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Social movement theory has rarely been tested with counterfactual
cases, that is, instances inwhichmovements do not emerge.Moreover,
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contemporary theories about political opportunity and resources often
inadequately address the issue of motivation. To address these short-
comings, this article examines 20 communities that are “at risk” formo-
bilization because they face controversial proposals for large energy
infrastructure projects. Movements emerge in only 10 cases, allowing
for the identification of factors that drivemobilization or nonmobiliza-
tion. Utilizing insights from social psychology, the authors contend
that community context shapesmotivations to oppose or accept a pro-
posal, not objectivemeasures of threat. They conclude that the combi-
nation of community context—to understand motivation—and mea-
sures of capability is the best way to model movement emergence.
social movement to occur, community members must be both moti-
and capable of mobilizing. Contemporary research on the topic, how-
ever, rarely addresses this combination of features. Tracing the history of
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social movement research, Walder (2009) notes that early work focused on
how structural features in society shaped political views andmotivated var-

Community Response to Environmental Risk
ious forms of collective action. He laments that later research has largely
abandoned this question. Instead, scholars have focused on identifying
structural conditions that make threatened groups capable of launching
movements—an approach in linewith scholarship on resourcemobilization
and political opportunity.
This emphasis on capability emerged during the 1970s when scholars

sought to understand rights movements in which disadvantaged groups
demanded equality through large-scale protest. The assumption was that
groups that had been discriminated against had many grievances and
therefore plenty of motivation. Deficiencies in terms of their capacity to
mobilize (in the resource mobilization tradition; see Jenkins and Perrow
1977; McCarthy and Zald 1977) and the lack of political power or lever-
age (in the political opportunity tradition; see Eisinger 1973; Jenkins and
Perrow 1977; Tilly 1978; Tarrow 1994; Meyer 2004) were thought to be the
cause of prior failures to mobilize. Though the theories differed, the reason-
ing was the same. A lack of capacity or a lack of political opportunity was
thought to be a sufficient barrier to mobilization, resulting in the absence of
significant movement activity. Only when disadvantaged groups gained
capacity or political opportunities would they be capable of mobilizing.
Thus, logically, these conditions were thought necessary for mobilization
to occur.
The aforementioned statements about what is necessary for mobilization

and sufficient for nonmobilization can be properly tested only using cases of
both mobilization and nonmobilization. However, social movement scho-
lars rarely study counterfactual cases because it is difficult to pinpoint places
where movements might occur. Fortunately, the siting of large infrastruc-
ture projects creates a set of communities “at risk” for mobilization. Each
community faces a threat associatedwith such a project and a decision about
how to respond. Some communities launch opposition movements, but
others do not. Thus, siting attempts provide a unique opportunity to explain
cases of mobilization and nonmobilization by analyzing both motivation
and capability.
When studies do take into account counterfactual cases, they often do not

examine both motivation and capability. For example, Olzak, Shanahan,
and West (1994) use conflict theory to explain antibusing action but do not
consider whether variable responsemay also be due to a lack of resources or
opportunities. Other studies assume that issues and threats are understood
uniformly across communities (van Dyke and Soule 2002). We not only ad-
dress both capability and motivation but also use insights from social psy-
chology to suggest that the same potentially threatening issues may be
evaluated differently across communities, thus triggering different levels of
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motivation and mobilization. The literature on framing examines different
motivations, but it often fails to explain different evaluations relevant to

American Journal of Sociology
movement emergence because it focuses on movement dynamics rather
than features present prior to mobilization. To avoid this problem, we fo-
cus on elements of the community social structure that exist prior to the
introduction of the threat and therefore independently shape motivations
to mobilize.
The article proceeds with a brief overview of the regulatory process sur-

rounding energy infrastructure proposals and howwe used it for case selec-
tion. Next, we present a critique of the current literature and propose a new
theory for conceptualizing motivation related to emergent movements. We
then describe the data andmethods used and provide descriptive case stud-
ies to illustrate our argument. Finally, we test the comparative efficacy of
models that include measures of both capability (political opportunity and
civic capacity) andmotivation, showing that community conditions are bet-
ter indicators of motivation than threats associated with the proposal.

ENERGY INFRASTRUCTURE PROPOSALS
Energy infrastructure projects are almost always proposed by private com-
panies. They include onshore and offshore liquefied natural gas, nuclear, hy-
droelectric, and wind projects. These projects present many issues around
which a community could mobilize in opposition, including safety hazards,
environmental impacts, and threats to property values and quality of life.
Energy infrastructure projects also have positive impacts. They can provide
significant economic rewards to the local community in the form of tax rev-
enue and, to a lesser extent, employment. Given these potential costs and
benefits, it is unclear whether community members will support or oppose
a project.
The first opportunity for the public to assess proposals and coordinate

responses arises during the environmental impact statement (EIS) process.
The National Environmental Protection Policy Act requires the prepara-
tion and public dissemination of EISs for all public and private projects
when “a federal agency anticipates that an undertaking may significantly
impact the environment” or is “environmentally controversial” (Environ-
mental Protection Agency 2007). We found the EIS process to be quite sim-
ilar for all the projects in our study, although the particular agencies, in-
dividuals, and time lines involved differed. As an example, we provide
an overview of the process relative to onshore liquefied natural gas (LNG)
projects.
As the designated lead agency, the Federal Energy Regulatory Commis-

sion, appointed by theU.S. president, is ultimately responsible for certifying
EISs associated with onshore LNG proposals and subsequently approving
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or rejecting projects. Other agencies, such as the Coast Guard and the Army
Corps of Engineers, assist with fact-finding and analysis. Outside consul-

Community Response to Environmental Risk
tants are often hired to complete the bulk of the data collection and analysis
in the EIS with agency oversight. Nongovernment groups and individuals
may also participate at aminimum of two public hearings, where anyone can
pose questions about the project and comment on the draft EIS and final
EIS.
Outside of this formal process, the company may introduce the project

and interact with the community in a variety of ways including contact-
ing the newspaper or holding press conferences, conducting company-
sponsored informational meetings, meeting privately with elected officials
and community leaders, and engagingwith organizations thatwould poten-
tially support or oppose the project. Supporters and opponents of a project
are also known to create independent organizations, hold information ses-
sions, gather and submit data on the costs andbenefits of the project, contact
the media in order to voice their opinions, and organize demonstrations.
We identify movements in this study when communities respond in op-

position to a project with a significant amount of collective action, including
noninstitutional tactics.2 Noninstitutionalized forms of action, such as pro-
tests and demonstrations, have long been regarded as a hallmark of social
movements. Consider the following typical definition of a social movement:
“organized efforts, on the part of excluded groups, to promote or resist
changes in the structure of society that involve recourse to non-institutional
forms of political participation” (McAdam 1982, p. 25). In this study, com-
munities demonstrated noninstitutional forms of action if opposition took
place outside the institutionalized systems of collective claims making and
conflict resolution—in our case, action outside the EIS process.

CAPABILITY IN CONTEMPORARY MOVEMENTS
Because theories about capability arose to describe mobilization by the dis-
advantaged, they may be less effective in explaining contemporary move-
ments. Recent research indicates that community-level collective action is
increasingly coordinated by advantaged groups concerned with technolog-
ical and policy issues (education, environment, land use, housing, transpor-

2Some call this type of bounded action against one project a collective action, arguing that

the term “movement” should refer to more widespread actions promoting or opposing a
more general problem. Regardless of terminology, we believe that any time a group deci-
des to engage in collective, noninstitutional opposition to a plan or policy (whether scaled
at a local or national level), resources, political opportunities, andmotivation are still the-
oretically important. This is especially true when multiple actions are coordinated over
time, as opposed to single, spontaneous events such as riots, which are often considered
collective actions but may not require organizational resources and strategic planning.
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tation, and community preservation), not disadvantaged groupswith claims
about political rights (McAdam et al. 2005). Ingram, Yue, and Rao (2010)

American Journal of Sociology
found that political opinion and community resources did not accurately
predict where protests occurred against proposals for newWal-Mart stores.
This work suggests that when activists are not necessarily disadvantaged
and goals are not related to political rights, the role of resources and political
opportunity might be less important.
Resources may play a smaller role in opposition to energy infrastructure

projects because unlike rights movements that draw participants because
they are disadvantaged, these movements draw participation because peo-
ple live orwork near the proposed site. Thoughwe recognize that disadvan-
taged groups are sometimes geographically concentrated, evidence support-
ing the contention that the disadvantaged are disproportionately targeted
for industrial development ismixed (Cutter 1995). Companies may consider
the potential for community opposition when selecting project sites, but
accurately predicting community response is difficult (Ingram et al. 2010).
More important, energy companies require specific geographical conditions
(such as deepwater access or proximity to pipeline and transmission line in-
frastructure) for a project to succeed. Furthermore, the current regulatory
process assesses the possibility that companies target disadvantaged com-
munities. Finally, summary statistics on the communities in our sample
show that communities facing proposals are quite diverse (see table 1). All
of this suggests that proposals are not limited to disadvantaged communities
that are less capable of mobilizing.
Just as activists in our cases are different from activists in rights move-

ments, so are their goals. The goals of mobilization against energy infra-
structure projects are not necessarily political, and political elites may not
be the primary target. Energy infrastructure projects are typically proposed
by private entities. Therefore, the target of opposition may be the company
itself, landowners, a regulatory agency, consumers of a product, or all of the
above. If political officials do play a role in the decision-making process, one
would expect political opportunity to be an important facilitator of move-
ment emergence, but this is not always the case. As representatives of spe-
cific geographic areas, political officials may become activists, for or against
projects, rather than targets of activism.
We do not mean to argue that capability is irrelevant. It is important es-

pecially when accounting for the volume of movement activity. However,
low levels of resources and political opportunity may be less important to
movements opposing energy infrastructure projects because potential activ-
ists are not necessarily as disadvantaged as those involved in rights-based
movements. Theorizing about threatened advantaged groups, McVeigh
(2009, p. 46) asserts that, “Although neither resources nor political opportuni-
ties trigger . . . mobilization, each plays an important role in determining the
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movement growth and trajectory.” If capability does not trigger mobilization,
what does?

TABLE 1
Mean, Min, and Max Summary Statistics for Community Characteristics

Mean Min Max

Population (thousands) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 333 10 1,748
Population density (persons per square mile) . . . . . . . . 8871 8 9,966
Median income ($ thousands) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 46 23 102
Unemployment (%) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7 3 18
Residents with at least a college degree (%) . . . . . . . . . 22 8 59
Proximity to project site (miles) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7 0 38
Nonprofits per 1,000 residents . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2.7 .7 9.6
Voter turnout in prior presidential election (%) . . . . . . . 63 42 79
Communities with prior oppositional experience (%) . . . 60
Communities with similar industry (%) . . . . . . . . . . . . 65

NOTE.—Data are from the U.S. Bureau of the Census 2000 decennial census and the Amer-
ican Communities Survey, the National Center for Charitable Statistics, county clerks’ offices,
and field interviews. Specific sources per community can be found in app. table A1. N 5 20.

