individuals, and they made sure to point me towards representative
members of each of the different groups within Occupy Denver.
Interviewing was carried out until the point where responses became repetitive.
Interviewees were all higher-identifying activists, a group that included occupiers and
daily participants. This intentional bias represented a desire to find activists who were
strongly connected to OWS, who would have a powerful identification-based
connection to the movement. The interviewees had low demographic diversity, and it is
unfortunate that only one woman was interviewed. However, at the times that
interviews were being conducted, there appeared to be a higher proportion of men, and
low ethnic diversity. This matches with the demography seen among users of
occupywallst.org, who should be relatively representative of the movement. 9
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TABLE 3.1:
OVERVIEW OF INTERVIEWS
Interviewee
“James”
“John”
“Robert”
Nick at Night
Zachary
Patrick
“Michael”
Eric
“Mary”

Interview
Location
Occupy
Colorado
Springs
Occupy
Denver
Occupy
Denver
Occupy
Denver
Occupy
Denver
Denver; City
Hall
Denver; City
Hall
Denver; City
Hall
Denver; City
Hall

Date
10/28/11

Interviewee
Origin
Occupy Colorado
Springs

11/16/11

Denver

11/18/11

Denver

11/18/11

Occupy Denver

11/18/11

Occupy Denver

11/19/11

Colorado Springs

11/19/11

Denver

11/19/11

Colorado Springs

11/19/11

Occupy Colorado
Springs

Notes

Age

Initial
occupier

24

Protester
(nightly)
Protester
(frequent)
Initial
occupier
Recent
occupier
Protester
(frequent)
Protester
(frequent)
Protester
(frequent)
Early
occupier

late 20s
72
29
late 30s
32
58
early 30s
early 20s

The recorded interviews and other audio files were stored to a hard disk for
security and later study. To analyze the information, I first produced a summary by
listening to an accelerated version of the audio file and noting significant elements.
Next, a full transcript was created. In order to complete a faithful transcript, a slowed
audio recording was played, while I dictated the material using Nuance Dragon
Naturally Speaking, a voice recognition software package. Although there were some
transcription errors, primarily due to program mis-recognition of individual words, and
I had to edit the transcripts for coherence, this procedure allowed me to rapidly produce
a usable record of the interviews.
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Data Summary
My analysis was built around one-on-one qualitative interviews with OWS
activists present at demonstrations and GAs in Colorado Springs and Denver. These
were complemented by many hours of participant observation and by conversations
with activists. I carried out nine interviews, and also recorded four additional audio
samples that included examples of chants “mic check”10 speeches and conflict with
police. These interviews and audio samples were also transcribed for coding.
The interviews were an average length of 11:28, with a low of 5:16, and a high
of 26:41.11 The other audio files had an average of 18:56, and ranged from 0:43 to
46:20. The total time of recorded files was 2:58:59, comprising 246MB of data.
Transcriptions took up around 50 pages when double-spaced without formatting. I
visited Occupy Colorado Springs seven times and Occupy Denver five, spending at
least 20 hours at each site. I spent approximately three hours at Occupy Wall Street in
New York City.
Exploration of Qualitative Interview Techniques
The desire to fully tease apart the complex dynamics of participation during this
investigation led to the choice of qualitative investigative techniques over more generic
quantitative surveying procedures. I felt that any analysis would be limited if it was not
combined with an exploration of context. Although this method did not allow for
quantification of variable predictiveness, it did provide results that contained relevant
10

One of the novel inventions of OWS was the idea of the human microphone, where one
activist would speak and everyone around him would repeat his words for all to hear. This allowed
activists to get around restrictions on amplifying equipment.
11

It should be noted however, that length was not necessarily indicative of quality. One of my
most productive interviews was only 6:11 long.
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personal and group narratives. In my opinion, the standardized, sanitized questions
necessary for statistically significant analysis would have missed much of the conscious
and subconscious narrative of individual activists. This may have been particularly true
because OWS explicitly allowed space for individuality and held each person’s opinion
as sacred. It was my belief that leading psychological questions would not be happily or
expansively answered. Simultaneously, the difficulty inherent in distributing sufficient
numbers of surveys to reach statistical significance was a strong consideration,
especially in light of a low expected response rate.
Nonetheless, because I was interested in comparing my results with those in the
quantitative literature, I initially planned on asking questions similar to those used by
the major authors (for my initial question sheet see Appendix 1). To this end I inquired
about the various instrumental motivations and about identification. It rapidly became
clear that the questions were negatively received and ineffective. They missed the
protestors’ narrative, the story that defined their participation. Whether or not the
models were correct, these questions did not quite connect to the conscious level that
mattered to individuals. Therefore, they did not allow people to explain their motivation
in familiar terms, nor to elaborate the story as they saw fit.
As the interviews continued, it became apparent that people had a story that they
wanted to tell, and that the quality of the interview depended on how well I urged them
into that story. It is clear that during some of the interviews I should have asked more
probing follow-up questions, while during others I did not have to deviate from my
question sheet. More than anything else, interview utility was determined by my own
flexibility.

