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Title	  of	  proposed	  Workshop:	  

 

Integration or Cooptation?  

Dynamic interactions between social movements and institutions 

	  

Outline	  of	  topic:	  

Citizens’ political activism via social movements or advocacy organisations 

often involve in conflicts with power holders. The ways in which these 

groups interact with established institutions are manifold – from 

cooperation to demonstrations and civil disobedience, or from repression 

and cooptation to acceptance and responsiveness. This workshop 

addresses the dynamic interactions between social movements and 

institutions with a focus on strategies of and against cooptation. While 

cooptation is a prominent strategy of institutions to cope with critique and 

much has been written about cooptation in the research on authoritarian 

regimes or social movements, we still know little about its dynamics or 

implications. When does cooptation work? How does it look like in 

different institutional settings? What mechanisms cooptation actually 

involves? What kind of consequences should we expect for social 

movements and institutions respectively following cooptation attempts? 

What explains movements’ different strategies to resist cooptation?  

From studies on international institutions, like the WTO, we know that 

cooptation strategies often have a dividing effect for social movements: 

They tend to attract moderate critics while more radical parts of 

movements rather reinforce their critique (O’Brien et al. 2000). This limits 

the pressure a social movement can exert on institutions per se and it 

additionally increases the severity of internal frictions within movements. 

Is this a dynamic that can be applied to other institutional settings as well? 

Social movement research often discusses the (negative) consequences of 

cooptation for the movements (Meyer and Tarrow 1998), but less is 

known about what implications do cooptation strategies have for the 

institutions that employ them? Does it really leave them unaffected? From 

the WTO case, one can observe that the institution has significantly 

changed following the recurring interactions with movements, but in 



which way? How do the movements react to such change? The workshop 

aims to bring together research on this and related questions from 

different fields such as social movement studies, international relations and 

comparative political science.  

The dynamics of interaction between social movements and established 

institutions range within two conflict continua; a) between autonomy and 

control, and b) between inclusion and exclusion. They thus concern, on 

the one hand, the reactions and reaction strategies of formal political 

institutions. The established institutions react to social movements and 

actively try to ease their momentum, de-radicalize and de-legitimize them. 

One of the strategies that institutions apply is to co-opt social movements 

(O’Brien et al. 2000; Strange 2011). That is, institutions let them 

participate in proceedings, thereby attempting to prohibit further 

radicalization and external critique. This does not always work as intended: 

sectors of movements not content with such participation may in fact 

radicalize in reaction to it. Social movements, on the other hand, can 

develop strategies of negotiating and communicating with institutions. 

They try to benefit from integrative measures of their counterparts while 

not being absorbed by these. Discussions as to how far one can approach 

and approximate the criticized institution often are controversial within 

social movements (Ayres 2003; Worth/Buckely 2009; Steffek 2012). 

	  
	  

Relation	  to	  existing	  research:	  

The strategies of and against cooptation have been studied by scholars 

from different sub-disciplines of political science and sociology: in 

particular social movement studies (e.g. Bosi, 2016; Clemens, 1998; Coy & 

Hedeen, 2005; Cowell-Meyers, 2014; Katzenstein, 1998; Kriesi, & and 

Wisler, 1999; Lounsbury, 2008; Ruzza, 1997; Kriesi & Wisler, 1999; Suh, 

2011, Seippel, 2001), international relations (O’Brien et al. 2000; 

Maiguashca 2003; Van den Bossche 2008; Strange 2011; Tucker 2014; 

Steffek 2012), and comparative politics (Gandhi & Przeworski, 2007; 

Brownlee, 2007; Boix & Svolik, 2013; Gerschewski 2013; Reuter & 

Robertson, 2015; Schmotz, 2015).  

These scholars offer different perspectives on the interactions between 

social movements and institutions. Social movement approach pays more 

attention to the institutional environment of social movements, that is, 

political opportunity structures, and explores the interactions with a focus 

on effects of social movements on political institutions in the form of 

policy change, or with a focus on the dynamics such an interaction creates 



within the movement itself. Despite the significant research, the 

mechanisms behind cooptation as well as the distinction between co-

optation and other interactions between state, international or corporate 

institutions and social movements remain unclear (cf. Trumpy 2008).    

Studies in international relations show how international organizations, as 

targets of social movements, learn how to cope with external critique. 