Community Response to Environmental Risk
MOTIVATION AND MOVEMENT EMERGENCE
While political opportunity and resources remain dominant themes in
social movement research, motivation is also necessary for mobilization.
Klandermans and Oegma (1987) find that, among potential movement par-
ticipants, indicators of motivation (attitudes about the movement goal)
were among the most important predictors of willingness to participate.
However, even as they attempt to explain how people withmobilization po-
tential (i.e., those who initially agree with themovement’s grievances) come
to participate, they note that the approach “presupposes grievance interpre-
tation . . . [and] neglects to a large extent the creation and interpretation of
grievances and the formation ofmobilization potentials” (Klandermans and
Oegma 1987, p. 529). Despite what we know about how people come to join
movements after they have identifiedwith them, a clear gap in the literature
remains regarding why different people and communities come to different
conclusions about what issues are worthy of mobilization in the first place.
This issue is addressed in discussions of framing, which focus on activ-

ist claims, recruitment, and socialization in a movement that has already
emerged (Snow et al. 1986; Benford and Snow 2000). For example, Robnett
(1996) showed that civil rights activists had difficulty mobilizing rural com-
munities because rural residents were less susceptible to the frames that had
been successful in urban areas. The central concept in the framing literature
is that frameswill resonatewith potential activists to the extent that they ap-
pear credible and salient. AsWalder (2009, p. 406) aptly points out, this gen-
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erates an important question about “howvariation in individuals’ social cir-
cumstances or experiences affects their responses to differently framed po-

American Journal of Sociology
litical appeals.” To explain movement emergence, factors that influence
judgments of a situation should be present prior to movement appeals.
Some work suggests that structural conditions can influence initial moti-

vation to mobilize. One vein of this research ties motivation directly to the
presence of threats related to movement grievances; that is, greater threat is
thought to generate greater motivation and subsequently large movements
(Amenta andZylan 1991;Olzak et al. 1994; vanDyke andSoule 2002; Snow,
Soule, and Cress 2005). For example, in a study of movements tackling the
issue of homelessness, Snow et al. (2005) measure threat using the homeless-
ness rate and related statistics, such as the poverty rate and the relative cost
of housing. Their notion is that, sincemovement activists are addressing the
issue of homelessness, indicators of the severity of the issue will signal the
level of motivation.
Other studies emphasizing the relationship between structural change

and motivation come to the opposite conclusion. In his original formulation
of political process theory, McAdam (1982) noted that intense threat could
generate accommodation and despair rather than motivation. He argued
that positive structural changes prior to the civil rights movement, not in-
creases in threat, created a renewed sense of justice and hope, ultimately
motivating collective action. Subsequent work has shown that this move-
ment was sustained in communities withmore black registered voters, more
black professionals, and higher median incomes for black households (An-
drews 2004). Similarly, in a study of the Iranian revolution, Kurzman (1996)
suggests that levels of threat had no effect onmotivation. Instead, Kurzman
argues that the belief that the opposition was gaining strength motivated
widespread action.
Though there remains a great deal of uncertainty about how the intensity

of threat or grievance is related to motivation and subsequent mobilization,
the assumption in these arguments is that similar risks or opportunities are
evaluated uniformly across communities triggering similar amounts of mo-
tivation. This is too simplistic. In the paragraphs below, we argue that com-
munity context, prior to movement emergence, provides the basic ground-
ing on which judgments about an issue will be made. These factors create
differences between communities in whether they find an issue threatening
and how motivated they are to mobilize in the first place. Before we con-
sider whether measures of capability are responsible for the movement
emergence or its absence, a clear account of why a community is motivated
to act is necessary. Yet, social movement research rarely addresses the role
contextual factors play in shapingmotivation tomobilize. Social psychology,
however, provides evidence that contextual factors can powerfully shape
perception, which could, in turn, motivate or deter collective action.
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MOTIVATION, CONTEXT, AND UNCERTAINTY

Community Response to Environmental Risk
In emphasizing the importance of context, we draw on a consistent finding
in social psychology: people think and behave differently in identical situa-
tions, and these outcomes can be greatly influenced by local context.3 For
example, Hastorf and Cantril (1954) showed that the judgments about the
fairness of referees in the same football game diverged significantly between
students at different schools and suggested that these differences were
linked to the students’ roles as fans partial to one team. Moreover, studies
on priming show that randomly selected groups of people can behave very
similarly because of the influence of common contextual information. For
example, subjects asked to play a game based on the prisoner’s dilemma
behaved more cooperatively when told it was the Community Game and
more competitively when told it was theWall Street Game (Liberman, Sam-
uels, and Ross 2004). The name of the game predicted performance more
accurately than personality assessments.4

Furthermore, social psychological findings suggest that context may be
even more important under conditions of uncertainty. In a series of studies,
Tversky and Kahneman (1974) found that people disproportionately draw
on experiences and information that are locally representative or especially
vivid to make decisions under uncertainty. Social psychologists have also
found that desire for a certain outcomemay bias judgment of the nature and
likelihood of the outcome, as well as the rules used to assess the situation
(Kunda [1990] provides a review of this body of research).
On the basis of this body of work, we suggest that individuals residing in

different communities, such as those attending different schools or treated
to different primes in the lab, are likely to make different decisions about
how to address energy infrastructure project proposals. We do not expect
that all individuals in a community will come to the same conclusions.
There will be variation. But, like the social psychologists we cite, we argue
that the context in which individuals are embedded will shape the average
response. Since we are interested in collective action to a community issue,
we do not measure individual reactions directly. The average response will
influence the relative size of the pool of individuals withmobilization poten-
tial and ultimately the subsequent volume action. Given that the risks asso-
ciated with projects are uncertain, judgments about a project will be even
more heavily influenced by context than if impacts were clear. Judgments

3We present a few examples. See Moskowitz (2005) for a thorough review of this
4This result alignswellwith preliminary results of our research. In earlierwork (results not
shown), we found that general behavior and attitudes supporting environmental causes,
which one would predict would be associated with community mobilization against these
projects, were not powerful predictors of oppositional action.

literature.
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about, and subsequent responses to, a project will be highly influenced by
common local experiences and issues that are understood as relevant or sa-

American Journal of Sociology
lient to the project proposal.
In the case of opposition to energy infrastructure projects, we believe that

local experiences related to land use and infrastructure issues will play a
powerful role in determiningwhether people believe that a proposed project
is threatening and are motivated to mobilize against it. These past experi-
ences will be more salient to the degree to which they are similar to the pro-
posed project and occurred in the recent past.We emphasize the presence of
similar technologies because individuals are likely to evaluate information
about a new proposal in light of experiences with the existing technology. If
a similar industry already exists in the community and has generated few, if
any, negative consequences, it is unlikely that community members will
think that a new project is a threat. On the other hand, if a community has
already had negative experiences with a similar proposal or technology, it
will draw on this experience and be more wary about new proposals. For
energy infrastructure projects, this experience may be rooted in prior oppo-
sition to a similar proposal or dissatisfaction with the operation of an exist-
ing similar industry. Indeed, Beamish (2001) showed in a case study that the
existing relationship between residents and an oil company helped shape
their perception of subsequent risks.
Communities that have little positive or negative experience with a sim-

ilar industry to draw onmay be wary of a project because it is new but may
also be more open to arguments about costs and benefits. A determining
factor in this context may be a community’s desire to realize the economic
benefits of a large development project. In communities facing economic
hardship, residents will likely emphasize the economic benefits and under-
estimate or deemphasize the potential drawbacks. In this situation, while
the communitymay recognize some threats, motivation tomobilize in oppo-
sition may be largely absent. On the other hand, in the absence of economic
hardship, community residents may find new development less desirable
andmaybemotivated toavoideven small orunlikelynegative consequences,
thereby opposing the project. In sum, we argue that key features of commu-
nity context are better indicators ofmotivation thanmore conventionalmea-
sures of threat.

DATA AND METHODS
Because all large, potentially controversial, infrastructure projects are re-
quired to file an EIS, these records provide the population of projects from
which we selected cases for study. Cases were drawn from the Cambridge
Scientific Abstracts Illumina Digests of Environmental Impact Statements
that contains all EISs from the Federal Register. The population of cases
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was limited to proposals for new energy infrastructure projects for which a
final EIS was completed between 2004 and 2007 to ensure that the window

Community Response to Environmental Risk
for potential collective action would be closed once the study commenced.
After randomly drawing a sample, we dropped three cases (15% of the sam-
pling frame) since it was not feasible to conduct subsequent data collection
because of difficulty obtaining local newspapers records.5 The sample was
then supplemented with three California projects for which data had al-
ready been collected in previous research by the second author.6 The final
sample consists of 20 communities responding to 18 projects in 12 states
regarding proposals for LNG terminals (13),7 nuclear-related projects (two),
a hydroelectric project, a wind farm, and a cogeneration project to supply
electricity to an existing oil refinery.8 Initial proposal dates span from ear-
ly 2001 to 2005.
For each communitywe collected data from theU.S. CensusBureau (2000

Demographic Profiles and 2003, 2004, 2005 American Fact Finder Data
Sets), the National Center for Charitable Statistics (2001), and county clerks’
offices to gather community characteristics used to score some of our causal
conditions.9 Summary statistics for these data listed in table 1 demonstrate

5For the purposes of efficiency, we searched newspapers via online databases and online

archives provided by the publication. The publications in these communities had no ob-
tainable electronic records, making comparable levels of search logistically infeasible.
6Cabrillo Port was in the sampling frame.Mare Island andLongBeachwere not because
these projects were withdrawn before a final EIS was completed. To address concerns
about including these three cases that were not originally part of the sample, we con-
ducted analyses dropping these cases and found the same pattern of results.
7We use county as the unit of analysis in 18 of 20 communities.While it is always difficult
to artificially define community, we used three case-based criteria to do so. First, if any
local decision makers were involved in voting on a project, it was generally at the county
level. Second, projects tend to be located in unincorporated parts of the county. Third,
infrastructure associated with these projects, such as pipelines, transmission lines, and
tanker traffic, tends to spread across multiple city jurisdictions. For these reasons it was
not uncommon to observe interest from people across a single county.We took care to use
city-level analysis in two cases in which the county did not accurately meet these criteria
and did not reflect the composition of the mobilizing community (Malibu and Long
Beach, California). To address concerns that comparing cities and counties would violate
the unit homogeneity assumption, we conducted separate analysis without the two cities
and found a similar pattern of results.

9See hppt:censtats.census.gov/pub/Profiles.shtml and http://factfinder.census.gov/servlet
/DatasetMainPageServlet?_program=ACS&_submenuId=datasets_2&_lang=en.

8The number of communities does not correspond to the number of projects because
some projects provoked reactions from two distinct communities. Ventura County and
the City ofMalibu, California, both opposed the Cabrillo Port LNGproposal. Gloucester
County, New Jersey, and New Castle County, Delaware, both responded to the Crown
Landing LNG proposal. There are exactly 17 unique communities among our cases be-
cause some communities were the site of multiple proposals. Thus, our 20 communities
can be thought of as communities-by-project, similar to the way time-series data are pre-
sented in state-years.
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that the communities in the sample are quite diverse. The population and
population density statistics show that there are rural and urban commu-

American Journal of Sociology
nities ranging from as few as 10,000 residents to communities with almost
2 million residents. Median household incomes range from well below na-
tional averages ($23,000) towell above ($102,000). Unemployment at the time
of proposals also varied widely from 3% to 18%. Levels of education varied,
with the majority of residents being college graduates in some communities
(59%) to very few holding a degree (8%). Measures of civic capacity also var-
ied. Some communities hadmore than 10 times the number of nonprofits than
others, and voter turnout in presidential elections ranged from 42% to 79%.
(Specific data sources for each community can be found in app. table A1.)
Values specific to each community can be found throughout appendix B.
Besides utilizing secondary data mentioned above, we also collected data

from local newspapers and field interviews. In order to understand impor-
tant and controversial issues in the community, aswell as political and social
attitudes prior to the proposal’s announcement, we read, coded, and sum-
marized letters to the editor and editorials appearing in local newspapers on
every third day during the year prior to the proposal.
Next, our team read every article, editorial, and letter related to the pro-

posed project from the day it became public until a final decision. This al-
lowed us to understand in detail the project review process and commu-
nity response. In total, members of the research team read 1,620 articles
(an average of 81 per community) and 1,098 letters and editorials (an aver-
age of 55 per community).
The newspaper also served as our primary source for data on the na-

ture and amount of oppositional collective action in each community.While
reading newspapers, researchers systematically cataloged all major events
related to the approval process (protests, hearings, report releases, infor-
mational meetings, parties, conferences and workshops, votes, and court
proceedings), their stance (support, oppose, neutral), sponsor (organizationor
individual), scope (local, statewide, national), number of attendees, and loca-
tion. Additionally, we counted letters to the editor and editorials by stance to-
ward the project. (Specific values for each community can be found in app. B.)
To identify interviewees, we systematically cataloged names of commu-

nity members, elected government officials, agency officials, company em-
ployees, and other significant actors who appeared in newspaper articles
and counted the number of times eachwasmentioned. The authors and two
other researchers arranged and conducted a total of 172 semistructured inter-
views with these individuals. On average, eight one-hour long interviews
were conducted in each community. The purpose of interviews was to better
understand how the case unfolded, community member judgments of each
project, and the type and level of collective action that occurred.
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Methods