CHAPTER IV
ANALYSIS AND RESULTS
In order to analyze the interview data, I first created a list of 18 coding themes
that included the basic model incentives and elements of strategy and organization. To
see if these categories were effective, I next applied a grounded theory approach to the
data as a comparison.1 For this second approach, I examined the raw interview
transcripts and noted anything at all that appeared significant. I combined these
observations into a list of 31 relevant points. Since the bottom-up list provided
substantial evidence for the motivation categories on the top-down list, I combined
them. Because there was overlap, I condensed the categories down to the themes that
appear in Table 4.1. I gathered similarly coded text into separate documents for each of
the motivation categories, to ease understanding. Where applicable, I added notes from
the interview or from participant observation.
Interviewee mentions of motivation categories provided evidence for associated
incentive pathways, and particularly powerful descriptions of the personal significance
of the factor were weighted more heavily. When interviewees discussed specific
incentives without prompting, these spontaneous mentions were assigned more import.
In fact, responses to direct questions about specific motivations often provided
mediocre results. Any attempt at directly eliciting responses about identification was
1

Herbert J. Rubin and Irene S. Rubin, Qualitative Interviewing, (Thousand
Oaks: Sage Publications, 2005).
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essentially useless, while, for reasons discussed later, building an image of
identification from parts was also less than perfect. For example, I had to create an
entire category for unconvincing responses to questions about whether activists
identified with the movement. Nonetheless, there was enough information about
identification to draw some useful conclusions, and instrumental variables were mostly
apparent.
TABLE 4.1:

Mary

Observed Themes
Injustice Framing
x
x
x
x
Relative Deprivation/ Depreciating Situation
x
x
xxx
x
Challenging Protest in Future
xxx+
x
x
xx
x
Collective: Group Goals
x
xx
x
xx
x
Collective: Efficacy/TBTF
x
xx
x
xx
Collective: Alternative Efficacy
x
x
Reward: Enjoyment
Reward: No Opportunity Cost
xxx
x
x
x
x
Reward: Company of Others
xx
xxx
xx
x
Normative: Positive
x
x
x
x
Normative: Negative
x
x
x
Normative: Activist Ties/ID Ingroup Ties
xx
x
xxx
Identification: Cognitive Centrality
x
x
Identification: Inner Obligation/Activist ID
x
xxx
x
xxx+
x
x
- Past Activist
x
x
ID with Movement: “Yeah Sure”
x
x
x
x
ID with Movement: Emotional Connection
Organization: Positive
x
x
x
x
Organization: Negative
xx
xxx
xx
Strategy: SNV/Tactics
x
xx
x
Inclusive Movement
x
x
x
x
x
Widespread Support
x
xx
xx
xx
xx
Note: These 22 categories represent coding themes with multiple occurrences that were relevant to the final article.
An (x) indicates a single mention of a given theme, while a (+) means that the mention was particularly strong

Eric

Michael

Patrick

Zachary

Nick

Robert

John

James

INTERVIEWEE MENTIONS OF ANALYTICAL THEMES

xx
xxx
x
xx
x
x
x
x
x
x

x
x

x
x
x
x
x
xx

x
xx
xxx+

The interviews provided a picture that essentially matched the general
quantitative model. In summarized form, these results were as follows: instrumental
motivations were completely recognizable, with reward and normative motives being
particularly obvious. The collective motive was less clear, but when described as

x
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primarily efficacy-focused as in van Zomeren, Postmes and Spears,2 it seemed to match
well. Identification feedback effects on instrumental considerations were clear, but other
identification variables were more complicated. While interviewees could be mapped
with Cameron’s3 three identification qualification variables, these interviews suggested
that his categories may overlap with other factors elsewhere defined as instrumental.
Similarly, the independent pathway for identification leading to action was very
evident, but the data may actually suggest a refinement of the model. Although both
activist identity and inner obligation for action were obvious, they appeared to function
somewhat differently than the model predicted. Finally, analysis of collective
identification may explain the surprising lack of later movement expansion. Overall, the
data provides support for the model.
Analysis of Instrumental Motivations
Both in Denver and Colorado Springs, the physical conditions for occupiers
were poor. Since the demonstration continued into winter, and officials quickly
prohibited the use of tents, occupying seemed to be a high-cost activity. It required
individuals to sacrifice significant amounts of time, and subjected them constantly to
cold, hunger, and exhaustion. Moreover, occupation sites were located in public parks,
which initially tended to attract an unpleasant crowd that included homeless and drug
users, especially at night. A sometime-occupier at Occupy Colorado Springs (OCS) told
me that it was practically impossible to sleep at night because of the noise of people and
2

M. Van Zomeren, T. Postmes, and R. Spears, "Toward an Integrative Social Identity Model of
Collective Action: A Quantitative Research Synthesis of Three Socio-Psychological Perspectives."
Psychological Bulletin 134, no. 4 (2008): 504.
3

239-262.

