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and abortion rights movements measure up? Third, what 
opportunities for the abortion rights movement does this 
analysis suggest?

SOCIAL MOVEMENT SUCCESS
Social movements, broadly defi ned, are collections of indi-
vidual actors and organizations that seek “to alter power 
defi cits and to effect social transformations through the 
state by mobilizing regular citizens for sustained political 
action.”16 (p.288) Although these actors and organizations may 
be coordinated in their efforts or operate independently, 
they can be understood collectively to represent a shared 
interest in social change. Yet the questions of whether 
social movements matter and what outcomes they effect 
are contentious among scholars.16

Scholars of social change movements have recognized 
that defi ning social movement success is not straightfor-
ward.16 The fi rst diffi culty arises from the heterogeneity 
of social movements. Large social movements consist of 
numerous individuals and organizations, all of which agree 
on the need for change, but not necessarily on the specifi c 
changes needed, let alone the best processes for achiev-
ing change. Movements are often characterized by radi-
cal and mainstream threads, which make different claims 
and sometimes even mobilize against one another,17 mak-
ing it hard to nail down what outcomes constitute general 
victories.

Second, there is the question of measuring success. 
Scholars have predominantly defi ned movement outcomes 
in terms of policy changes, partly because they can be eas-
ily defi ned and measured.16,18 However, this defi nition lim-
its consideration of cultural and institutional consequences 
(e.g., changes in public opinion), and overlooks the pos-
sibility of unintended consequences even in the absence of 
measurable policy effects.16,18 Some scholars have shifted to 
a focus on the idea of “collective benefi t” as a way out of 
this measurement dilemma.16,19

Finally, there is the methodological challenge of attribu-
tion: Can a social movement really be credited (or blamed) 
for political, policy and cultural changes? Scholars have 
debated whether social movements ever matter, and some 
argue that change may be due to independent occurrences 
or other political actors, institutions and processes.20–22 
Nonetheless, the literature demonstrates that at least some 
social change comes about because of social movement 
advocacy.16 Acknowledging these thorny conceptual chal-
lenges to defi ning “success,” scholars have generally shifted 

The public conversation about abortion rights in the 
United States asserts that abortion is “losing”—and by 
many metrics, that is right, even in the wake of the June 
2016 Supreme Court decision in Whole Woman’s Health v. 
Hellerstedt, which ruled some forms of abortion restrictions 
unconstitutional.1 Since 2010, states have enacted nearly 
300 new abortion restrictions.2 Numerous dedicated abor-
tion clinics have closed—87 in 2013 and 71 in 2014—and 
these closings have had negative effects on access to abor-
tion.3–5 Even when access to abortion in general persists, 
some kinds of abortion, such as procedures after 20 weeks’ 
gestation, have become more diffi cult to access.6 Although 
public opinion about the legality of abortion has been 
largely stagnant over the past 40 years, polls suggest that 
young adults are less interested in the issue in general than 
are adults older than 30.7

Meanwhile, other sexuality-related movements have 
enjoyed great success, most notably, the movement for 
marriage equality. In June 2015, the U.S. Supreme Court 
ruled that same-sex couples have a constitutional right to 
marriage.8 Even prior to that ruling, the movement had wit-
nessed a rapid increase in the number of states that legal-
ized same-sex marriage: from just four (plus the District of 
Columbia) in 2010 to 35 (and the District of Columbia) by 
the end of 2014.9

The differing fortunes of abortion rights and marriage 
equality have inspired comparisons, many of which inti-
mate that the movements’ different outcomes are due to 
the content of their claims.10–14 Writing in The Nation, for 
example, Katha Pollitt has argued that “marriage equal-
ity is about love,” and “reproductive rights, in contrast, 
is about sex.”10 In The News Tribune, Cokie and Steve 
Roberts have argued, “Abortion has a tangible, identifi -
able victim…. Gay marriage has no comparable down-
side.”15 Journalists’ explanations for the movements’ 
respective failures and successes, however, are not often 
grounded in the extensive literature on social movement 
success. If it is true that abortion is just different from 
same-sex marriage—and, by implication, tougher to 
advocate for—what explains the fact that at certain times 
in the past, same-sex marriage was vilifi ed while abortion 
was supported? Any thinking about the present moment 
must acknowledge that the histories of both movements 
include triumphs and setbacks.