Community Response to Environmental Risk
Testing theories of movement emergence requires the use of methods that
can achieve two ends. First, as McAdam, McCarthy, and Zald (1996, p. 7)
wrote, “Understanding the mix of factors that give rise to a movement is the
oldest, and arguably the most important, question in the field.” Diverse
methodological approaches, including experiments (Gamson, Fireman, and
Rytina 1982) and comparative case studies (Cress and Snow 2000), show
that it is a combination of factors that results in mobilization, not any single
factor. Therefore, the method should provide results that demonstrate the
precise mixes, or recipes, of conditions that correspond with mobilization
and nonmobilization.
Case studies provide tremendous insight into the combination of factors

thought to be essential for the emergence of a specific movement. Unfortu-
nately, generalization from one or a few cases is difficult, and variation in
outcome is often not present. In contrast, studies that apply statistical meth-
ods to large samples allow one to generalize and typically providemore var-
iation in outcome. Yet, as vanDyke and Soule (2002) point out, these studies
often stray from the theoretical importance of combinations by focusing on
only one condition at a time or making the conditions compete for explana-
tory power.
Second, the method chosen must precisely test the theoretical statements

at hand. Social movement theory usually indicates a set relationships be-
tween causal and outcome conditions. For example, the statement “commu-
nities mobilize when they have resources” can be interpreted in two differ-
ent ways, suggesting different empirical situations. The first interpretation
is that resources are necessary for mobilization. In this situation, communi-
ties thatmobilize are a subset of all communities with resources. The second
interpretation is that resources are sufficient for mobilization: communities
with resources are a subset of all communities thatmobilize. Sufficiencymeans
that resources are enough formobilization to occur, but there are otherways
to arrive at the outcome. Untangling these relationships is critical to provid-
ing an accurate causal account of any phenomenon.
To honor the importance of combinations and their precise set relation-

ships, we use fuzzy-set/qualitative comparative analysis (fs/QCA), devel-
oped byCharles Ragin (1987, 2000, 2008), to analyze our data. Focusing our
data collection on a relatively small sample size of 20 communities has al-
lowed us to retain a rich qualitative understanding of each case. In addition,
using the logic of Boolean algebra, we are able to describe precise theoret-
ical relationships and achieve some of the explanatory power associated
with large-N studies. Fuzzy-set/QCA examines set-theoretic relationships,
generates causal recipes (or combinations of conditions that correspond
with the phenomenon), and reduces these recipes to their simplest form.
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Unlike older versions of QCA that restrict values of outcome and causal
conditions to binary differences in kind (zero when out of the set and one

American Journal of Sociology
when in the set), fs/QCA allows values to reflect differences in kind and dif-
ferences in degree. Consider two communities that mobilized. One commu-
nity might stage several large protests, whereas the other organizes collec-
tive appearances by a handful of citizens at EIS review hearings. In QCA,
both communities would score a 1 for the mobilization outcome. Fuzzy-set/
QCA distinguishes between these communities by assigning intermediate
(fuzzy) values. Zero still indicates that a community is completely out of the
set, and 1 still indicates that a community is completely in the set. Values in
between can represent cases that aremostly but not fully in the set (.8), more
in than out of the set (.6), ambiguous (.5), more out than in the set (.4), or
mostly but not fully out of the set (.2).
After coding, fs/QCA uses Boolean algebra to analyze the relationships

between multiple causal conditions and the outcome. The results provide
causal recipes, or combinations of conditions, associated with the phenom-
enon. Thus, different causal recipes can result in the same outcome. For ex-
ample, the combinations of (1) threat and political opportunity or (2) threat
and resources may both be sufficient to generate collective action. As more
causal conditions are added to the analysis, the number of possible recipes
multiplies. In the simple binary case, for example, three casual conditions
result in eight (23) possible recipes. Therefore, fs/QCA uses logic and case
evidence to reduce recipes to their simplest form.
The fit between the causal recipe and case-based evidence is assessed us-

ing two measures: consistency and coverage. Consistency refers to the de-
gree to which cases with the causal combination (X) display the outcome of
interest (Y). A perfect score for consistency (1.00) suggests that the causal
combination always results in the outcome. Thus, consistency (I) is calcu-
lated using the following equation:

IXY 5ominðxi; yiÞ=o xi;

where X represents a single condition or a recipe, Y represents the outcome
of interest, xi represents the value of a given case in the set X, and yi repre-
sents the value of a given case in the set Y. A value of .8 is the conventional
benchmark beyond which a condition or recipe is considered consistent.
Values above this indicate that the data provide a recipe that is more con-
sistent with the presence of the outcome than its absence.
Besides knowing whether a recipe is more consistent with the presence

of an outcome than its absence, we might also wish to know how common
the recipe is. For example, a recipe may be consistent with the outcome
but describe few cases. Coverage (C) provides an assessment of how much
740
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of the outcome is explained by the recipe and is calculated using the fol-
lowing equation:

Community Response to Environmental Risk
CXY 5ominðxi; yiÞ=o yi;

where X represents a single condition or a recipe, Y represents the outcome
of interest, xi represents the value of a given case in the set X, and yi repre-
sents the value of a given case in the set Y. Solution coverage indicates how
much a group of recipes explains the outcome.

Coding Fuzzy-Set Membership
We use a variety of methods to operationalize our quantitative and qualita-
tive data into fuzzy-set scores.10 Sometimes we assign a dichotomous value
reflecting the presence or absence of a factor. Other times we combine mul-
tiple measures through a standardized procedure to capture various dimen-
sions of a concept in a single score. We detail this procedure in our discus-
sion of the outcome condition, mobilization, and utilize it to score political
opportunity and civic capacity. Finally, we sometimes generate and apply a
coding scheme based on our expert knowledge of the cases to assign scores.
When this is done, we conduct sensitivity analyses to ensure that the results
are not an artifact of the coding scheme but indeed are related to the concept
at hand. Appendix B providesmore detailed explanations of how each score
was calculated, as well as original values for each data point.

Outcome Condition: Oppositional Mobilization
In deciding whether a community belongs to the set of communities that
mobilized in opposition to a project, we used a coding scheme that incorpo-
rated three separate features: (a) evidence of collective action, (b) the overall
volume of oppositional action in the community, and (c) the use of noninsti-
tutional tactics.
To address the collective nature of mobilization, we counted both nonin-

stitutional action and collective behavior in institutionalized settings (e.g.,
lawsuits, coordinated appearances at EIS meetings, and community-
initiated information and strategymeetings) as evidence of collective action.
10The use of fuzzy (as opposed to crisp) sets allows for amore nuanced coding of our causal
and outcome conditions, which is more consistent with our in-depth knowledge of the
cases. To check for robustness, we also conducted all analyses using crisp sets and found
similar results.
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To capture the overall volume of opposition to the project, we used infor-
mation about noninstitutional activities (the number of protests), other col-

American Journal of Sociology
lective activities (the number of coordinated appearances and the number
of public meetings), and activities that can express opposition by single in-
dividuals (the number of opposing comments at EIS hearings, opposing let-
ters to the editor, andwhether a lawsuit was filed).We combined all of these
measures into a single score using the following procedure. First, each of
these measures received a fuzzy-set code based on its percentile rank rela-
tive to other communities. For example, Malibu had five protests that fell
in the 80th percentile relative to the other 19 communities and so was as-
signed a .8. With the same method, Malibu received a 1 for the number of
coordinated appearances, a .8 for the number of public meetings, a .8 for the
number of people commenting atEIShearings, a .8 for the number of letters,
and a 0 because no lawsuit was filed. Next, these six normalized values were
summed together, giving Malibu a total of 4.2 (.8 1 1 1 .8 1 .8 1 .8 1 0).
The summed scores for all 20 communities ranged from 0 to 4.4.With a 4.2,
Malibu fell in the 80th percentile and was assigned an overall score of .8,
placing it mostly but not fully in the set of communities with a high volume
of oppositional activity.
Finally, to be in the set of communities that mobilized (score above .5, the

point of maximum ambiguity), the community had to show evidence of col-
lective and noninstitutional behavior and a score above .5 on volume of ac-
tivity. If both collective and noninstitutional actions were evident, the com-
munity’s final score on mobilization was identical to its volume score, if its
volume score was 1 or .8. Otherwise, its final mobilization score was a .6.
Communities with evidence of collective behavior or noninstitutional be-
havior (but not both) fell out of the set and received a score equivalent to
their volume score. Communities with no evidence of collective behavior or
noninstitutional action scored a 0.
Table 2 provides the name of each community, the type of project pro-

posed, and final fuzzy-set scores for the outcome condition—mobiliza-
tion—as well as all other causal conditions, the coding of which we describe
next.

Threat
Risks associated with large energy infrastructure projects include threats to
public safety, health, the environment, and property and are known to elicit
aNIMBY (Not inMyBackYard) response (Dear 1992;Hunter andLeyden
1995; Lober 1995; Vajjhala and Fischbeck 2007; Gallagher, Ferreira, and
Convery 2008). These threats are conceptually similar to those identified in
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previous social movement studies and the literature on facility siting, where
aspects of a facility such as type, size, proximity to residences, and the like-

American Journal of Sociology
lihood of causing health and environmental damages are referred to as
“risks” (Boholm 2004; Freudenburg 2004; Schively 2007).
This set of threats can be captured using information on project type and

proximity.11 Project type provides information about the technology used
and its particular environmental, health, and safety risks. For example, we
might expect a power plant to pose different risks than a wind farm. The
proximity of any large industrial project to areas not zoned for industrial
development, especially residential areas, is critically important to argu-
ments about health, safety, and property threats. For example, a large explo-
sion would affect a community more if it were close enough to burn homes
and kill bystanders. Similarly, unsightly views, noise, pollution, and traffic
caused by a project pose more threat to people and property values if they
are close to areas where these problems do not currently exist.
All projects in our study are potentially threatening. If theywere not, they

would not have been subject to the EIS process. Scoring projects on the ba-
sis of type and proximity is an attempt to capture the remaining variation in
risk. To score this condition, we began by assigning fuzzy scores to com-
munities by project type according to findings by Slovic (1987). The two
nuclear-related projects scored a 1 (fully in the set of threatening project
types) because they are the most risky. Open-loop LNG projects scored
.8. They have all the risks associated with LNG, but the technology uses
seawater to regasify LNG and therefore poses an added risk to fisheries.
Closed-loop LNG facilities and the cogeneration project received a .6.
These projects are similar with regard to risks associatedwith transporting,
converting, and storing natural gas products. The hydroelectric project
scored a .4 because of well-documented effects on ecosystems, and the wind
project scored a .2 since these projects are considered relatively benign and
typically generate controversy related to obstruction of views rather than
safety, health, and environmental threats.
Next, we scored projects on the basis of proximity to residential commu-

nities. The two projects zero miles away received a score of 1, nine projects
one or twomiles away scored a .8, two projects six miles away received a .6,
six projects 11–15 miles away scored a .4, and the project 38 miles away
scored a .2. After scoring type and proximity, we added the scores and as-
signed new fuzzy final scores by giving the highest a score of 1, the next
highest .8, and so on.

11Comparing threats across diverse projects is a difficult task. That said, we ran identical
tests on the 16 LNGprojects alone to “control” for threat (dropping threat as a causal con-

dition) and found identical substantive results. Community context outperformed the
combination of civic capacity and political opportunity even when examining only oppo-
sition to LNG projects.