Instead of crushing critique and distancing themselves from it, they have 

frequently been offering forms of integration and cooperation for the less 

radical parts of civil society (Tallberg et al. 2013; Zürn et al. 2012). Thus, 

in the context of a general opening up of international institutions vis a vis 

social movements, access to institutions has become more differentiated. 

For instance, institutions have issued official registration badges to civil 

society actors, differentiating between those who do not explicitly reject 

the institutions works and those that do. In this vein, more traditionally 

organized NGOs are often granted privileged access while direct action 

social movement groups are barred from access (O’Brien et al. 2000; 

Deitelhoff 2012; Steffek 2012). However, the implications of such process, 

for example how this affects the cooperation between civil society actors, 

are not much discussed. 

In comparative politics, scholars analyze the interaction of authoritarian, 

hybrid or democratic states with social movements focusing on processes 

of state transformation, clientelism, and cooptation (e.g., Reuter and 

Robertson 2015). Here the focus is much on preventing protest and 

mobilisation at national level, and we lack empirical investigations of how 

the mechanisms of cooptation developed in this field would apply in the 

international context. Furthermore, research on autocratic regimes tends 

to focus on cooptation of oppositional voices within institutions during 

elections, legislatures, and parties, rather than social movements without – 

leaving the interaction between authoritarian regimes and independent 

social movements understudied. 

The workshop’s aim is to bring together these different insights into the 

interactions between social movements and institutions in order to 

systematically explore strategies of and against cooptation of social 

movements and advocacy groups in diverse settings. This will allow a 

better understanding of the dynamics of interaction between established 

institutions and social movements, on the one hand, and of dynamics 

within social movements vis a vis institutions on the other. Both will help 

us understand better under which conditions and in which ways social 



movements can influence institutions. The workshop will thus focus on 

movement-institution interactions and their consequences for movements’ 

strategies and aims as well as institutions’ political decisions. The goal is 

also to clarify what cooptation entails and in how far it may, in fact, allow 

for a (symbolic) integration of movements’ claims in established 

institutions?   

	  
	  

Likely	  participants:	  

We do not have a fixed group of participants but wish to encourage 

participation from experienced as well as early career scholars form 

different disciplines – social movements, comparative politics, and 

international relations. These schools often do not talk to each other, but 

we hope to create an environment for fruitful exchange and mutual 

learning.  

	  
	  

Type	  of	  Papers	  required:	  

We invite papers that look at social movement cooptation from both the 

institutional and from the social movement perspective. We especially 

encourage empirical studies that apply a relational perspective on 

movements and institutions in one country, at transnational level, or in 

comparative perspective and that utilize qualitative, as well as quantitative 

methodological approaches. Welcome are papers addressing one or more 

of the following questions: Concerning social movements: What effects do 

cooptation strategies have on social movements? To what extent do they 

change their goals and/or organizational forms? Why do social 

movements get coopted? Do they reflect on the danger of cooptation? 

With regard to the institutions, core questions are: (How) do these try to 

coopt social movements? With what mechanisms is approximation 

reached? What are the effects on the institutions? 

	  
	  

Funding:	  

We plan to apply for funding with a German and / or Swedish 

foundation, such as the Thyssen-Foundation or a cooperation fund of 

several European research foundations 

	  

Biographical	  notes:	  

Nicole Deitelhoff is a Professor of International Relations and Theories 

of Global Orders at Goethe Universität Frankfurt and deputy director of 

the Peace Research Institute Frankfurt (PRIF). Among her main research 

areas are: non state actors in world politics with a special focus on 



transnational social movements, studies on resistance, and theories of rule 

and its legitimation. She has published in major international journals (e.g. 

International Organization, Cooperation and Conflict, Review of 

International Studies) and leading presses. 

Katrin Uba is Associate Professor at the Department of Government, 

Uppsala University. Her research focuses mainly on political influence of 

social movements and local advocacy networks, policy change in welfare 

states, and labor movement mobilisation. She is involved in a large 

cooperative research project “Livewhat – citizens’ resilience at times of 

crisis” (EUFP7), as well as in project on trade unions’ on-line mobilisation 

in Sweden, and has just finished the set up of the first Swedish protest 

database. Her research has been published in several international peer-

reviewed journals (e.g., West European Politics, Mobilization, Public 

Administration Review) and she is one of the co-editors and authors in the 

recent book “The Consequences of Social Movements” with Lorenzo 

Bosi and Marco Giugni, Cambridge University Press.  
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