Thus, from an empirical perspective, three central ques-
tions remain unanswered. First, what makes a social move-
ment successful? Second, how do the marriage equality 
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a strong welfare state and weak civil society, frames about 
fetal life dominate.35 Similarly, Halfmann has argued that 
varying political structures partially explain why abortion 
remains politically contested in the United States, but far 
less so in Britain and Canada: In the United States, dueling 
movements can make their cases in legislative, judicial and 
executive arenas, seeking a favorable political environment, 
but in Britain and Canada, decisions made by one branch 
of government cannot be easily appealed to another.36

Other scholars have suggested that favorable public 
opinion is an additional prerequisite to achieving major 
political change,22,37 although public opinion could also be 
conceptualized as a social movement outcome itself, rather 
than a precursor to action.

It is worth noting what is not on this list of the com-
ponents of social movements that lead to infl uence. The 
literature does not indicate that there is something funda-
mental about any given issue that makes a difference in 
success; the difference between success and lack thereof—
or, better put, infl uence and a lack of infl uence—is struc-
tural. Likewise, the literature does not demonstrate that 
opposing movements play a primary role in determining 
social movement infl uence, although there is evidence that 
opposing movements play a mediating role, constraining a 
movement’s available collective action frames and affecting 
the political climate.16

COMPARING TWO MOVEMENTS
Marriage Equality
The marriage equality movement—defi ned here as the col-
lective effort to secure for same-sex couples legal marriage 
rights that are equivalent to those afforded different-sex 
couples—has a surprisingly long history. Although advo-
cacy for same-sex marriage burst into the public conscious-
ness in 2004, with large-scale same-sex weddings in San 
Francisco and the advent of legal same-sex marriages in 
Massachusetts, that was not the beginning of activism for 
same-sex marriage. As early as the 1970s, same-sex couples 
approached county clerks to request marriage licenses—
and they were denied, prompting legal challenges, which 
were generally unsuccessful.38,39 There was an uptick in 
activism for and against same-sex marriage in the 1990s.  
In 1996, the federal Defense of Marriage Act was enacted, 
preventing same-sex couples from being recognized as 
spouses for purposes of federal laws, and enabling indi-
vidual states to refuse to recognize legal same-sex marriages 
performed in other states.38

For the decade preceding the 2015 Supreme Court ruling 
in favor of a constitutional right to marriage,8 the snap-
shot of the marriage equality movement depicted a move-
ment with a robust organizational infrastructure. On the 
one hand, it included national, mainstream organizations, 
like the Human Rights Campaign, that were founded in the 
1980s in response to a spate of antigay ballot initiatives40,41 
and could engage national, mainstream audiences. On the 
other hand, it included emergent local, more militant orga-
nizations, such as GetEqual, that could connect with more 

to evaluating how and whether social movements have 
infl uence.16

The past decade has witnessed a steep rise in scholarly 
investigation of social movement outcomes. In a compre-
hensive review of this literature, Amenta et al. found three 
key components of social movement that may help deter-
mine their infl uence, all of which, importantly, must work 
in concert.16 First, the movement must be able to mobi-
lize its resources, both fi nancial and human.23 In practice, 
this means that a movement must have a robust organiza-
tional infrastructure that can collect and skillfully deploy 
resources. Movements are most likely to be infl uential 
when they are populated by diverse kinds of organizations, 
including a variety of structures, sizes and leaders, as these 
variations can enable them to authentically connect with 
different constituent subgroups and audiences.24,25

Second, the movement must be able to persuade outsid-
ers and people in power of its claim for social change.26–28 
Scholars have talked about this process as framing, show-
ing that how a movement makes a claim matters for its 
ability to achieve change. Frames, often termed “collective 
action frames,” must be consistent with the audience’s per-
sonal experience and have cultural resonance—they have 
to make sense to the listener and comport with his or her 
experience. A frame requires strategic construction and 
cannot be reduced to what social change a movement seeks; 
it must convey how a movement makes its case for that 
change. Movements able to frame their message in ways 
that appeal not only to constituents, but also to decision 
makers29 and the media,30,31 are the most likely to succeed.