744

This content downloaded  on Tue, 5 Mar 2013 11:35:18 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


The final scores depict project threat as a combination of type and prox-
imity to the community. Two projects scored a 1 and were fully in the set of

Community Response to Environmental Risk
threatening projects: the proposal to build another nuclear reactor in Clai-
borne County, Mississippi, and an LNG project that was particularly close
to nonindustrial areas. Eleven projects received a score of .8 (mostly but not
fully in the set of threatening projects) and included the nuclear storage fa-
cility, several onshore LNG projects just one or two miles from residential
areas, and the cogeneration project. An open-loop LNG project 11 miles
from shore scored a .6, putting it more in than out of the set of threatening
projects. The remaining offshore LNG projects as well as the open-loop
LNG project 38 miles from shore received a .4, putting them more out than
in the set of threatening projects. Finally, the wind project received a score
of .2, putting it mostly but not fully out of the set of threatening projects,
reflecting the fact that the technology is not particularly threatening and the
site was six miles from town.

Political Opportunity
In recent years, political opportunity has been criticized for subsuming
many conceptually different ideas, mechanisms, and measurements (Gam-
son andMeyer 1996; Goodwin and Jasper 1999; Meyer and Minkoff 2004).
Here we limit our definition of the concept to how open the institutionalized
political system is to claims by movement actors.
To score political opportunity, we used three indicators: electoral vulner-

ability of decisionmakers, temporal proximity to an upcoming election, and
jurisdiction. First, following Skocpol (1985), we noted that bureaucrats are
able to act independently of public pressure. In contrast, elected officials are
much more susceptible to public opinion. Therefore, decision-making bod-
ies that comprise elected officials will present opponents with more political
leverage than those that are highly bureaucratic. Thus, we first measured
the proportion of decision makers who were elected officials. Next, because
elected officials are held accountable through the election process, an elec-
tion presents another window of political opportunity. Thus, communities
where elected decisionmakers were up for reelection during the review pro-
cess were scored in the set (scoring 1) and out otherwise (scoring 0). Finally,
studies show that local actors have less influence over decisions under na-
tional jurisdiction (Andrews 2004; Boudet and Ortolano 2010). Thus, we
contend that greater political opportunity results when local officials (as op-
posed to state or national officials) are responsible for the decision about a
project. We scored the jurisdiction of decision makers using the following
coding scheme: a case received a 1 if the elected officials were local, .6 if
there was at least one local elected official, and 0 if there were no local
elected officials on the decision-making body. These three aspects were then
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combined into a single score of membership in the set of communities with
opportune political structures.

American Journal of Sociology
Civic Capacity
Three proxies were also combined to assign communities to the set of high
levels of civic capacity.Civic capacity corresponds to the concept of resources
from our theoretical discussion but is more accurate because we stress orga-
nizational resources rather than economic resources. The number of non-
profits per capita is used as a proxy for organizational capacity, following
Molotch, Freudenburg, and Paulsen (2000), Sherman (2004), and Boudet
(2010).We used voter turnout figures as a proxy for community involvement
in the democratic decision-making process, similarly toHamilton (1993). Fi-
nally, the percentage of community members with a college education was
used as a proxy for community members’ general knowledge and sense of
efficacy. Studies show that education levels are not only a major predictor
of volunteerism and community involvement (Musick and Wilson 2008)
but also the only consistent determining factor of oppositional attitudes to
locally unwanted land uses (Freudenburg and Gramling 1994).

Similar Industry
Weused the presence of a similar industry in the community as a proxy for a
community’s familiarity with a technology similar to the one proposed.
This condition was scored on the basis of the research on each individual
case. Communities with extensive similar industry scored a 1. All other
communities received a 0. The presence of similar industry may denote the
type of “developmental channelization” described in Gramling and Freu-
denburg (1996, p. 483). They argue that “as the various components of the
human environment become adapted to a given form of development activ-
ity, there is a tendency for new skills, knowledge, tools, networks, and other
resources to be built up around that activity. . . . [This process] narrows a
region’s options, because time, resources, human capital, are devoted to a
particular developmental scenario, sometimes limiting the options for alter-
native scenarios” (Gramling and Freudenburg 2006, p. 456). In essence, the
existing industry becomes a highly salient feature of the community espe-
cially with reference to decisions about development.

Previous Oppositional Experience
Previous experience opposing such a project or a similar issue may sensitize
a community to a newly proposed project. Our coding scheme accounts for
the existence of such an experience and how similar the experience was to

746
This content downloaded  on Tue, 5 Mar 2013 11:35:18 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


the proposal under consideration. Time and similarity are important be-
cause communitymemberswill bemore likely to drawparallels between ex-

Community Response to Environmental Risk
periences that were more recent and similar than those that occurred far in
the past or share only minor or abstract characteristics. We learned of prior
events through our newspaper searches and field interviews. Because our
respondents were often activist leaders in the communities, politicians, and
industry experts, we are confident that by triangulating their responses with
newspaper accounts, we were able to get a comprehensive picture of previ-
ous oppositional experiences in the community. In some cases their re-
sponses confirmed our theory that community members would understand
present struggles through the lens of past experience. It was not uncommon
for them tomention and compare the issue under study to other issues with-
out prompting. When interviewees did not bring up past experiences inde-
pendently, the interview schedule included questions about major commu-
nity issues prior to the proposal as well as how similar this response was to
typical responses. Using this information, we assigned communities a score
of 1 if they opposed the exact same type of project. They scored a .8 if they
had a previous oppositional experience with a similar project any time in
the past. They scored a .6 if they experienced a major dispute regarding
land use (but not specifically energy) in recent years. Otherwise, the commu-
nity scored a 0. (Detailed descriptions of the previous oppositional experi-
ences can be found in app. B.)

Economic Hardship
We suggest that the potential economic benefits of a project may cause a
community to downplay potential threats and limit motivation to mobilize
in opposition. Because the benefits of a project to a local community are typ-
ically economic, this interest should stem from a state of economic hardship
such that the community would actively support investment. Each commu-
nity was scored relative to the others on the basis of its unemployment rate,
reflecting a need for jobs, and its relatively low median income, reflecting a
need for general investment. Thefinal score combined these twodimensions.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
We have argued that, without looking at counterfactual cases (in which com-
munities do not mobilize), it is impossible to know if high levels of political
opportunity, civic capacity, and threat are necessary formobilization or low
levels are sufficient for nonmobilization as classic arguments suggest. In
table 3, we assess the necessity and sufficiency of these conditions in our
sample of cases. In all tables below, uppercase letters indicate high levels of
a condition and lowercase letters indicate low levels or the absence of a con-
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dition. In table 3, our theoretical expectations about the correspondence be-
tween the levels of the condition and the mobilization outcome are listed in

TABLE 3
Number of Communities in the Set for Each Condition by the Sets of

Communities Where Movements and Where No Movement Emerged and

Theoretical Expectation

MOVEMENT EMERGED?

CAUSAL CONDITION PRESENT?

Yes
(Theoretical
Expectation)

No
(Theoretical
Expectation) CASES

Motivation:
Threat:
Y: THREAT . . . . . . . 7 (necessary) 7 14
N: threat . . . . . . . . . . 3 3* (sufficient) 6

Oppositional experience:
Y: EXP . . . . . . . . . . . 7 5 12
N: exp . . . . . . . . . . . . 3 5 (sufficient) 8

Similar existing industry:
Y: SIM . . . . . . . . . . . . 5 8 (sufficient) 13
N: sim . . . . . . . . . . . . 5 2 7

Economic hardship:
Y: HARDSHIP . . . . . . 4 3 (sufficient) 7
N: hardship . . . . . . . . 6 7 13

Capability:
Civic Capacity:
Y: CAPACITY . . . . . . 5 (necessary) 3 8
N: capacity . . . . . . . . . 5 7* (sufficient) 12

Political opportunity:
Y: POLITICAL . . . . . 7 (necessary) 3 10
N: political . . . . . . . . . 3 7 (sufficient) 10

Cases in set . . . . . . . . . . . . 10 10

NOTE.—N 5 20. Uppercase letters indicate high levels of a condition and lowercase letters
indicate low levels of a condition. Theoretical expectations described in the text are listed in
parentheses.

* Sufficiency coefficient > .80.

American Journal of Sociology
parentheses.
We find no evidence that high levels of threat, civic capacity, or political

opportunity are necessary for mobilization. The table shows that half of
the communities facing high levels of threat mobilize and half do not. Low
levels of threat are sufficient to explain no mobilization. But three commu-
nities that face low-threat projects mobilize anyway. If a project is not very
threatening, what motivates action? The same pattern holds true for civic
capacity. A high level of civic capacity is not necessary for mobilization,
but a low level is sufficient to explain nonmobilization. Still, five commu-
nities with low levels of civic capacity mobilized anyway. Finally, we find
that low levels of political opportunity are not sufficient for nonmobiliza-
tion, supporting our argument that political opportunity may be less impor-
tant in explaining these types of movements.
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These results suggest the importance of examining combinations of causal
conditions, or recipes, formobilization, as opposed to single conditions.Table 4

TABLE 4
Recipes Explaining Movement Emergence and No Movement Using Threat (T),

Political Opportunity (P), and Civic Capacity (C)

EMERGENCE

EXPECTED?

MOVEMENT EMERGED?

COMBINATION Yes No

TPC . . . . . . Y 2: Solano County,
Mobile County

1: Whatcom County

tPC . . . . . . . Unclear 2: Malibu, Calif.,
Ventura County

1: Essex County

TPc . . . . . . . Unclear 2: Long Beach,
Riverside County

1: Brazoria County

TpC. . . . . . . Unclear 1: New Castle
County

1: Providence, R.I.

tPc. . . . . . . . N 1: Cameron Parish
Gulf Landing

tpC . . . . . . . N
Tpc . . . . . . . N 2: Aiken County,

Claiborne County
4: Gloucester County, Cameron Parish
Creole Trail, San Patricio Cheniere,
San Patricio Vista del Sol

tpc . . . . . . . . N 2: Cassia County, Cameron Parish
Sabine Pass

NOTE.—N 5 20. Uppercase letters indicate high levels of a condition and lowercase letters
indicate low levels of a condition.

Community Response to Environmental Risk
presents each of the possible combinations of threat, civic capacity, and po-
litical opportunity and lists the communities in each causal recipe on the
basis of mobilization outcome. A classic understanding of threat, political
opportunity, and civic capacity (TPC) suggests that all three must be pres-
ent at relatively high levels for a movement to emerge. Three communities
in our sample correspondwith this combination: Solano,Mobile, andWhat-
com Counties. However, Solano and Mobile mobilize while Whatcom does
not. Hadwe studied only communities that mobilized, wewould never have
observed the fact that a community with all the “right” ingredients (What-
com) did not mobilize. In fact, table 4 shows that a total of five of the eight
possible combinations of these conditions correspond with both mobiliza-
tion and no mobilization. This suggests that, when counterfactual cases are
included in the sample, the classic components of social movement theory
are inadequate to distinguish between mobilizing and nonmobilizing cases.
Throughout the article, we have advocated for explanations of emer-

gence that include bothmotivation and capability.We have argued that the
main problem with the classic model above is that objective measures of
threat are not good proxies for motivation. Capability matters, but only in
combinationwithmotivation, and there is some evidence that it maymatter
less for movements not specifically related to social and political disadvan-

749
This content downloaded  on Tue, 5 Mar 2013 11:35:18 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


tage. To illustrate these points, we describe four community responses in
detail, comparing cases with similar levels of threat but different mobiliza-

American Journal of Sociology
tion outcomes. Ventura County, California, and Cameron Parish, Louisi-
ana, face LNG projects that pose relatively low levels of threat. As ex-
pected, Cameron Parish does not mobilize but, surprisingly, Ventura does.
The other two cases we focus on, Claiborne County, Mississippi, andWhat-
com County, Washington, both face projects with relatively high levels of
threat. Yet we observe mobilization in the community with low levels of
capability and little mobilization in the community with high levels of capa-
bility. We show how community context explains these unexpected results.