J. E. Cameron, "A Three-Factor Model of Social Identity," Self and Identity 3, no. 3 (2004):
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the city. One evening at OCS, I watched an occupier get loaded into an ambulance after
collapsing from exhaustion.
Moreover, according to the interviewees, the path to change did not seem likely
to improve. John believed that:
“It’s going to go through a process of some violence [before change occurs]. Not
because protesters like me want violence but because the people at the top they
don't want to let go of the system that benefits them so much, easily. So they're
going to use all the tools at their disposal, like the police, the paramilitary,
whatever you want to call it. They'll use every kind of device they can, like
identity politics, like race to try to divide [us].”
Patrick agreed that it was “going to be a hell of a fight.” These perspectives increased
my confusion about how so much participation occurred. If the conditions were
horrible, and it was unlikely that any real change would be won without suffering vastly
higher costs, what could possibly bring activists out every night and every day?
Examination of the instrumental motives from the literature provides some
assistance with this question. While an expanded view of the direct participation
incentives that activists consider cannot fully explain participation, it does show a
number of clear countervailing benefits that direct for action. Analyzing interviews for
matches with the reward, normative, and collective motives will likely simplify the
question.
Analysis of the Reward Motive
The reward motive encompasses the immediate costs and benefits of
participation. Of particular importance to low identifiers, participation in OWS
demonstrations was evidently enjoyable, particularly during the marches. Walking
down the middle of the street in Denver with a group hundreds strong was a unique and
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memorable experience. Reading people’s clever signs, chanting, and conversing with
others added to the value of the action. Eric enthused that “it’s overwhelming,” when he
described his powerful desire to go above and beyond in preparing for marches. No
complex motivations are needed to explain participation in a collective action that is
entertaining.
It must be noted however, that holding signs at the occupation sites was much
less amusing. Although there appeared to be some potential for social interaction, sign
holders were mostly solitary. It was easy to see why Nick described the activity as
“tiring,” “boring,” and “demoralizing.” Nonetheless, in Denver and even at the smaller
occupation in Colorado Springs, activists maintained a relatively constant sign presence.
Many individuals who could not otherwise take part because of other commitments or
disability could hold signs, and participated in this way. However, on the individual
level, it was unclear to what degree holding a sign was enjoyable or personally
rewarding.
It is very interesting to note that perhaps in part because of their enjoyment of
participation, most individuals did not (or claimed not to) see it as a hardship, despite
the apparent costs. This could be related to the fact that most had almost no opportunity
costs to their actions. Half of my interviewees were either unemployed, retired, or
seasonally unemployed. Of those with jobs (2,5,8,9) only Zachary and Mary were
occupiers. Michael jokingly lamented the lack of attention to his garden, but most
seemed to agree with Eric that participation was “inspiring”, and completely dismissed
the costs.
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That activists had very low perceived opportunity costs is a critical explanation
for action. Most activists assumed that they had greater support within the rest of
society, and that people would be out supporting them if they did not have family or
work obligations. Regardless, if lack of opportunity cost is the main unifying theme
between activists, then this perhaps more than anything illustrates that OWS
participation primarily hinged on instrumental motivations. Since cost issues are most
significant to low identifiers, this opens the possibility that collective identification did
not spread much beyond the occupiers.
Beyond this clear incentive of intrinsic enjoyment, interactions with other
activists were clearly a significant motivation. Most individuals that attended these
rallies seemed friendly, honest, and respectful, and appeared intelligent, articulate, and
willing to engage with newcomers. Between activists, interactions were cordial;
participants at occupation sites greeted each other as old friends, and spent hours
chatting. Both during marches and occupations, I saw whole families come out. It was
clear that spending time with others was an evident motivation for participation even
among those who participated rarely.
Among occupiers and those who spent extensive time protesting, this interaction
was even more significant. Occupiers built community, which was obviously significant
to participants. James told me very sincerely that, “I haven't had friends like these in so
long. People who are coming together for one main cause and I mean… I mean the
camaraderie around here between people is amazing.” Nick echoed this, describing the
deep relationships that he had developed. Occupiers built mutual respect and support,
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and helped each other through difficult times. For some, the emotional interactions were
akin to finding family.
While occupiers and committed activists valued the interpersonal connections
that they developed with other activists, everyone could enjoy participation in
demonstrations. These two immediate motivations for participation were very
straightforward. However, they mask the fact that participation may have only been
possible because of a lack of opportunity cost. Although, these incentives lessen the
barrier to participation, this analysis also highlights the likely fact that further
motivation is needed.
Analysis of Normative Motive
The normative motive overlaps with the reward motive in that they both are
affected by the social interactions within an action. While the analysis of the reward
motive relates to the enjoyment of spending time with people that one likes, the
normative motive is focused on the social pressure exerted by respected individuals. In
the OWS case, the two were very much intermingled, since activists were so strongly
tied to one another. While the enjoyment of close friends’ company is a real incentive to
participate, the normative motive is concerned with the more subtle social pressure that
these activist friends exert. The need to live up to the expectations of friends and
comrades, and the fear of disappointing them are undoubtedly powerful, and it is easy to
extrapolate to see how activists’ close personal inter-connections could begin to direct
for behavior.
Individuals also showed that the opinions of their (non-activist) friends and
family were important. Interestingly though, only a few of the interviewees had positive
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normative pressure to act. Many came from conservative families, and felt they had to
justify their behavior to family members. Of those in this situation, some were
uncomfortable about the disapproval, while others condescendingly ignored the
opinions of family members who opposed their activities. In these negative (or slightly
negative to neutral) situations, individuals dismissed the objections, or else disqualified
the opinions of those providing negative responses.
Some individuals had supportive family members, and most had supportive
friends outside of the movement. For these, the encouragement was clearly important.
For example, Nick only chose to occupy after a serious discussion with his family, and
Eric keeps his excited sisters constantly informed about the movement’s developments.
Beyond these stated emotional responses, I witnessed a clear example of the power of
significant others’ positive reactions. During my interview with Robert, his nephew
William wandered over to check in. Robert asked how he felt about having an activist
uncle. In response to William’s obviously sincere “I’m damn proud,” Robert replied,
misting over slightly, “That makes me feel good…” It was a powerful moment that
showed without a doubt how emotional motivators to act can be significant.
From the undeniable importance of positive reactions, and the discomfort
associated with negative responses, the evidence for the normative motive is
unmistakable. Although its power did not necessarily direct for action in this context
since so many individuals had mixed reactions, it was an evident factor. When the
power of positive reactions from other activists is added in (important since we have
established that serious activists were strongly connected) it appears likely that this
predictor was a net positive for most individuals.
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Furthermore, the qualitative investigation of the issue suggests a systematic bias
that I have not seen addressed in the literature. Because interview techniques allowed
me to witness the expressions and emotion associated with responses, I was able to
document a finding that likely would have been missed in survey analysis. If this
sample is extrapolated, it shows that individuals may favor positive social responses and
brush aside those that are negative. Since normative motive strength is determined by
both the valence (positive or negative emotional tagging) and significance of responses,
this could lead to an over-exaggeration of positive stimuli and an under-appreciation of
negative responses on surveys. 4 It could be useful to examine the difference between
stated responses and actual emotional power.
Either way, it is indisputable that significant others’ responses to an individual’s
behavior powerfully affect his desire to act. In the interviews, I found explicit proof of
this with of the reactions of friends and family-members, and it was strongly implied
that the responses of other activists may have been even more important. Although for
many of my interviewees the reactions of non-activists were very mixed, individuals’
strong connections to other activists—especially between occupiers—should mean that
there was great pressure to continue to participate.
Analysis of the Collective Motive and Efficacy
The collective motive is concerned with the long-term goals of the movement.
While protesters’ stated goals were not uniform, all wanted systemic change in line with
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knowledge, it is not. A possible compelling study could look into the relative strength of positive and
negative social responses.
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the overall movement literature.5 Interviewees mentioned narrowly specific issues like
cleaning corporate money out of politics and broader issues such as establishing global
democracy. Many called on conceptions of fairness, and on hope of ensuring a
favorable future for their children. The message was powerful, consistent, and appeared
sincere, but I cannot show that individuals believed what they told me.
Activists claimed that the movement was so fundamental, so necessary, and so
global that it would inevitably be successful. In this, it appeared that individuals had a
heightened sense of group efficacy. James described the feeling from when he watched
the movement’s rapid early expansion, saying, “I thought this is it, this is the big thing.”
Patrick referenced the global nature of the movement, claiming that it was “too big to
fail,” while Eric provided the most forceful opinion, stating: “I personally, don’t even
think that we can stop it.” There was a great deal of optimism shown.
Determining the strength of the collective motive was complicated, since not all
elements of the multifaceted question were directly targeted by interview questions.
Therefore, sufficient detail was not gained to establish how significant the motive was
as a predictor for my interviewees. The idea of group efficacy necessarily gets caught
up in conceptions of group narrative, and I believe that responses showed individuals
repeating movement narrative more than expressing an actual belief in the power of the
group. Nonetheless, this narrative may itself lead to action even if individuals do not
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actually believe to the degree that they appear to, since they can use the narrative to
rationalize their prior behavior. 6
Similarly, the degree of predictiveness of alternative measures of efficacy could
not be determined. There was talk of influencing third parties, but it did not emerge as
an individual motivation, and I can only speculate on the predictive power of value
expression for OWS activists. Marches allowed individuals to bring their own concerns
and grievances, and express them through the signs that they carried. Similarly, the
power of the marches should lead individuals to feel that they are having an effect, and
making themselves heard. Especially for low-identifiers, this could well be a predictive
form of value expression. Although I posit that this could have been significant for low
identifiers, as expected, the high identifiers I spoke to did not mention it as a
motivation.
While alternative efficacy motivations were could not be resolved, individuals
claimed that the long term goals of the movement and the sense that it was “too big to
fail” was motivating. Unfortunately, my questions were not sufficiently detailed to
determine how much of this was belief, how much was narrative for my sake, and how
much narrative for sake of the individuals. Regardless, as expected, there was a strong
expressed belief in the power of the movement, and if this belief was genuine, it could
be a very powerful motivation.
Overview of Instrumental Motivations
Each instrumental motive was individually discernable and it was clear that they
mattered to individuals. However, analysis suggested that specific elements of each
6
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stood out. Interpersonal connections between group members appeared to be the most
powerful predictor of action, since they provided both a social incentive to participate
and consequences to avoiding action. Among measures of the collective motive, an
internalization of the group’s narrative was the most powerful element witnessed.
Essentially, the significant motivations were strongly affected by group membership.
Both reward and normative motives were predominantly determined by ingroup
connection, while the collective motive was also clearly altered by belief in the group
narrative. This provides overwhelming support for the proposed feedback loop that
suggests that collective identification changes instrumental motivations.
Analysis of Identification Variables
The literature suggests that identification with the movement is necessary to
explain higher-cost protest. In order to examine this claim, I analyzed the interviews
first for matches to Cameron’s three-part identity model, 7 and then against the
independent pathway. I found that Cameron’s model overlaps with the instrumental
motivations described elsewhere. Similarly, I found evidence for Stürmer and Simon’s
concept of inner obligation8 but it appears to function slightly differently than usually
assumed. Nonetheless, the correlation between interviewee identification and
participation in the movement was straightforward, if not as clear as hoped.

