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2) BRIEF ABSTRACT & KEYWORDS 

• Brief Abstract (147 words):  

In recent years, self-organized movements that attempt to recruit large, heterogeneous masses in pursuit of 

growth and impact have proliferated. Despite the differences in terms of backgrounds, beliefs, and motives 

among activists, some movements are able to turn into powerful, legitimate call to action for policymakers and 

corporations. This evidence requires scholars to fundamentally reconsider the assumption of isomorphism in 

the opinions of actors involved in legitimacy work (e.g., Aldrich & Fiol, 1994), thus grasping a more refined 

understanding of the “micro-level foundations” of legitimacy (Suddaby et al., 2017). This work attempts to do 

so by leveraging on the thriving academic debate on radical flank (e.g., Schifeling & Hoffman, 2019) to make 

sense of actors’ heterogeneity. Past studies have shown that diversity in micro-level judgements can lead to 

collectively desirable outcomes (e.g., Freeman, 1975), but the underlying group dynamics and processes 

required are yet to be unveiled.  

 

• Keywords:  

1. Legitimacy, Isomorphism, Institutionalization Processes 

2. Team/group dynamics, processes, and outcomes 

3. Qualitative (case study, content analysis, interview, narratives...) 

4. Community/Communities of practice 

 

 

3) OVERVIEW OF RESEARCH (1051 WORDS) 

In organization studies, legitimacy is defined as a “generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an 

entity are desirable, proper or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs and 

definitions” (Suchman, 1995: 574). Organizations are said to “gain” legitimacy from their audiences through 

the adoption of socially constructed – hence, legitimate – structures and practices (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994; 

Suchman, 1995; Zimmerman & Zeitz, 2002). On the one hand, some scholars envision the process of gaining 

legitimacy as a heroic act of institutional change, that often requires a “hypermuscular” entrepreneur (Suddaby, 

2010), who singlehandedly legitimates new organizational structures and practices. On the other hand, other 

scholars focused on the “distributed effort” (Suddaby, Bitektine, & Haack, 2017) of several actors at multiple 

levels who engage in legitimacy work (Johnson, Dowd, & Ridgeway, 2006; Lawrence, Suddaby, & Leca, 2011). 

Over the last decade, a growing body of literature has started questioning micro-level isomorphism in the 

opinions of actors involved in the processes of gaining legitimacy. In other words, although unanimity in 

judgements is achieved at the macro level, the factors leading individual evaluators to adopt and express 

legitimacy judgements may differ (Bitektine & Haack, 2015). Some scholars have emphasized that it can often 

be the case that legitimacy is ascribed by multiple beholders with heterogeneous predispositions or expectations 

(Lamin & Zaheer, 2012; Tost, 2011; Voronov, De Clercq, & Hinings, 2013). Among the limited body of 

literature accounting for diversity in judgements, most notable works focus on the differences across rather 

generic stakeholder groups (e.g., Lamin & Zaheer, 2012; Sherer & Lee, 2002). As a result, there are pressing 
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calls from scholars to explore different segmentations of the actors involved in legitimacy work with the aim to 

grasp a more refined understanding of the micro-level foundations of legitimacy (Suddaby et al., 2017).  

I believe that the rising academic debate on radical flank may offer an insightful, fresh perspective to appreciate 

and make sense diversity and isomorphism in micro-level judgements. The term radical flank was first 

introduced by Haines (1984) when referring to extreme positions taken by actors in the climate change debate. 

This concept builds upon the assumption that actors can be grouped into factions and segmented along a 

spectrum from more radical to more moderate positions, or from confrontational to collaborative postures 

(Downey & Rohlinger, 2008; Hoffman, 2008). Previous studies on activism have shown how diversity in 

judgements at the micro-level has contributed to the achievement of collectively desired outcomes. For instance, 

Freeman (1975) argued that moderate reformist women’s organizations would have been dismissed in the late 

1960’s had it not been for the rhetoric of the more radical actors. More recently, scholars have applied this 

concept and similar argumentation in other domains – among them homeless advocacy (Cress & Snow, 2000) 

and technology development (Truelove & Kellogg, 2016). However, there still only a scant understanding of 

the dynamics behind the radical flank effect and the mechanisms by which a radical flank gain attention and 

legitimacy (Schifeling & Hoffman, 2019). 