Low Threat, Different Actions
The first pair of cases faced similar and relatively unthreatening proposals
for LNG terminals. The Cabrillo Port LNG terminal in Ventura County,
California, was mostly but not fully out of the set of threatening projects
(scoring .4) because it was located 14 miles offshore. The Sabine Pass LNG
terminal in Cameron Parish, Louisiana, also scored a .4 on our conventional
measure of threat because it was rather remote, located 12 miles from res-
idential areas. Thus, if we evaluated the motivation to mobilize on the
threat posed by the facility alone, both cases would seem unlikely locations
for a movement. Yet community reactions were extremely different. Cam-
eron Parish did not mobilize, but mobilization in Ventura County was ex-
tensive, involving a total of 338 letters to the editor, 138 speakers at a single
EIS hearing, five coordinated actions at events organized by others, three
public meetings organized by opponents, and eight protest events.
A conventional account of the differentmobilization outcomes inVentura

County and Cameron Parish would suggest that because the threat of the
project was the same, the reason Ventura mobilized and Cabrillo Port did
not was that Ventura County had a high level of capability (political oppor-
tunity and civic capacity) whereas Cameron Parish did not. In fact, Cam-
eron Parish was never motivated to mobilize in the first place. Instead of
being neutral about the project, residents of Cameron Parish supported it.
Shortly after Cheniere LNG filed its application, a police juror (the equiv-
alent of a county commissioner) was quoted in the local newspaper as say-
ing to Cheniere representatives at a public meeting, “All of Cameron Parish
is behind your project. When you called, I thought we had got a call from
heaven” (Wise 2003). In contrast, opposition of the Cabrillo Port project
was widespread and vehement. John Flynn, a Ventura County supervisor,
noted, “The public safety issue was important. People were scared and ner-
vous about this big facility and the presence of the gas” (interview with the
second author, May 2, 2007). The mayor of nearby Malibu, Andy Stern,
expressed the concerns vividly: “If you read the EIR, basically we’re guar-
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anteed a significant amount of air pollution in the best case. In the worst
case, there is an enormous potential for catastrophe, and there is nothing

Community Response to Environmental Risk
you can do to mitigate this potential except not to build it here. . . . If that
thing blows, it would cause devastation to the wildlife. They say that the
good news is that any explosion won’t hit land, but what if you’re out there
fishing with your kid?” (interview with the second author, March 19, 2007).
Why were Ventura County residents so motivated to oppose an LNG proj-
ect that Cameron Parish residents welcomed? In the next few paragraphs
we will show how community context accounts for this difference.
The presence of a similar industry in Cameron Parish was particularly

important in shaping the view of the project. Louisiana has a long history
of accepting and encouraging energy-related development on and near its
shores (Gramling and Freudenburg 1996). At the time of the Sabine Pass
proposal, Cameron Parish residents knew about LNG terminals. Nearby
Lake Charles, Louisiana, had served as home to one of only four existing
LNG facilities in the United States since 1981. As a result, residents had
grown accustomed to its operations and did not fear LNG. Kristi Darby, of
Louisiana State University, commented in a Mobile (Ala.) Press-Register
article that “people in Louisiana are used to having the petroleum industry
around. The oil industry has been in Louisiana for decades. The communi-
ties are not afraid [of LNG]” ( James 2005).
The community considered LNG not only a “natural” extension of the oil

and gas industry but also a way to brighten Louisiana’s and the parish’s
dwindling economic prospects. At the Federal Energy Regulatory Commis-
sion hearing about the draft EIS for the Sabine Pass project, BobbyConner,
the local tax assessor, asserted that

Cheniere Energy . . .would be a great help to our tax base, which is dwindling . . .
because . . . everybody’s going deeper and deeper offshore to drill for oil and
In f
then
gas these days. And the LNG facility, it would be real welcome. . . . Since 1999,
Louisiana has lost 4,000 jobs in the petrochemical industry and is on track to
lose another 18,000 in 2004–2005. Nowhere have they been stinged [sic] more
sharply than the ammonia fertilizer industrywhere natural gas makes up 90 per-
cent of the process. Four years ago therewere nine aluminumplants inLouisiana.
Today we have three. This has made the LNG project a top priority in our state
and in our nation. (Federal Energy Regulatory Commission 2004, p. 22)

act, the Southwest Louisiana Partnership for Economic Development,
a newly created public entity whose board included elected represen-
tatives from each of the five parishes it served (including Cameron), was ac-
tively seeking industrial development prior to the Sabine Pass proposal.
In contrast, themotivation to oppose Cabrillo Port inCalifornia stemmed

from the lack of a similar industry combined with prior experience. The lo-
cation of the Cabrillo Port facility offshore of Oxnard and only one hour
south of Santa Barbara placed it in a well-known hotbed of coastal and en-
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vironmental activism. In fact, many scholars believe that the 1969 oil spill
in Santa Barbara and the associated community reaction marked the birth

American Journal of Sociology
of the modern U.S. environmental movement (Easton 1970; Molotch 1970;
Molotch et al. 2000). The idea that the local environment could be adversely
and negatively affected by this industry had been a salient issue for decades.
When the Cabrillo Port project was proposed, residents of Ventura

County also already had a great deal of experience opposing LNG facili-
ties: first in 1974 when the Western LNG Terminal Company requested
approval of an onshore LNG import site at Oxnard and again in 2002 when
Oxy Energy Services sought to purchase part of the Ormond Beach Wet-
lands to construct an onshore LNG facility. Many of the same groups that
originally opposed the 1974 proposal—both former and current members
of the Oxnard City Council, the Sierra Club, and the Environmental De-
fense Center—were involved in a successful effort to stop Oxy by convinc-
ing the Coastal Conservancy to purchase the property. Thus, prior to the
Cabrillo Port proposal, Ventura County was home to a significant network
of people who thought that LNG was a threat.
Once motivated, activists in Ventura County exploited the political op-

portunity offered by decision-making structures that were more open to lo-
cal concerns and high levels of civic capacity to generate widespread oppo-
sition. Broken Hill Proprietary’s (BHP’s) Cabrillo Port proposal first went
public when the company submitted applications to the Federal Maritime
Administration for a deepwater port license. This act triggered a federal
EIS, led by the U.S. Coast Guard, and a state environmental impact report
(EIR), led by the State Lands Commission. Despite a low-key public an-
nouncement, limited to the newspapers, many politically active Ventura
County residents became aware of the facility because they were monitor-
ing energy industry activities on theWest Coast as a result of their previous
fights against LNG. These individuals and organizations quickly mobilized
against the facility, contacting local elected officials, picketing outside
BHP’s headquarters in Oxnard, and testifying at public meetings. Prior ex-
perience not only shaped the reaction but had a powerful effect on the com-
munity’s ability to learn about and quickly mobilize against the proposal.
With the release of the draft EIS/EIR and the resulting article in the Los

Angeles Times, a powerful group—the Sierra Club Great Coastal Places
Campaign—becameaware of the project and allied itselfwith the initialOx-
nard opponents. With this influx of resources, including the help of a paid
community organizer from the campaign, Oxnard activists began holding
regular meetings to plan opposition events. They held their first large-scale
protest—Hands along the Pipeline—in May 2005. This event marked the
end of the initial opposition group’s small weekly protests outside BHP’s of-
fices in Oxnard and the beginning of a larger mobilization effort in Oxnard.
With the Sierra Club heavily involved in creating an opposition strategy,
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opponents started to implement a variety of tactics: “tabling” at the farmers
market and festivals, canvassing neighborhoods with flyers and fact sheets,

Community Response to Environmental Risk
and organizing a larger letter-writing campaign and petition.
About the same time, Susan Jordan, a well-known coastal advocate and

director of Santa Barbara’s California Coastal Protection Network, joined
the opposition. Her previous efforts focused on enacting state legislation re-
quiring a ranking of all LNG proposals prior to approval. However, when
Cabrillo Port emerged as the front-runner in the race to site a facility, she
became involved in opposing the proposal itself. Her extensive prior expe-
rience was critical to the mobilization effort.
Jordan utilized her connections to garner monetary and technical re-

sources for themovement.Ozzie Silna, awealthy philanthropistwhoworked
with Jordan on Malibu’s Local Coastal Plan, funded a review of the draft
EIS/EIR by the Environmental Defense Center (EDC), a nonprofit law firm
in Southern California that Jordan had worked with previously. The EDC
provided the opposition with the technical and legal know-how to review
large, complicated regulatory documents, and Jordan provided the political
skills and connections to effectively lobby state officials and the governor. A
strong coalition against Cabrillo Port, involving the leadership of the Cali-
fornia Coastal Protection Network, the EDC, the Sierra Club, and Oxnard
environmental and social justice groups, began to take shape.
The involvement of state officials in the approval process created a key

political opportunity for opponents. The facility’s offshore location meant
that then California governor Arnold Schwarzenegger would have veto
authority over the proposal. Furthermore, two of the three members of the
California State Lands Commission, charged with reviewing the EIR,
were newly elected in November 2006. These same two individuals even-
tually voted to deny certification of the EIR inApril 2007. Several days later
the California Coastal Commission voted against the project. Governor
Schwarzenegger vetoed the project in May 2007.
In contrast, political opportunity and civic capacitywere low inCameron

Parish, butwefindno evidence that this accounted for the lack of opposition.
The communitywas not ignorant of the issues or incapable of acting. In fact,
the community did rally—in support of the project. The EIS process neces-
sitated two public hearings in the parish. Both were well attended, drawing
100–200 residents from a total population of fewer than 10,000. Although
our measures of civic capacity indicated relatively low levels of many types
of civic capacity, there was no lack of interest in the issue. Furthermore,
this interest and participation arose in the face of very low levels of political
opportunity. No elected officials were involved in decision making.
James Ducote, a former employee of Cameron Parish then working for

the state’s Economic Development Department (and who now works for
Cheniere Energy), was particularly instrumental in convincing Cheniere’s
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founder and chief executive officer, Charif Souki, to locate in Cameron Par-
ish. In fact, according to one interviewee, the original deal for the facility

American Journal of Sociology
was struck in the back of a pickup truck. Ducote took Souki to visit what
would eventually become the site of the Sabine Pass facility with the land-
owner, Butch Crain. The three shook hands on the deal during the visit.
This handshake deal between company, state, and private landowner be-
fore any public consultation occurred contrasts sharplywithwhat wemight
think of as a politically opportune process of decisionmaking.Nevertheless,
all comments were supportive of the facility, except for one lone naysayer,
Jerry Norris, a local fishing guide from Texas. Norris was concerned about
the placement of spoils from dredging associated with the construction of
the facility but was eventually persuaded to support the facility. The facility
was approved less than one year after Cheniere submitted its application.
Although the Sabine Pass proposal is explained by a combination of more

conventional factors from the study of social movements, had civic capacity
and political opportunity been present, there is little evidence to suggest that
residents would have opposed the proposal. In fact, it may have generated
even more support for the facility—support that stems from the parish’s
community context.
Both cases exemplify how community context factors, which have little

to do with the more traditional measure of threat, shape motivation. When
motivation is present, Ventura County shows that classical social move-
ment conditions (notably civic capacity and political opportunity) allowed
the movement to grow in intensity and ultimately prevail. In Cameron Par-
ish, the presence of a similar industry motivated support for the project, but
there is little evidence that the low levels of political opportunity and civic
capacity presented major barriers.

High Levels of Threat, Different Actions
Onemight suspect that community contextmatters onlywhen projects pose
relatively low levels of threat. Communities might be more flexible in their
response, given that the risks of nonaction are relatively low. In the next
paragraphs we show that community context matters for the reception of
relatively threatening projects aswell. Claiborne County,Mississippi, faced
a proposal to expand the existing Grand Gulf nuclear plant, and Whatcom
County,Washington, faced expansion of the British Petroleum (BP) Cherry
Point oil refinery. Owing to the nature of the technologies and their proxim-
ity to residential areas, both were relatively threatening proposals (scoring 1
and .8, respectively). AlthoughWhatcomCounty had high levels of political
opportunity and civic capacity, it did almost nothing to oppose the plant,
whereas Claiborne mobilized despite relatively low levels of capability. In
these communities, community context (the presence of a similar industry,
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prior experiences, and economic need) shaped motivation and, ultimately,
different reactions.