7
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Qualifying Identification with Cameron’s Identification Model
In an attempt to categorize individuals’ collective identification, I sought to
apply Cameron’s model to my interview data. Unfortunately, my questions were too
general to precisely resolve the specific components of Cameron’s model (see
Appendix 1). While some detail was gained about cognitive centrality and ingroup ties,
ingroup affect was not addressed by responses. Furthermore, these categories did not
seem to match with the data as expected. For example, in the case of ingroup affect,
there was evidence for positive affect regarding activism in general, but little suggesting
OWS identification in particular.
Cognitive centrality9 is a critical precursor for the feedback effects of
identification, so it was expected that it would be significant. Responses indicate that
activists constantly thought about the issues, and for many, had been doing so for much
of their lives. This was not surprising considering their engagement with the movement.
However, it was unclear if this cognitive centrality was reserved for the issues or if it
also included the group or SMO. Frustratingly, my questions were not sufficiently
precise to resolve the distinction. Since the movement’s focus was so expansive, issue
centrality might have meant little. If centrality was purely issue-targeted, high centrality
might only indicate adherence to a generalized activist identity rather than to one
focused on OWS specifically.
The strength of ingroup ties was manifest among the demonstrators that I
interviewed. However, while this variable appeared to direct for action, as expected, it
seemed that its contribution was confounded by incentives described by the reward and
normative motives. The issue is that the measure is only concerned with the individual’s
9