The values of these fi rst two components of a social 
movement are not additive but interactive. For example, 
the more diverse a movement’s organizational infrastruc-
ture is, the more effectively the movement can deploy var-
ied frames targeted to resonate with specifi c audiences.32 
Similarly, organizationally diverse movements with reso-
nant collective action frames are able to engage in a range 
of tactics, from conventional to unconventional: Some 
organizations advance mainstream claims and engage in 
nonconfrontational actions like lobbying and electoral 
politics, while other organizations make more radical 
claims and may engage in innovative, entrepreneurial or 
disruptive tactics that grab headlines and connect to audi-
ences emotionally. Successful social movements master the 
matching of tactics from authentic organizational sources 
with resonant framing.28

Finally, people in power must take action. For social 
movements with political goals, institutional political 
actors have to believe that supporting the movement will 
facilitate their own goals;33,34 thus, the movement has to 
operate within a broad political structure that has its own 
rules, bureaucracies and history. Success, in other words, is 
necessarily politically mediated.16 For example, Ferree et al. 
have argued that in the United States, which has a weak wel-
fare state and strong civil society, abortion rights advocates 
rely primarily on a frame asserting individuals’ indepen-
dence from the state; by contrast, in Germany, which has 



Volume 48, Number 4, December 2016 223

 disagreements within the movement. The literature on the 
contemporary abortion rights movement is far thinner than 
that chronicling the marriage equality movement—illus-
trating the importance of continuing and, indeed, increas-
ing scholarly attention to the abortion rights movement 
from a social movement perspective. Because of the relative 
dearth of scholarship, the analysis below may not capture 
very recent developments in the movement.

The abortion rights movement is made up primarily of 
mainstream, national organizations that were founded dur-
ing the 1960s and 1970s to advocate for legal abortion, 
such as NARAL Pro-Choice America;47 it includes few 
emergent, less conventional or grassroots organizations.48 
This infrastructure has not always been so monolithic. 
Indeed, in previous decades, the prochoice movement 
was characterized by a diversity of organizational forms, 
including national, mainstream organizations, like Planned 
Parenthood and NARAL, but also local, more radical organi-
zations, like Chicago’s Women Organized for Reproductive 
Choice.25,47,49 As the movement professionalized, its local, 
smaller organizations folded, and its organizational diver-
sity largely disappeared.49

One may think that organizations associated with the 
reproductive justice movement—a movement character-
ized by grassroots, community-based advocacy50—might 
serve as the more nimble arm of the abortion rights move-
ment. Scholars and activists have debated the relation-
ship between the abortion rights and reproductive justice 
movements, noting that many early constituents of the 
latter explicitly distanced themselves from the former.51 
Whereas the abortion rights movement is often associated 
with middle-class, white feminism, the reproductive justice 
movement (embodied in such organizations as SisterSong 
and Trust Black Women) starts explicitly from the experi-
ences of women of color.51,52 In so doing, reproductive jus-
tice emphasizes the importance of supporting individuals’ 
desire to parent, alongside ensuring access to abortion, and 
sees a narrow focus on abortion as overlooking the repro-
ductive needs and experiences of low-income women and 
women of color.51,52 If the abortion rights and reproductive 
justice movements can work through their tensions regard-
ing class and race, there is enormous potential for both 
movements from the perspective of organizational diver-
sity. The resulting heterogeneous organizational structure 
would enable advocates for safe, legal, accessible abortion 
to deploy a broader range of frames and reach a larger array 
of audiences.

Similarly, scholars have noted the emerging participation 
of professional medical associations in advocating for legal 
abortion.49,53 These organizations represent mobilization of 
a different constituency (i.e., clinicians); have access to dif-
ferent frames (e.g., physician autonomy); and include some 
more grassroots, emergent organizational structures.53 
They, too, represent opportunities for increasing the orga-
nizational diversity of the abortion rights movement. Before 
these opportunities can be fully realized, however, underly-
ing ideological confl icts between the feminist and clinician 

marginalized audiences.42 These diverse organizations 
could appeal to and mobilize distinct audiences without 
having to compromise or contradict their individual mes-
sages to achieve broader appeal. In essence, they were able 
to divide and conquer.

Starting in the early 2000s, though with traces dating 
from the 1990s,43 the movement framed its advocacy of 
the right to marry in language emphasizing “love and com-
mitment,”44 and its diverse organizations leveraged this 
frame for their respective audiences. For example, some 
emphasized the importance of marriage rights for children 
of same-sex couples, asserting that love makes a family and 
the law of the land should refl ect that. Others showed how 
the lack of marriage rights (and the associated lack of spou-
sal social security benefi ts) limited the ability of older gay 
and lesbian couples who are in loving, committed relation-
ships to fi nancially protect one another in the event of one 
partner’s death.