Community Response to Environmental Risk
In June 2002, BP first proposed a cogeneration facility to provide steam
and electricity to meet the operating needs of its adjacent refinery and
electrical power for local and regional consumption. The proposed facility
was to be located on BP-owned property, zoned for heavy impact indus-
trial development adjacent to the existing BP site in northwestern What-
com County,Washington. The refinery had operated for over 30 years, pro-
cessing 225,000 barrels of crude oil a day: enough to provide about 20% of
the gasoline market share of Washington and Oregon and the majority of
jet fuel to international airports in Seattle, Portland, and Vancouver, B.C.,
and to serve as the largestWest Coast supplier of jet fuel to theU.S.military.
In addition, the refinery employed about 825 full-time workers. Thus, the
refinery served an important role both locally, providing jobs and tax reve-
nue, and regionally, providing necessary transportation fuel.
Moreover, BP had developed a reputation as a good corporate neighbor

with extensive charitable contributions and a safe operations record. BP ar-
gued that the new boilers and technology associated with the proposed co-
generation facility would actually reduce air pollution from the existing re-
finery and water withdrawals from the Nooksack River. Nevertheless, the
facility is located close to coastal homes in Birch Bay, and locals were con-
cerned about air quality and noise as well as the destruction of open space
surrounding the facility.
Several contextual issues limited local community interest in this pro-

posal. Soaring energy prices and rolling brownouts and blackouts (associ-
ated with electricity deregulation inCalifornia and the Enron scandal) were
major issues for Whatcom County in 2001 and had caused the closure of
several local industrial plants. Energy supply was such a problem that one
legislator suggested building a new government owned and operated power
plant in Cherry Point. Debate about the project also came on the heels of the
September 11 attacks. BP’s Michael Abendoff noted during our interview
that the tone surrounding discussions of energy supply focused on energy
security and independence during this time.
On the other hand, the community was well aware of the risks associated

with energy facility development andwaswell equipped tomobilize against
such proposals. The county seat, Bellingham, had been the site of a devas-
tating pipeline explosion in 1999 that had killed three children. This inci-
dent had a major impact on the community and resulted in the creation of
the Pipeline Safety Trust, a national leader in promoting fuel transportation
safety through education and advocacy.Moreover, a similar proposal in 1999
for a natural gas–fired generation facility, Sumas Energy 2 (SE2), generated
a significant amount of opposition in both Canada and Washington State,
with hundreds attending hearings and writing comment letters. Thus, the
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community surrounding the facility was well versed in techniques for op-
posing such facilities and knew how to make its voice heard. Furthermore,

American Journal of Sociology
political opportunity was present. The same county councilman who served
on the board of the state’sEnergyFacility SiteEvaluationCouncil and played
an instrumental role in initially denying SE2 in 2001 evaluated theBPproject.
However, for a number of reasons, the community chose not to oppose the

BP Cherry Point cogeneration proposal. One environmental leader noted
that the projectwas not a priority for her organization because itwas located
in an area that was already industrial and represented a “reasonable alter-
native” to current uses. Another environmentalist, whose home was just
steps from BP property, revealed that the small amount of opposition that
did develop against the project wasmore aboutmaximizingmitigation than
disagreements about the facility itself. State Representative Doug Erickson
summed up local attitudes toward the project when he explained why he
commented in favor of the proposal at anEIS hearing: “BP is one of our best
employers . . . a huge tax generator, a great facility. . . . They have been and
continue to be excellent corporate citizens and neighbors here in Whatcom
County so how can you not support themwhen they’re doing somany good
things for the community?” As a result, the facility was approved just two
years after it was proposed. TheWhatcomCounty case provides an example
of an objectively threatening proposal, located in a community that had the
capacity, opportunity, and experience tomobilize in opposition but chosenot
to because of existing contextual conditions that limited motivation. Specifi-
cally, the proposal came from a company that had safely operated an existing
facility and had been a major employer in the community for over 30 years.
The nuclear facility in Claiborne County had also been operating safely

in the community for years. Even though nuclear projects would normally
be considered threatening (Slovic 1987), most local residents were support-
ive of construction of an additional reactor because of the tax revenue the
project would generate. Economic issues were a major concern in Claiborne
County. Several people commented during interviews and atmeetings on the
EIS that theywould hate to seewhatClaiborneCountywould look likewith-
out the tax revenue provided by the original Grand Gulf reactor. The editor
of the local paper wrote, “I tremble to think what sort of tax base Claiborne
County would have today if Grand Gulf had not been built” (Crisler 2009).
Local opposition, therefore, was motivated by demands for a fairer dis-

tribution of economic benefits—demands rooted in past experience. Prop-
erty tax revenue from the first Grand Gulf nuclear power plant (at the time,
$16million) initially went toClaiborneCounty. This revenue represented an
enormous sum for the county, which had previously operated on a budget
of less than $1 million. However, in 1986, just one year after the first Grand
Gulf plant began commercial operations, the Mississippi State Legislature
passed a bill that divided this revenue among all the counties receiving

756
This content downloaded  on Tue, 5 Mar 2013 11:35:18 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


power from the plant. Claiborne County sued the Tax Commission in re-
sponse to the amendment but lost in a ruling by the Mississippi Supreme

Community Response to Environmental Risk
Court (Burrell v. Mississippi State Tax Commission, 536 So. 2d 848 [1988]).
This change to the tax code represented a consistent sore spot for the com-
munity. Claiborne County has a long history of civil rights activism; there-
fore, it is not surprising that questions about the tax code became inter-
twined with concerns about environmental justice. At the meeting on the
draft EIS for the second reactor, Evan Doss argued that the distribution of
tax payments from the first facility “is racist and, in fact, discriminates
against the predominantly black Claiborne County. . . . Given the severity
of the State ofMississippi’s misconduct, it would be unreasonable in the ex-
treme for the United States Nuclear Regulatory Commission to overlook
the obvious and neglect to take appropriate measures to prevent further ac-
tual discrimination against the predominantly black Claiborne County in
connectionwith the secondGrandGulf nuclear power plant” (Nuclear Reg-
ulatory Commission 2005, p. 68). This argument for construction, but only
if benefits were distributed without discrimination, contrasts sharply with
external activists who opposed construction of the reactor altogether.
While motivations differed, external activists were responsible for the

volume of opposition in the case.There is a long tradition of activismagainst
nuclear proposals in theUnited States—preceding theThreeMile Island di-
saster in 1979—that has created a number of national organizations that
strive to become involved in every nuclear proposal around the country. In
fact, in both communities in our sample where nuclear facilities were pro-
posed (Claiborne and Aiken), national antinuclear groups became involved
almost immediately. These national groupsmonitor theFederal Register for
proposals and were on high alert prior to the Grand Gulf proposal because
EnergySecretarySpencerAbrahamhadannounced theNuclearPower2010
Program, a program designed to reinvigorate nuclear power generation, in
February 2002.
Thus, external national organizations, including the Nuclear Informa-

tion and Resource Service (NIRS) Reactor Watchdog Group, Public Citi-
zen, and the Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now,
helped to launch the opposition campaign in Claiborne County. NIRS and
Public Citizen conducted site visits, organized two public meetings with the
local chapter of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP), collected affidavits from local first responders about the
inadequacy of current emergency plans in the county, wrote about the pro-
posal in press releases and newsletters, testified at the scoping and draft EIS
public meetings, met privately with state legislators, and organized rallies
around EIS meetings. At the rally on the steps of the Capitol in Jackson be-
fore the meeting on the draft EIS, opponents brought an ice sculpture of a
nuclear reactor to symbolize the probable meltdown of the proposed facility.
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Opponents also worked to gain standing (which required participation from
local residents) in the Nuclear Regulatory Commission’s adjudicatory pro-

American Journal of Sociology
ceedings and secured legal representation from Diane Curran, who had
worked with the same external groups to stop a uranium enrichment plant
in Homer, Louisiana, one of the first successful environmental justice claims
brought to the Nuclear Regulatory Commission.
A more conventional account of the Claiborne County case might con-

clude that although most people find nuclear plants threatening, Claiborne
would have difficulty mobilizing given low levels of political opportunity
and civic capacity and note that luckily the presence of external activists
provided the resources needed to join forces against the project. We have
shown that frames used by external activists were not taken up by locals
whowere motivated by salient issues of economic well-being and social jus-
tice in their community, not by fear for their safety. Furthermore, while it is
true that much of the mobilization we observed was instigated and sup-
ported by external activists, Claiborne County’s low score on civic capacity
does not adequately explain the muted local response. It was not an issue of
capability but an issue of motivation. One local resident commented, “If the
community had issues with this proposal, you would have heard about it.”
This belief stems from a long history of civil rights activism, activism that

occurred in an era when such actions held significantly more potential for
personal harm than mobilization against Grand Gulf. Indeed, the local
chapter of the NAACP helped African-Americans in Port Gibson (the com-
munity in the county nearest to the Grand Gulf facility) stage a boycott of
white merchants from 1966 to 1972 to gain equal rights across Claiborne
County (Crosby 2005). About the same time as the second Grand Gulf pro-
posal, residents were engaged in another land use dispute. The Mississippi
Department of Transportation (MDOT) was trying to determine whether
mandated expansion of Highway 61 to four lanes should continue through
Port Gibson. The highway becomes a local street in Port Gibson bordered
by several beautiful historic churches and homes that the community hoped
to preserve. According to interviewees, community involvement in the de-
bate over the MDOT project was extensive compared with that over the
nuclear proposal. All this suggests that, had community members perceived
the project as a threat, they would have reacted more forcefully. The low
levels of political opportunity and civic capacity may not have presented
sufficient barriers to mobilization, but motivations different from those ex-
pressed by external activists did.
These case studies show that community context shapes judgments

about infrastructure projects andmotivates different community responses.
The presence of a similar industry tends to generate comfort and familiar-
ity, evenwith nuclear projects, whichwould normally be considered threat-
ening (Slovic 1987). Prior experience also provides points of comparison
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against which proposals are evaluated. Negative prior experiences furnish
a set of people with ready-made views on the issue and networks tomobilize

Community Response to Environmental Risk
quickly. Concern about the local economy generally causes residents to value
the economic benefits of a project. All of the cases demonstrate that mo-
tivation is critical. Further, while political opportunity and civic capacity
(sometimes provided by external advocates) were critical in accounting for
the volume of oppositional activity in mobilizing cases, the cases of Cam-
eron Parish and Claiborne County put into question whether low levels
of political opportunity and civic capacity present sufficient barriers to mo-
bilization. Instead of providing details of all 20 cases, the next section of the
article utilizes fs/QCA to find general patterns across mobilizing and non-
mobilizing communities.