The frequency with which the individual thinks about the group and his participation within it.
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connection to other group members, rather than to the group as a whole. Thus, within
Cameron’s model, it is only possible to identify with a group in which one is an active
participant. Similarly, this description does not allow for an emotional connection to
group members that is separate from the group.
Although ingroup ties should be relatively effective as a simplified proxy for
group connection, it is worryingly unspecific about how identification directs for action.
When we combine this weakness with the above observation that centrality might apply
to the issues rather than to the movement, a clear question emerges about the model’s
general predictions. The problem is that individuals may score high on measures of
cognitive centrality (of issues), and ingroup ties (to group members), but may not
actually identify with the overall movement. Although this does seem to be a
convenient allowance, since it explains the separation of the occupier sub-group, it is
unfortunate, since Cameron’s model was intended to predict group identification.
Further investigation into this possibility could be very useful.
Inner Obligation and the Activist Identity
Stürmer and Simon’s independent pathway to action stood out as a clear
predictor. Interviewees demonstrated an innate inclination to participate in the
movement. Activism was something so fundamental that it served as its own
motivation. James told me “I always had a feeling in the back of my mind that I was
supposed to be part of something;” while Mary claimed that she had “been waiting for
this all [her] life.” Zachary described participation as “righteous in the literal sense of
the term,” and “a chance to serve [his] country a second time.” Robert also described
acting as a duty. Irrespective of cost, these individuals who had essentially never before
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been active in politics felt a powerful urge to act. Almost all of the remaining
interviewees were long time activists, and had been demonstrating for their convictions
for decades.
It is interesting to note that of my interviewees, the four who had never
previously taken part in political action (James, Nick, Zachary, Mary) and felt these
strong urges to act all became occupiers—the most intense form of protest that the
movement offered. Another (Robert) would have joined them, but felt he was physically
unable. An additional three (Patrick, Michael, Eric) had long ago felt the call to
activism, and it was still a defining element of their lives. This demonstrated the power
of this inner urging, as each individual who experienced it came to refocus his or her
life around activism. 10
Something about this description did not seem to mesh perfectly with the model.
Identification as an activist was, as expected, strongly connected to action. However, in
contrast to the idea of a politicized identity to the social movement being predictive,
activist identity seemed to be independent and innate. Moreover, activist identity, and
the related desire to act seemed to exist a priori; they were bigger than OWS. This is
significant because it allows for the possibility that activists did not identify with the
movement, that they only identified with activism, or in the case of the occupiers, with
the occupier group. It could be that they would only engage with the group as long as it
continued to provide an outlet to express their activism, and that the strength of their
identity—and therefore their participation intentions—might be separate from OWS.