The organizational diversity of the movement enabled 
it to deploy not only conventional tactics, such as politi-
cal messaging and lobbying, but also the highly innovative 
direct action of requesting a marriage license. Mainstream 
organizations might have risked their donor base or upset 
more conservative constituents by engaging in such acts 
of civil disobedience, but smaller, more radical ones were 
not similarly constrained. The marriage license requests 
clearly benefi ted the movement,45 but conventional actions 
were also integral. Ultimately, credit for the movement’s 
success cannot be attributed to particular organizations or 
actions; organizational diversity itself and the associated 
ability to advocate on multiple fronts facilitated infl uence 
and success.

Further, over the past decade, the lesbian and gay move-
ment in general, and marriage equality in particular, has 
enjoyed favorable legal opportunities.45,46 Between 2004 
and 2015, the Supreme Court has ruled in favor of gay 
rights four times.38 Lastly, after years of a hostile political cli-
mate, characterized by hostile legislators and antigay ballot 
initiatives,40,41 the political environment improved greatly 
when President Obama came out in support of same-sex 
marriage in 2012 and similar support was adopted as part 
of the Democratic National Committee’s platform.

Throughout these efforts, marriage equality faced strong 
opposition in the form of the religious right movement,41 
and it experienced many setbacks. In 2008, just a few years 
before the Supreme Court found a constitutional right to 
marriage, California voters passed Proposition 8, rolling 
back legal same-sex marriage in the state. At that moment, 
success seemed elusive for proponents of legal same-sex 
marriage, even as the structural components that would 
soon enable success were falling into place.

Abortion Rights
A different contemporary snapshot emerges of the abor-
tion rights movement, defi ned here as a social change effort 
that seeks to ensure legal abortion access in the United 
States, although this defi nition overlooks nuances of and 
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Although abortion rights has been part of the Democratic 
National Committee platform since 1992, the movement 
has experienced decreasing political support. Even as 
politicians have endorsed abortion rights, they have dis-
tanced themselves from unapologetic commitments to 
it—for example, with the emphasis on keeping abortion 
“safe, legal and rare.”65 Meanwhile, states continue to enact 
restrictions on abortion care, highlighting the strong politi-
cal opposition to abortion rights.2

ABORTION RIGHTS OPPORTUNITIES
A focus on the structural aspects of the same-sex mar-
riage and abortion rights movements explains much about 
their divergent trajectories, but the content of these two 
movements is not extraneous. Both movements contest 
normative constructions of sexuality as primarily procre-
ative. Both challenge deeply held social norms about gen-
der and sexuality. (Early critics of marriage equality within 
the queer community asserted that marriage is fundamen-
tally assimilationist, but contemporary scholarly consen-
sus holds that same-sex marriage is not assimilationist.66) 
Given these similarities, marriage equality’s success, built 
on a robust social movement, should be encouraging to 
abortion rights supporters: Simply put, social movements 
advocating on behalf of nontraditional sexuality can matter.

The theoretical framework suggested in this comment 
points to areas where the abortion rights movement could 
invest resources to change its fortunes. In the short term, it 
is unlikely to reform the unfavorable political and legal cli-
mates, although the vacancy on the Supreme Court follow-
ing the death of Antonin Scalia and the favorable ruling in 
Whole Woman’s Health offer the possibility of a more favor-
able legal environment in the near future. The movement 
nonetheless may have immediate opportunities to diversify 
its organizational structure by investing in emergent, grass-
roots organizations that could appeal to new audiences. 
These new organizations, further, might be able to develop 
and deploy innovative protest actions that cultivate new 
supporters, but do not undermine the mainstream legiti-
macy of current organizations. This organizational diversity 
may be easier to accomplish than it fi rst appears. The abor-
tion rights movement does not need to build new organiza-
tions from the ground up: The robust reproductive justice 
movement and the medical professional associations com-
mitted to abortion advocacy already boast organizational 
structures that differ from those of existing abortion rights 
organizations. If advocates from these groups can resolve 
the tensions that divide them, the resulting coalition will be 
characterized by strong organizational heterogeneity.