Recipes of Nonmobilization and Mobilization
Table 5 presents the reduced recipes corresponding with nonmobilization.
We have argued that contextual conditions, including having a similar
industry in the community (SIMILAR), high levels of economic hardship
(HARDSHIP), and little to no prior experience (exp), are major factors in-
hibiting the motivation to mobilize and therefore should correspond with
nonmobilization. Indeed, we find that recipes with only these conditions do
a good job of explaining nonmobilization. From the table, we see that the
overall solution reaches conventional levels of consistency (.89) and that
coverage is .70. In fact, these recipes explain nine of 10 nonmobilizing cases
and only two cases that mobilized. In both of these cases, Aiken County and
Cameron Parish Gulf Landing, themajority of the opposition initially came
from external advocates.
If motivation to act is necessary for mobilization, as we have argued, we

might expect that community context conditions alone would do well at ex-
plaining nonmobilization. Indeed recipes using community context condi-
tions alone outperformed recipes combining the “conventional”measure of
threat (threat) with measures of capability, political opportunity (political),
and civic capacity (capacity). Although the conventional recipes make theo-
retical sense (low levels correspond with nonmobilization), the solution
barely meets the standard for consistency (.80), explains fewer cases of non-
mobilization (seven compared with nine), and incorrectly corresponds with
four (as opposed to two) cases of mobilization. This suggests that community
context conditions indicating a lack of motivation are sufficient to explain
nonmobilization in many cases.
Finally, in line with our arguments, the model that replaces the objective

measure of threat with community context conditions to indicate motiva-
tion and includes measures of capability presents the best results. The solu-
tion has the highest consistency (.98), has good coverage (.73), and explains
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nine of the 10 nonmobilizing cases and only one mobilizing case. The first
recipe highlights the fact that, even with prior experience (EXP), the pres-

American Journal of Sociology
ence of a similar industry (SIMILAR) can dampenmotivation, as in the case
ofWhatcomCounty. The second and third recipes suggest that the high lev-
els of economic hardship (HARDSHIP) or the presence of a similar industry
(SIMILAR)—combined with the absence of experience (exp), low levels of
civic capacity (capacity), and low levels of political opportunity (political)—
coincides with low levels of mobilization, as in the case of Cameron Parish
Sabine Pass.
Table 6 summarizes the recipes correspondingwithmobilization.Here the

first recipe is derived by using conventional measures of threat (THREAT)
along with the measures of capability: political opportunity (POLITICAL)
and civic capacity (CAPACITY).12 The result is just short of reaching con-
ventional levels of consistency at .79 and supports theories about capability,
showing that high levels of political opportunity and civic capacity corre-
spond with mobilization. However, the fact that the objective threat condi-
tion does not figure into the result is troubling. Furthermore, the coverage is
relatively low (.48), explaining only four cases of mobilization and two cases
of nonmobilization. We described one of the cases that fit this recipe, Ven-
tura County, above. The absence of threat in the recipe supports our sug-
gestion that understanding motivation should not be based on information
about the threat posed by the facility itself but community context in which
it is proposed.
Indeed, recipes derived from community context and capability factors ex-

plainmobilizationwith better consistency (.87 compared to .79) and coverage
(.65 compared to .48). These context- and capability-based recipes explain
six cases of mobilization and only one of nonmobilization. Using these factors,
we see that opposition inVenturawasmotivated by suspicion of anunfamiliar
industry (similar) and a history of oppositional experiences (EXP)—factors
that align more clearly with our narrative of the case. Once the community
wasmotivated to act, it was able to exploit reserves of civic capacity (CAPAC-
ITY) and political opportunity (POLITICAL) to launch large-scale (and suc-
cessful) opposition.13

12We do not do an analysis of community context conditions alone for mobilization be-
cause we do not expect that indicators of motivation alone would be adequate to explain

mobilization. Rather, we present results for models that include indicators of motivation
and capability.
13Our discussion seems to indicate that Whatcom County is a particularly influential case.
To check the robustness of our findings, we conducted all analyses excluding Whatcom
County and found that it did not change the results in theoretically importantways.While
excluding Whatcom County increased consistency for recipes of objective threat and ca-
pability, the content of the recipes remained the same and thus still could not account for
why some communities were motivated to mobilize. Moreover, community context con-
ditions still outperformed these more traditional factors in explaining both mobilization
and nonmobilization.
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CONCLUSION

Using qualitative case studies and fs/QCA,we have shown that,when coun-

Community Response to Environmental Risk
terfactual cases are included, prevailing social movement theories fail to ex-
plain opposition to energy infrastructure projects. Contrary to the assump-
tions of those who emphasize capability using resource mobilization and
political opportunity frameworks, our results indicate that high levels of
resources and political opportunity are not necessary for mobilization. A
proper account of mobilization should thus include a combination of factors
that take capability and motivation into account. On the basis of our earlier
argument that capability matters less for movements not exclusively related
to complaints about disadvantage, this result should not be surprising. Com-
munity mobilization in opposition to energy infrastructure projects should
not critically relate to relative disadvantage (as in rights movements) but to
whether a community thinks that the project is threatening in the first place.
Furthermore, we argue that any model aiming to explain movement

emergence must properly specify motivation. Approaches that measure
threat directly are inadequate because communities consider objective fac-
tors in different contexts and make different judgments about whether po-
tential threats are worthy of opposition. For example, while the nuclear
project in Claiborne County and the cogeneration project in Whatcom
County posed high levels of threat, people in these communities did not
think about them this way. Opposition by Claiborne locals was motivated
by a quest to reap more financial benefits. While external activists in the
Claiborne case framed their argument in terms of “meltdown,” this idea did
not catch on among locals who had experience living near a safe plant. The
lack of opposition in Whatcom stemmed from community support of an ex-
isting, and lucrative, industry. High levels of project-related threat do not
correspond with mobilizing communities more often than with nonmobiliz-
ing communities.
We replace direct measures of the threat with community context condi-

tions that we expect will influence judgments about both the threats and
benefits related to the project. Specifically, we are interested in community
experiences and salient issues that will affect how information about the
project is received. We find that having a similar industry or economic in-
terest in the project, rooted in economic hardship, is a good indicator that a
community will not mobilize. In fact, the combination of these factors alone
corresponds with nonmobilization outcomes almost as well as when we add
information about capability. However, in terms of explaining nonmobili-
zation, our results suggest that the absence of civic capacity and the absence
of political opportunity are important.
Community context also helps distinguish between various pathways to

mobilization. Communities with no similar industry and low levels of eco-
nomic hardship mobilize given the presence of high levels of civic capacity.
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This finding aligns with classic social movement reasoning. These commu-
nities are motivated to act and have sufficient capability to do so. For com-

American Journal of Sociology
munities that we expect to be unmotivated because of familiarity with the
industry or economic interest in benefits, prior oppositional experience ap-
pears to be a strong indicator of motivation, and these communities mobi-
lize despite low levels of civic capacity.
Whether one is interested in mobilization or nonmobilization, our results

show that incorporating both motivation and capability is critical to under-
standing movement emergence. Furthermore, there must be a social psy-
chologicalmechanism behindmotivation to explainwhy similar threats can
produce such different reactions.We emphasize the fact that similar contex-
tual conditions can shape the judgments of large groups of people within a
community. In our cases, the presence or absence of a similar industry and
the high or low levels of interest in the benefits of a new development can
shade the lenses through which a community evaluates a proposal. The facts
about the issue, such as the type of project proposed or the potential risks to
safety and property, are understood within a broader context and evaluated
differently across communities.
While we look specifically at opposition to energy infrastructure projects,

our theoretical contributions could be extended to other types ofmovements,
especially when uncertainty is less related to community capability andmore
related to motivation. Many policy proposals fit this category. Consider cli-
mate change mitigation. The decision to mobilize for climate change mitiga-
tion depends on whether people believe that such policies will work and
whether the economic drawbacks are worth potential benefits. These beliefs
are likely influenced by the facts and figures one chooses to believe and em-
phasize, which, in turn, are shaped by past experiences and desires for the fu-
ture.These experiences anddesireswill be shapedby local context.For exam-
ple, the Chinese evaluate proposals for curbing climate change by assessing
how they will fit into a rapid economic growth model, whereas Americans
contend with entrenched energy interests and energy-intensive lifestyles.
In a continually globalizing context, where coordinated action across com-

munities is required to make a real difference around issues such as climate
change, workers’ rights, and nuclear proliferation (to name a few), future re-
search must take seriously the fact that local context shapes evaluations of a
situation and thus motivation to act. We hope that others will take Walder’s
(2009) pleas seriously and analyze both motivation and capability to under-
stand movement emergence. Further, we are optimistic that our methodol-
ogy and approach can be applied to a great number of issues, so that move-
ment theories can be tested in “at-risk” communities to better explain when
and where people are likely to act and when and where they will remain
quiescent.
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APPENDIX B

American Journal of Sociology
DATA AND METHODS FOR SCORING CAUSAL CONDITIONS

Oppositional Mobilization

To score this condition, we used information on several types of activity
expressing opposition to the proposal: letters in local newspapers, speakers
at EIS meetings, coordinated appearances at EIS meetings, public meet-
ings organized by the opposition, protests, and lawsuits. Fuzzy-set scores
for each of these activities correspond to the percentile ranking the commu-
nity had for the variables. For example, Aiken County, South Carolina,
had 12 oppositional letters published in the newspaper, which put it in the
60th percentile among the 20 communities. After normalizing the variables
by scoring them individually, we added the scores and reassigned fuzzy-set
scores using the same method of percentile ranking. This furnished an
overall score for the volume of oppositional activity. For example, the sum
for Aiken County was 2 (.6 1 .6 1 0 1 .2 1 .6), which put it in the 60th
percentile for the volume of oppositions with a corresponding volume score
of .6. We then assigned a final score in the following manner: if a commu-
nity had evidence of both collective action (coordinated appearances, pub-
lic meetings, or protests) and noninstitutional action (public meetings or pro-
tests), it automatically fell in the set of communities that mobilized against
the proposal. It was then assigned its volume score, although communities
with volume scores less than .5 automatically received a score of .6. Commu-
nities with evidence of collective action or noninstitutional activity but not
both simply received their volume score as long as it ranged between 0 and
.5, putting them out of the set, but not completely. Communities with neither
collective action nor noninstitutional action received a score of 0, putting
them completely out of the set of communities that mobilized. Table B1 pre-
sents the numbers.

Threat
The literature on risk provides guidance about how threatening people find
different types of projects. From this literature (Slovic 1987) we assign fuzzy
scores to different types of projects: nuclear facilities receive a 1, open-loop
LNG projects receive a .8 because of additional environmental threats they
pose, all other LNG projects and oil refineries receive a score of .6, hydro-
electric receives a .4, and wind receives a score of .2. To capture the threats
related to the proximity of projects to residential and nonindustrial areas,
we scored proximity of the project to these areas. Projects zero miles away
received a 1, projects one or two miles away scored a .8, projects six miles
away received a .6, projects 11–15miles away scored a .4, and the project 38
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miles away scored a .2. For both of these conditions no project scores a 0
because, relative to having nothing done, they should all be considered

TABLE B3
Political Opportunity: Original Data, Intermediate Scores, and Final Score

DECISION-
MAKING BODY

REELECTION

SCORE

JURISDICTION

SCORE

SUM

OF

SCORESCOMMUNITY

%
Elected Score

FINAL

SCORE

Aiken County, S.C. . . . . . . 0 0 0 0 0 0
Brazoria County, Tex. . . . . . 69 .8 0 1 1.8 .6
Cameron Parish, La.:
Sabine Pass . . . . . . . . . . . 0 0 0 0 0 0
Gulf Landing . . . . . . . . . 50 .6 0 .6 1.2 .6
Creole Trail . . . . . . . . . . 0 0 0 0 0 0

Cassia County, Idaho . . . . . 0 0 0 0 0 0
Claiborne County, Miss. . . . 0 0 0 0 0 0
Essex County, Mass. . . . . . 50 .6 0 .6 1.2 .6
Gloucester County, N.J. . . . 0 0 0 0 0 0
Long Beach, Calif. . . . . . . . 50 .6 1 1 2.6 .8
Malibu, Calif. . . . . . . . . . . 60 .6 0 .6 1.2 .6
Mobile County, Ala. . . . . . . 67 .8 1 .6 2.4 .8
New Castle County, Del. . . . 0 0 0 .6 .6 .4
Providence, R.I. . . . . . . . . . 0 0 0 0 0 0
Riverside County, Calif. . . . 31 .6 1 1 2.6 .8
San Patricio County, Tex.:
Cheniere . . . . . . . . . . . . . 0 0 0 0 0 0
Vista del Sol . . . . . . . . . . 0 0 0 0 0 0

Solano County, Calif. . . . . . 100 1 1 1 3 1
Ventura County, Calif. . . . . 60 .6 0 .6 1.2 .6
Whatcom County, Wash. . . . 14 .6 1 .6 2.2 .6

NOTE.—These data come from the authors’ expert knowledge of the case generated through
newspaper analysis and field interviews.