10
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Furthermore, if this interpretation of the independent identification-action
pathway is extrapolated, the possibility emerges that individuals may have an internal
urge to participate unconnected to any cost/benefit calculation. 11 They want to
participate, but cannot, until they have internally justified their perception of likely
consequences. The traditional two-step view holds that individuals participate initially
because of instrumental considerations, but may come to identify with the movement
and then participate further because of changed considerations. In contrast, this a priori
view would suggest that initial participation occurs because potential activists are able
to convince themselves of the benefits of acting sufficiently to allow them to follow
their desire to act.12 Similarly, this rationalization could be other-directed, such that
seemingly rational motivations are expressed out of a need to be understood and
accepted, an idea that could explain the attractiveness of a too-big-to-fail narrative.
Alternatively, internalized activism could create a context of motivated reasoning13
where desire to act confounds attempts at rational decision-making. Clever empirical
analysis might be able to test how this actually occurs.
Identification Increased by Participation
However this identification occurs, it is critical to investigate how it behaves
when individuals go into conflict. It has often been shown that participation leads
11
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individuals to identify further with the movement, increasing their intentions to act. This
has important implications for the growth cycle of a movement, because it relates to the
development of the critical mass necessary for change. Curiously, in the OWS context,
this development did not occur.
Interviews showed that occupation increased identification with the occupier
sub-group, but there is little evidence that broader participation similarly connected
activists to the overall movement, since, after an initial spike, movement participation
dropped back down. Theory suggests that had individuals been strongly identified with
the movement, they would have stood resolute. With this in mind, this early
participation boost can be explained by initial novelty (increased reward motive)
combined with a heightened sense of anger and injustice, which led individuals to
participate above and beyond the instrumental calculations that later directed them. As
their anger subsided through the catharsis of action, or as fear of the consequences of
action or of association became more relevant, this motivational peak disappeared.
This indicates that beyond the most devoted activists and occupiers, OWS
participation was primarily dictated by instrumental motivations, a claim supported by
the earlier observation that opportunity cost was the primary obstacle to movement
growth. Similarly, if occupier identification was reinforced at the sub-group level of
analysis, then it is entirely plausible that identification might primarily occur at this
lower level of analysis.
The Argument So Far
Analysis of OWS activists’ incentive-structures leads to the surprising
conclusion that individuals may not have been as connected to OWS as expected.
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Although it is possible that more precise follow-up questions could have revealed
evidence for overall group identification, I saw little suggestion of such a collective
identification among my interviewees. Individuals were strongly connected to one
another—especially within the occupier group—and extremely motivated to act on their
innate activist identities. This led to the appearance of motivated group actors, but there
is little reason to believe that OWS was more than a catalyst and a framework for their
action.
Occupiers and dedicated activists may have initially joined the movement
because of an innate predilection to change the world, to be a part of something. OWS
provided the means to act and a narrative to structure their behavior. As they acted on
their urges, they became close to other similarly-minded individuals. They valued these
friendships, and enjoyed the company at actions. At the same time, relationships created
a commitment to continue to participate, a commitment that was reinforced by
participation. With this group connection, initial motivations were strengthened by
identification as committed activists, while strong social motives increased intentions to
participate.
Note that while this is very similar to the model pathway, the differences are
significant. Causation is distinct; innate activism rather than instrumental calculation
leads to initial participation, while instrumental motives may actually be recursive
justifications of a desire to act. Furthermore, feedback of identification onto the
instrumental pathways occurs through the social element of participation. Finally,
identification appears to occur between occupiers rather than at the overall movement
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level. Without the ability to create a broad group of highly identified individuals, the
possibility of expanding the movement is low.
How Participation Might Not Increase Identification
Analysis of the organization, strategy, and narrative of the movement suggests a
number of reasons why this movement-level identification could have failed to
materialize. The first, a favorite of the media, is that the movement was extremely
amorphous (albeit intentionally). A movement with such an inchoate identity cannot
inspire connection. Second, hindered by media narratives and by the personas of some
of its most active members, the movement did not present a universally positive image.
Individuals may have chosen not to associate with such an apparently low status group,
however much they agreed intellectually. Finally, the actions themselves did not create
empowerment. They failed to establish an identity-relevant context, and since they did
not maintain strict control of the framing of their actions within the broader struggle,
they were easily constrained and defined by police action. These issues are discussed in
more detail below.
The explicitly superordinate identity created by the idea of “we are the 99%” did
little more than unify people against a somewhat arbitrary conception of structural
disadvantage. This completely inclusive group identity lessened the sense of connection
for individuals, and countered the unifying effect of perceived group deprivation. Since
the movement specifically exalted the individual and upheld democratic decisionmaking, it did not establish a clear normative message of appropriate behavior, nor did
it solidly adhere to a proposed mechanism for change. Essentially, this open-ended,
goal-focused organization meant that there was no definite group identity. People were
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united by their feelings of injustice, or by their shared status as activists, but not by
connection to a concrete movement organization.
This expressly individualistic, inclusive structure exacerbated a problem of
negative status. Beyond the obvious issue of overcoming the cross pressure created by
people with different political, religious, and moral views attempting to agree on
fundamentals, individuals, in order to identify with a movement, typically must identify
with each other. This becomes much more complicated when a movement gives open
forum to people with extreme, and radically opposing views. As one might expect,
when these individuals have megaphones, the quandary grows. Although the egalitarian
process likely attracted people initially, it may have made expanding the movement
beyond the committed core more complicated.
Similarly, the movement’s openness and acceptance gathered a lot of fringe
individuals, including everyone from homeless people and anarchists to those with
social and mental challenges. One extremely contentious issue in both cities was that of
“presentability.” Many non-occupiers were of the opinion that the disheveled
appearance of many activists detracted from their effectiveness at reaching out, while
others resisted any semblance of group control. This issue simply created yet another
area of disagreement.
The one element that the movement supposedly agreed on, and could be
expected to uphold was that of nonviolence during protest actions. While actions never
devolved into riot (in Denver at least) strategic use of nonviolence was lacking. In the
first march that I attended, order was instantly lost when the police advanced. Although
protesters initially got the police overreaction that they sought, they wasted the
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opportunity by throwing objects, shouting, and insulting police officers, giving up the
moral upper hand. Activists could not decide between constructivist tactics (“We’re
fighting for your pensions!!”) designed to raise police resistance to responding, and
tactics that painted the police as agents of injustice (“police/pigs go home!!”) that could
strengthen movement identification. A few weeks later, when they did settle on
nonviolence, they did it so passively that they entirely refrained from challenging the
status quo. While the majority in both cases seemed to favor nonviolence, there was
little cohesion.
This type of action was not empowering. It emphasized the movement’s disunity
and the lack of organization. It failed to impose the group’s identity on that of the
opposition. There was no goal stated, no potential efficacy targeted, and no narrative of
why it was significant. Unfortunately for organizers, these criticisms also applied to
many of the other available actions. General Assembly meetings (GAs) tended to draw
increased numbers of participants, which should have made them useful for expanding
the movement. Unfortunately, however, they failed to take advantage of these additional
numbers to reinvigorate participants.
As the different sites advanced, GAs took on an increasingly bureaucratic focus.
While the early Colorado Springs meetings were enjoyable issue-based discussions, the
larger and more advanced GA in Denver focused primarily on committee reports. In
New York, the GA covered nothing but finances and meeting procedure. As far as I
could tell, these meetings accomplished very little, and left many participants frustrated
with the inefficiency. I do not see how any initially low-identifier could have become
motivated by participating in these meetings.