In addition, the abortion rights movement may have 
opportunities to strengthen its framing of its social change 
message. In this moment of critique, co-optation and wan-
ing cultural resonance, the movement does not need to rely 
exclusively on a rights frame. The abortion rights move-
ment could consider its own version of marriage equality’s 
successful love and commitment frame, one that similarly 
emphasizes the importance of self-determination in  creating 

constituencies—historically, feminists have been critical of 
medical authority over the body, and clinicians have been 
committed to protecting their autonomy in medical deci-
sion making—must be worked out.49

The abortion rights movement’s dominant collective 
action frame is a rights frame,35,54 echoing the master frame 
of civil and equal rights that has strongly resonated for 
decades.55 Whether articulated as being about women’s 
privacy or about choice, the rights frame cites a collective 
good that a particular identity group (women) should have 
access to as part of a democratic nation. (The parallel asser-
tion by abortion-providing physicians of the preeminence 
of physician autonomy,49 while distinct, is consistent with 
the rights-based frame.) The movement’s attachment to a 
rights frame has at least one clear advantage. “Rights” is 
the language of the law, and thus is both necessary and 
expedient in legal and judicial arguments in support of 
access to safe and legal abortion. The frame also has its 
critics: Women of color argue that the focus on abortion 
is untenably narrow and overlooks patterns of broader 
marginalization of their ability to determine when and if 
they want to parent;51,56,57 providers feel that their nuanced 
and sometimes ambivalent experiences are unwelcome.58 
Simultaneously, the antiabortion movement has mediated 
the terrain on which the abortion rights movement is fi ght-
ing,59,60 co-opting the idea of rights by deploying claims 
about fetal rights and repositioning concerns about rights to 
focus on women’s right to be protected from harm.30,61 As a 
result of this mainstream organizational structure and staid 
rights frame, the abortion rights movement has a fairly nar-
row tactical repertoire, dominated by conventional political 
actions and lacking responsive, radical tactics.48,49,54

Finally, the abortion rights movement has faced an 
unsympathetic—and often, hostile—legal and political 
climate, created in part by the robust antiabortion move-
ment.36,59,60 In the years since Roe v. Wade, the Supreme 
Court has changed the legal standard for determining the 
constitutionality of regulation of abortion from strict scru-
tiny to undue burden.57,62 That is, the Court has funda-
mentally shifted the legal burden from requiring abortion 
opponents to justify regulation of abortion access to requir-
ing abortion rights supporters to prove that a given restric-
tion impedes women’s access to abortion.62 Whole Woman’s 
Health v. Hellerstedt—in which the Court found that requir-
ing abortion providers to have hospital admitting privileges 
and provide care only in ambulatory surgery centers poses 
an undue burden on women1—was a legal victory for abor-
tion rights supporters. Previous decisions, however, have 
not been favorable (e.g., Gonzales v. Carhart, in which the 
Court upheld a federal ban on a type of procedure used 
in some abortions after 20 weeks, ruling that it did not 
pose an undue burden63). Legal scholars have argued that 
Justice Anthony Kennedy, who functions as the deciding 
vote between liberal and conservative justices, is not a reli-
able vote on cases related to women’s equality,64 suggesting 
that the Whole Woman’s Health decision may not represent 
a shift toward a favorable legal climate for abortion rights.
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equality is “winning” and abortion is “losing.” In essence, 
the marriage equality movement had all the components 
for success, while the abortion rights movement lacks sev-
eral. Certainly, a focus on the structure of movements does 
not tell the full story of how social change happens—nor 
do structural analyses always explain instances in which 
movements are unsuccessful. Social movements are always 
only one player in a fi eld that includes political leaders, 
opposing organizations and institutional processes, all of 
which condition the possibility of organizational diver-
sity, availability of resonant frames, and political and 
legal climates. Social change regarding abortion involves 
a complex interplay of political mediation,35,36 oppos-
ing movements59,60 and media attention,30,73 for example. 
Nonetheless, thinking about the structure of the abortion 
rights movement is an important corrective to accounts that 
posit current setbacks as the result of something intrinsic to 
the abortion issue.

This analysis is not meant to be defi nitive or exhaus-
tive. Rather, it aims to offer explanations for the current 
status of abortion rights that the public conversation, 
with its focus on the essential “meaning” of abortion, has 
neglected. Indeed, the Supreme Court decision in Whole 
Woman’s Health v. Hellerstedt illustrates that the abortion 
rights movement can win; the topic of abortion does not 
make success impossible or, at the least, fundamentally 
harder than advocacy for same-sex marriage. This analysis 
also aims to infuse the conversation with an empirically 
informed assessment of ways to strengthen the movement. 
Momentous as the Whole Woman’s Health ruling was, the 
abortion issue is unlikely to be resolved any time soon, and 
scholars and advocates alike can anticipate ample oppor-
tunities to continue this conversation about what makes 
for success, evaluate the effects of movement actions and 
propose new strategies for ensuring access to safe and legal 
abortion.
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