Community Response to Environmental Risk
threatening or risky. After scoring both aspects, we added the scores and as-
signed new fuzzy final scores by giving the highest a score of 1, the next
highest .8, and so on. See table B2.

Political Opportunity
To score this condition we used three variables: the percentage of the deci-
sion-making body that was made up of elected officials, whether or not any
of these officials were up for reelection, and the jurisdiction of the decision-
making body. A fuzzy-set score was assigned for the set of communities
with elected officials in the decision-making body using the method of per-
centile ranking. For example, with 69% of the decision-making body com-
posed of elected officials, Brazoria County, Texas, was in the 80th percen-
tile with a corresponding score of .8. Communities received a 1 on reelection
if the elected officials were up for reelection during the review process; oth-
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erwise they received a 0. For jurisdiction a community receives a 1 if the
elected officials were local, .6 if there was at least one local elected official,

TABLE B4
Civic Capacity: Original Data, Intermediate Scores, and Final Score

NONPROFITS

COLLEGE

EDUCATION

VOTER

TURNOUT

SUM OF

SCORES

FINAL

SCORECOMMUNITY

No./1,000
Residents Score % Score % Score

Aiken County, S.C. . . . . . . . 1.77 .2 19.9 .4 65 .6 1.2 .4
Brazoria County, Tex. . . . . . 1.83 .4 19.6 .4 55 0 .8 .2
Cameron Parish, La.:
Sabine Pass. . . . . . . . . . . .70 0 7.9 0 59 .2 .2 0
Gulf Landing . . . . . . . . . .70 0 7.9 0 59 .2 .2 0
Creole Trail . . . . . . . . . . .70 0 7.9 0 62 .4 .4 .2

Cassia County, Idaho . . . . . 1.87 .6 13.9 .2 72 .6 1.4 .4
Claiborne County, Miss. . . . 1.86 .6 18.9 .2 54 0 .8 .2
Essex County, Mass. . . . . . . 2.64 .6 37.6 .8 73 .6 2.0 .6
Gloucester County, N.J. . . . 1.44 0 21.7 .6 74 .8 1.4 .4
Long Beach, Calif. . . . . . . . 2.31 .6 24.8 .6 59 .2 1.4 .4
Malibu, Calif. . . . . . . . . . . 9.54 .8 59.4 1 60 .4 2.2 .8
Mobile County, Ala. . . . . . . 2.16 .6 21.5 .6 71 .6 1.8 .6
New Castle County, Del. . . . 5.49 .8 32.7 .8 66 .6 2.2 .8
Providence, R.I. . . . . . . . . . 9.60 1 22.3 .6 59 .2 1.8 .6
Riverside County, Calif. . . . 1.71 .2 18.8 .2 73 .6 1.0 .2
San Patricio County, Tex.:
Cheniere . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.67 .2 13.0 0 42 0 .2 0
Vista del Sol . . . . . . . . . . 1.67 .2 13.0 0 42 0 .2 0

Solano County, Calif. . . . . . 1.82 .4 25.7 .6 69 .6 1.6 .6
Ventura County, Calif. . . . . 2.25 .6 29.2 .8 79 1 2.4 1
Whatcom County, Wash. . . . 3.14 .8 27.2 .6 76 .8 2.2 .8

NOTE.—Nonprofits per 1,000 people was calculated using counts of nonprofit organizations
in the 2000 BusinessMaster File. Education figures are from the 2000U.S. census or the Amer-
ican Communities Survey. Voter turnout figures were collected from county clerks in each
community.

American Journal of Sociology
and 0 if there were no local elected officials on the decision-making body.
After normalizing the variables by scoring them individually, we added the
scores together and reassigned fuzzy-set scores using the same method of
percentile ranking described above. See table B3.

Civic Capacity
To score this condition, we used three variables: the number of nonprofits
per 1,000 residents, the percentage of people over age 25 with at least a col-
lege education (bachelor’s degree), and voter turnout in the presidential
election prior to the proposal. Fuzzy-set scores for all three variables corre-
spond to the percentile ranking the community had for the variables. For
770
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example, Aiken County had 1.77 nonprofits per 1,000 residents, which put
it in the 20th percentile, scoring a .2 for this measure of civic capacity among

TABLE B5
Similar Industry: Description and Final Score

Community Description of Industry
Final
Score

Aiken County, S.C. . . . . . . . . Existing nuclear storage, disposal, and
repurposing facility 1

Brazoria County, Tex. . . . . . Extensive petrochemical industry 1
Cameron Parish, La.:
Sabine Pass. . . . . . . . . . . Existing liquefied natural gas terminal (onshore) 1
Gulf Landing. . . . . . . . . . Existing liquefied natural gas terminal (onshore) 1
Creole Trail. . . . . . . . . . . Existing liquefied natural gas terminal (onshore) 1

Cassia County, Idaho . . . . . None 0
Claiborne County, Miss. . . . Existing nuclear reactor for generating electricity 1
Essex County, Mass. . . . . . . None 0
Gloucester County, N.J. . . . Existing oil refineries, coal-fired power plant,

nuclear power plant 1
Long Beach, Calif. . . . . . . . Port has existing oil receiving, storage, and

pipelines; oil/natural gas production began in 1921 1
Malibu, Calif. . . . . . . . . . . . . None 0
Mobile County, Ala. . . . . . . Extensive oil and natural gas production 1
New Castle County, Del. . . . None 0
Providence, R.I. . . . . . . . . . Existing liquefied natural gas storage facilities 1
Riverside County, Calif. . . . None 0
San Patricio County, Tex.:
Cheniere . . . . . . . . . . . . . Extensive oil and petrochemical industry; port

receives fuel products 1
Vista del Sol . . . . . . . . . . Extensive oil and petrochemical industry; port

receives fuel products 1
Solano County, Calif. . . . . . None 0
Ventura County, Calif. . . . . None 0
Whatcom County, Wash. . . . Existing oil refinery 1

NOTE.—Data are from newspaper and field research.

Community Response to Environmental Risk
the 20 communities. After normalizing the variables by scoring them indi-
vidually, we added the scores together and reassigned fuzzy-set scores using
the samemethod of percentile ranking. For example, the sum of nonprofits,
education, and voter turnout for Aiken County was 1.2 (.21 .41 .6), which
put it in the 40th percentile for civic capacity with a corresponding final
score of .4. See table B4.

Similar Industry
Scores were assigned to this condition using the following criteria: commu-
nities with extensive, similar, or related industry received a 1 and all other
communities received a 0. See table B5.
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Previous Oppositional Experience

TABLE B6
Prior Experience: Description of Experience and Final Code

Community Description of Experience
Final
Score

Aiken County, S.C. . . . . . . . None 0
Brazoria County, Tex. . . . . Mobilization against bridge construction to

Quintana Island
.6

Cameron Parish, La.:
Sabine Pass. . . . . . . . . . . None 0
Gulf Landing . . . . . . . . . None 0
Creole Trail . . . . . . . . . . None 0

Cassia County, Idaho . . . . . None 0
Claiborne County, Miss. . . . Sued over distribution of tax benefits from

first reactor
1

Essex County, Mass. . . . . . Mobilized in the 1970s against offshore oil and
gas development

.8

Gloucester County, N.J. . . . Mobilized against proposed LNG facility in
the 1970s

1

Long Beach, Calif. . . . . . . . Prior opposition to port expansion .6
Malibu, Calif. . . . . . . . . . . . Extensive prior experience opposing coastal

development
.6

Mobile County, Ala. . . . . . . 2003 opposition to onshore LNG proposal
by Exxon Mobil

1

New Castle County, Del. . . . Mobilized against proposed LNG facility in
the 1970s

1

Providence, R.I. . . . . . . . . . Prior opposition to LNG proposal in Mass. that
would utilize Narragansett Bay waterway

.6

Riverside County, Calif. . . . Prior opposition to hydroelectric project and
power lines

.6

San Patricio County, Tex.:
Cheniere . . . . . . . . . . . . . None 0
Vista del Sol . . . . . . . . . . None 0

Solano County, Calif. . . . . . None 0
Ventura County, Calif. . . . . 2001 opposition against Oxy’s proposal for

onshore LNG
1

Whatcom County, Wash. . . Opposition of Sumas Energy 2 project just
months prior to proposal

.8

NOTE.—Data are from newspaper and field research.

American Journal of Sociology
Fuzzy-set scores were assigned for this condition using the following crite-
ria: communities with no prior oppositional experience received a score of
0, placing them out of the set; communities that had opposed the exact same
type of project received a 1; communities scored a .8 if they had previous op-
positional experiencewith a similar project; and finally, communities scored
.6 if they experienced amajor dispute regarding land use (but not specifically
energy) in recent years. See table B6.
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Economic Hardship

TABLE B7
Economic Hardship: Original Data, Intermediate Scores, and Final Score

UNEMPLOY-

MENT

MEDIAN

HOUSEHOLD

INCOME
SUM OF

SCORES

FINAL

SCORECOMMUNITY % Score U.S. $ Score

Aiken County, S.C. . . . . . . . 5.9 .4 37,889 .6 1 .2
Brazoria County, Tex. . . . . . 5.4 .2 48,632 .4 .6 0
Cameron Parish, La.:
Sabine Pass . . . . . . . . . . . 4.6 0 34,232 1 1 .2
Gulf Landing . . . . . . . . . 4.6 0 34,232 1 1 .2
Creole Trail . . . . . . . . . . 4.6 0 34,232 1 1 .2

Cassia County, Idaho . . . . . 5.2 .2 33,322 1 1.2 .6
Claiborne County, Miss. . . . 18 1 22,615 1 2 1
Essex County, Mass. . . . . . . 5.6 .2 57,280 .2 .4 0
Gloucester County, N.J. . . . 7.0 .6 57,214 .4 1 .2
Long Beach, Calif. . . . . . . . 8.0 .8 38,975 .6 1.4 .6
Malibu, Calif. . . . . . . . . . . . . 2.8 0 102,031 0 0 0
Mobile County, Ala. . . . . . . 9.8 .8 34,000 1 1.8 .8
New Castle County, Del. . . . 6.1 .6 55,344 .4 1 .2
Providence, R.I. . . . . . . . . . 6.0 .6 40,641 .4 1 .2
Riverside County, Calif. . . . 8.3 .8 45,135 .4 1.2 .6
San Patricio County, Tex.:
Cheniere . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7.2 .6 34,836 .8 1.4 .6
Vista del Sol . . . . . . . . . . 7.2 .6 34,836 .8 1.4 .6

Solano County, Calif. . . . . . 5.0 .2 60,847 .2 .4 0
Ventura County, Calif. . . . . 5.7 .4 65,260 .2 .6 0
Whatcom County, Wash. . . 7.4 .6 40,005 .4 1 .2

NOTE.—Unemployment is the percentage of civilians ages 16 and over in the labor forcewho
are currently unemployed as reported by the 2000 U.S. census or the American Communities
Survey. Income is themedian household income for the community as reported by theU.S. cen-
sus or the American Communities Survey.

Community Response to Environmental Risk
To score this condition, we used two variables: the percentage of people in
the labor force in the communitywhowere unemployed, andmedian house-
hold income. Fuzzy-set scores for both unemployment and median house-
hold income correspond to the percentile ranking the community had for the
variables. For example, Aiken County had 5.9% unemployment, which put
it in the 40th percentile for closeness among the 20 communities scoring .4.
After normalizing the variables by scoring them individually, we added the
scores together and reassigned fuzzy-set scores using the same method of
percentile ranking. For example, the sum of unemployment and median
household income for Aiken County was 1 (.41 .6), which put it in the 20th
percentile for economic hardship with a corresponding final score of .2. See
table B7.
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