58
In order for individuals to feel empowered, for them to connect with the
movement and desire to participate more, it is necessary that actions be structured
around group-relevant actions. When the identity of the group is unclear and when its
narrative fails to define participation, this is difficult. When the goals and opinions of its
many individuals are starkly opposed, and it allows itself to be defined by its most
unprepossessing participants,14 people may not even want to take part. This clearly
shows the need for a functional organization that can engage with group narrative to
design an effective and clear identity, and structure actions that exemplify this identity.
These strategic issues are extremely significant, since they tie back into the
discussion of individual activists’ incentive structures. If my analysis was correct, then
the organization of movement actions and narrative failed to address a serious lack of
identification among activists. While demonstrations and occupations offered
individuals some instrumental motivations to participate, because the movement did not
build identification beyond the occupier and extreme activist groups, it was not set to
expand. Furthermore, the suggestion that highly dedicated activists participated in large
part because of an innate desire for activism implies that the movement may have been
even less effective at creating identification than it appeared. In all, my results indicated
that the model is accurate, but incentives to act were lacking.

14

A few activists at Occupy Denver were frustrated by the fact that the Denver Post (a common
opponent) interviewed an obviously mentally challenged individual to get quotes to describe the
movement as a whole.

CHAPTER V
CONCLUSIONS
This study sought to investigate a very simple question: why do individuals
actively participate in Occupy Wall Street? In order to understand the incentive
structures of individual activists, I interviewed committed participants at demonstrations
in Colorado Springs and Denver. Guided by the framework of social psychology
research on collective action participation, I analyzed interviews for connection to
model predictions. I also applied bottom-up qualitative techniques to see what important
features emerged from the data. The results consistently supported the generalized
social psychology model, and led to some very interesting implications and directions
for future research. These conclusions follow a brief overview below.
Participant observation provided me with a first hand view of how individuals
interacted, how the organization worked, and how actions were structured. I observed
the different subgroups, and experienced the feelings associated with mass
demonstration. This permitted me to combine insights from watching as an outsider
with those from actively taking part. Although I casually spoke to many people, my
formal interviews were structured to delve into individuals’ conscious and subconscious
motivations. The interviews followed a basic model framework, allowed activists to
freely express themselves.
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In the generalized form of this model, instrumental and identification factors
determine individuals’ motivation to participate in ongoing social movements. While
both factors represent separate pathways to action, identification also has dramatic
feedback effects on the instrumental motivations, especially when it becomes more
powerful. Thus, identification is particularly important for higher-cost, longer-duration
participation. In fact, this is a critical observation that explains movement growth: high
identifiers stick with the movement when it is threatened. Participation, if properly
structured, should increase action intentions for a significant portion of activists. This
reinforcement cycle determines the growth of a movement.
Essentially, interviews provided broad support for the model. Instrumental
motivations were clear, without exception. Interestingly, the most powerful instrumental
motivations were created by the strong relationship between activists. Because of this
connection, participation was incentivized, since action meant spending time with dear
friends, and inaction meant abandoning these close comrades. The strength of these
motives provided clear evidence for the proposed feedback of group connection onto
instrumental calculations. Although this element of connection to group members is
sometimes combined into measures of qualification of identification, it should be noted
that it also strongly factors into instrumentality.
Similarly, the independent collective identification pathway was apparent, and
also very powerful. Individuals demonstrated an activist identity that strongly directed
them to act. Curiously, interviews suggested that this identity may have existed a priori,
that individuals’ desire to participate and be a part of something existed before they
made the decision of whether to participate in collective actions. This observation is
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noteworthy, because if confirmed, it would significantly alter conceptions of the
chronology of group action.
Finally, although it did not appear that participation outside of occupations
necessarily led to increased desire to act, this deviation can be explained. It seems that
because movement narrative and action strategy were inaccurately targeted and
ineffective they did not create identification among less-devoted activists. Without a
clear sense of group identity to uphold, and lacking carefully designed actions that
enhanced feelings of empowerment and unity, no new activist was likely to develop a
connection to the group. Collective identification among occupiers was powerful,
however, since they formed such a tight cadre.
In this, qualitative interview techniques were beneficial. A quantitative
investigation could easily have shown high identification (because of the apparently
strong ingroup ties), without understanding the critical separation between occupiers
and activists. This would have led to confusion about the lack of movement growth.
Similarly, because only a general framework was imposed on the interviews, answers
were often provided to unasked questions, and in many cases the most interesting
responses came from tangential answers. Though I could not check every model box,
my relaxed adherence to the model may actually have provided more interesting
information, because it let activists prioritize their responses and mention what they felt
was important.
Limitations
This study was limited by time-intensive data collection and analysis. Although
I have attempted to be clear about what is directly supported by the data, and where