Thus, I centre my study around the question “How do moderate and radical activists converge to build a social 

movement’s legitimacy?”. This is an important and timely question to investigate for both scholars and 

practitioners. For the first, the exploration of the social and cognitive mechanism that suppress individual 

diversity in favour of collective convergence may advance the understanding of micro-to-macro translations 

within social theory (Jepperson & Meyer, 2011) – currently rather unexplored. For the second, the growing 

influence of social activism on markets urges a better understand the factors driving internal cohesion and 

legitimacy of community-based movements. Particularly with the widespread use of the internet, the number of 

such communities has proliferated, and their impact has grown – despite them often relying on rather 

heterogeneous participation.   

To address my research question, I would like to centre my study on the “Critical Mass” movement. The latter 

was born as a one-off event to defend the rights of cyclists from traffic in the city of San Francisco in 1992 but 

is currently regularly held in more than 300 cities worldwide every last Friday of the month (Hartlaub, 2019). 

Each event features a variable number of bike riders – from few dozen up to tens of thousands depending on 

the city and the time of the year – meeting at a set location and time and travelling as a group through suburbs 

and downtown areas, with the aim to obstruct ordinary traffic and city functions (Schaper, 2020). Over time, 

“Critical Mass” has established itself as a powerful call to action for councils, governments, and road planners 

to thoughtfully design in the safety of all road users, including those who would prefer to walk and cycle 

(Garofoli, 2002). Monthly rides are referred to by cyclists as “organized coincidences” because of the rather flat 

organizational structure and the lack of clear leadership. I find “Critical Mass” to be an ideal setting for three 

main reasons. First, the open, inclusive culture of the movement has welcomed riders from different socio-

cultural backgrounds and has thus helped building over time rather heterogeneous communities of riders – 

featuring both moderate and radical riders (Caird, 2012). Second, in its 30-years history some episodic event-

rides have turned into actual riots, causing media coverage of the phenomenon to increase substantially 

(Pomerantz, 2009). The archival data is already remarkably diverse, with cyclists sharing stories and opinions 

in different forms (e.g., online blogs, podcasts). Third, the presence of a long-lasting “Critical Mass” chapter – 

and of a thriving community of cyclists – in the city of Boston facilitates primary data collection and participant 

observation.  

My empirical appreciation and analysis of collective convergence from individual diversity would follow 

standard protocols for qualitative research (Corbin & Strauss, 1990; Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2013). With 

the riders’ consent, I would like to tape record and transcribe interviews, using an open-ended protocol covering 

personal background, affiliation to Critical Mass, and participation over time. In parallel to formal interviews, 

I would join the monthly event-rides to ensure the prolonged, deep engagement necessary to fully understand 

the phenomenon (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 2011; Van Maanen, 2011). Consistently with my research design, I 

aim to formulate a comprehensive narrative blending actors, group dynamics, and outcomes to develop a 

process-based theoretical understanding (George & Bennet, 2005) of how misalignment between judgements 

of moderate and radical members are resolved and converged. 
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4) CHALLENGES (250 WORDS) 

This proposal currently sits at the project design stage. Since my first observation of a protest ride last Fall, I 

have observed the activity of and ran some pilot interviews with activists in London, UK. In crystallizing the 

study design, I would greatly benefit from experience scholars’ help on two main points. 

First, the choice of a measurement approach for my dependent variable – legitimacy – is a very delicate one. 

Archival data is likely to be insufficient by itself. Despite Critical Mass having grown exponentially over the 

last 15 years on a global scale, the majority of secondary data available is attributable to European chapters. In 

this sense, the collection of outside views could well complement publicly available information. However, 

whose views would be most worth gathering (e.g., city council members, police officers, prominent members 

of the biking community that are not involved in Critical Mass)? 

Secondly, given the movement’s 30-years history, data collection may be contaminated with retrospective 

sensemaking, vague data, or difficulty with recall. This concern may be mitigated by triangulating with 

archival data sources, and – for the better part – by filtering informants based on their tenure. In this sense, 

presence of Critical Mass in other New England cities of modest size – among them, New Haven (CT), Keene 

(NH) – opens up the opportunity to widen the research setting to more than one, single chapter – thus adding 

size to the database. However, how should I deal with exogenous factors related to different locations during 

the data collection and analysis process? 
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