62
extrapolations were made, it is possible that some connections were overstated. Many
conclusions would have benefited from more samples and further testing. Still, my
sample is likely representative of the occupier/high identifier subset, although even
within this subgroup, I would hesitate to project my specific conclusions onto individual
activists. Also, data should be interpreted in the aggregate rather than individual level.
Nonetheless, although perhaps no more than a pilot study, I believe that this project did
develop valuable directions for future research.
Secondly, this study examined only a snapshot in time of the movement and had
access to only two cities out of hundreds. It is possible that significant change has
occurred since my investigation, or that the time period and locations observed were
atypical. Additionally, I engaged with the movement when it was relatively new and
still very much changing and developing. This could mean that later participation
frameworks and organizational structures were distinct from how I saw them. With this
in mind, it would be interesting to reengage with the individuals interviewed, and also
to carry out up-to-date interviews, to see what changes have occurred.
Implications for Organizers and Analysts
This study underscores the importance of understanding expanded views of
incentive and motivation when designing actions or attempting to understand
movements in progress. Any view that limits itself to an incentive structure formed
around material concerns will lead to misconstructed narrative and ineffective analysis.
In place of simply emphasizing grievances and the movement’s ability to achieve
change, organizers should also address the other instrumental motivations. If
participation is fun, if attacked values can be defended, if family and friends are

63
supportive, a potential activist may choose to take part in a movement despite a feeling
that change is improbable. While political differences may be unavoidable, creating a
positive image of the group, not only as socially acceptable, but as explicitly moral, 1
will lead individuals to value their shared identity more, and prefer to be associated with
the group.
Yet, while all of these can be very useful independent motivators, they may
actually be even more important as rationalizations of an internal activist identity, a way
for individuals to justify action to themselves and others. Using discussion of injustice
and illegitimate harm may be effective to make this activist identity particularly
relevant. If this proposed innate activism is socially constructed or a central part of the
human psyche, it can be targeted by movement messages. Potentially, virtue and other
normative behavior could be primed by emphasizing ingroup fairness and outgroup
delegitimacy, which would increase group-identified individuals’ internal need to act.2
Combining these two suggestions could fundamentally alter the messages that group
organizers choose to advertise and greatly increase their effectiveness. Using improved
message control and effectively structuring actions around identity-relevant,
empowerment-producing demonstrations is critical for strong movement growth.
Recommendations for Further Research
This study suggested the idea of an a priori activist identity and some examples
of the potential significance of this claim. Further investigation of this proposed
1

C. W. Leach, N. Ellemers, and M. Barreto, "Group Virtue: The Importance of Morality (Vs.
Competence and Sociability) in the Positive Evaluation of In-Groups." Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology 93, no. 2 (2007).
2

F. Gino, S. Ayal, and D. Ariely, "Contagion and Differentiation in Unethical Behavior,"
Psychological Science 20, no. 3 (2009): 393.
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phenomenon could be useful. It would be good to determine if it can be empirically
demonstrated, and if so, if it is socially constructed or innate. Furthermore, research into
how identification with a movement shapes this identity, what kind of action it directs
for, and how it is generated or strengthened could bear fruit.
Similarly, my analysis of identification factors showed the difficulty inherent in
combining models. Specifically, I found a great deal of overlap between Cameron’s
identification measure “ingroup ties” and the social elements of Stürmer and Simon’s
normative and reward motives. 3 This presents the question of whether group
identification can be separated from connection to group members. Since normative
group influence is enforced by group members, 4 and social connection to group
members is obviously significant, perhaps ingroup ties is in fact the most relevant
element of group-centered identity. If this is the case, then action is predicted not by
collective identification necessarily, but by connection to other activists, a somewhat
bastardized, catch-all term that implies everything from social pressure to act to
acceptance of group arguments. It would be interesting to test this suggestion within the
context of a combined model, and also to see if it is compatible with a separate
individualistic activist identity.
Another practical follow-up study would be to continue the investigation of
OWS, expanding the timeframe, and ideally, engaging with additional cities. The
movement is so expansive, and each location is so different that it would be very
3

J. E. Cameron, "A Three-Factor Model of Social Identity," Self and Identity 3, no. 3 (2004):
257; S. Stürmer and B. Simon, "Collective Action: Towards a Dual-Pathway Model," European Review
of Social Psychology 15, no. 1 (2004): 59-99.
4

W. R. Louis, D. M. Taylor, and R. L. Douglas, "Normative Influence and Rational Conflict Decisions:
Group Norms and Cost-Benefit Analyses for Intergroup Behavior," Group Processes & Intergroup
Relations 8, no. 4 (2005): 355-374.
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exciting to see an analysis of movement tactics and organizational features across the
country. This could potentially offer much more evidence to support or refute theories
of how movement actions create empowerment, and provide useful information to
activists on how to structure demonstrations.
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APPENDIX II
SAMPLE PARTICIPANT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
How much time do you spend working with OWS?
How did you find the movement/what is the situation of protestors?
What protest goals are most significant to you personally? Are these shared widely?
How do people decide to act?
What are the most important factors for you/people in general:
What costs and benefits of participation are most significant to you?
Do you see these in other people?
Are they benefits for you personally? Benefit to everyone?
How do you feel that friends and family react to your participation in OWS?
How important are these reactions?
Identification:
Do you identify with OWS, with Occupy Denver, Occupy Colorado Springs
Describe that connection.
How often do you think about the movement/think about participating?
How do you feel about participating (affect)?
Are you here today as an individual or group member?
Have you been active in other social or political movements?
How would you describe the trajectory of your participation?
Have your motivations been changing?
What do you think about the trajectory of the movement?
Are people sticking with it? Are you? Where is it going?
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