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The authors offer a theoretical framework that resolves conflicting ideas
found inextant theorypertaining tomoral reformmovements.The frame-
work focuses on how community attributes, particularly the relative size
of populations affiliated with supportive belief systems, shape moral re-
form activism by affecting both the convictions andmotivations of po-
tential supporters. The theory is applied in an analysis of county-level
variation in the presence of antiabortion pregnancy centers (PCs). The
authors find that the proportion of individuals affiliated with Roman
Catholicism or evangelical denominations has a curvilinear relation-
ship with PC establishment, reflecting the way in which group size can
affirm convictions that are the lifeblood of moral reform but can also
reduce motivation to act when the size of the group surpasses majority
status. The authors also find that PCs are more likely to be found in
communities where gender roles are relatively egalitarian.
While some scholars have bemoaned the decline in social capital reflected in
“bowling alone” imagery (Putnam 2000), others have proclaimed that we now
re grateful to theGuttmacher Institute for providing uswith data on abortion clinics.
f the data utilized in this study weremade available by the American Religion Data
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live in a “social movement society,” where collective protest has become in-
creasingly common and accepted as a legitimate way of engaging in politics
and in social life more generally (Meyer and Tarrow 1998). Although some
forms of participation in community life have declined, collective action nev-
ertheless occurs with great frequency in ordinary daily life as well as in social
movements and public demonstrations (Soule andEarl 2005; Caren,Ghoshal,
and Ribas 2011).
For several decades, scholarship on collective action has focused consid-

erable attention on the art of persuasion. Social construction processes are
vital to recruiting and retaining participants and adherents. According to
Benford and Snow (2000), “Social movements are not viewedmerely as car-
riers of extant ideas andmeanings that grow automatically out of structural
arrangements, unanticipated events, or existing ideologies. Rather,movement
actors are viewed as signifying agents actively engaged in the production and
maintenance of meaning for constituents, antagonists, and bystanders or ob-
servers” (p. 613; see also Snow and Benford 1988). These signifying activities
often include morality claims. Gamson (1992) argues that individuals are un-
likely to participate in collective action unless they are convinced that existing
circumstances are not only undesirable but also unjust. This sense of injustice
triggers emotions such as anger, indignation, and compassion that can moti-
vate people to take action ( Jasper 1997).Workers, for example, may be poorly
compensated, but are motivated to take action based on a moral understand-
ing of what constitutes fair compensation (Thompson 1963).
In this article we are particularly interested in collective action that is ori-

ented towardmoral suasion as an end in itself. Collective action has emerged,
for example, promoting issues such as temperance (Gusfield 1963), sexual ab-
stinence (Bearman and Brückner 2001), language conformity (Santoro 1999;
Pinard andHamilton 2000), opposition to gambling (Beisel 1997; Sallaz 2006)
and to legal abortion (Luker 1984; Burns 2005; Munson 2008), and banning
of textbooks (Page and Clelland 1978) and pornography (Wood andHughes
1984).We focus onwhat has been referred to asmoral reformmovements for
two primary reasons. First, developing an understanding ofmoral reform ef-
forts holds broad implications because moral suasion takes many forms and
is not restricted to social movement activism (e.g., potentially ranging from
child-rearing practices to high-level diplomatic negotiations). Second, there
is no clear consensus among scholars when it comes to identifying the under-
lying causes of moral reform movements. Some scholars attempt to explain
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Pregnancy Centers
them in terms of psychological attributes of the adherents (Hofstadter 1963;
Lipset and Raab 1978). Others posit that moral reform action reflects a re-
sponse to specific threats to a social group’s status (Gusfield 1963; Luker
1984). Still others argue thatmoral reform advocates’ claims should be taken
at face value. That is, they are simply reflections of moral beliefs and values
developed through lifelong socialization processes (Page and Clelland 1978;
Wood and Hughes 1984; Clarke 1987).

We develop a theoretical framework that resolves conflicting ideas found
in extant theory. The framework should not only help us to understand the
emergence and sustenance of moral reform movements but should also ad-
dress more general questions about conditions under which individuals and
groups feel justified in taking action to try to influence or change the beliefs
and values of others. As an initial test of our argument, we examine county-
level variation in the location of antiabortion pregnancy centers (PCs)—
organizations that offer various services to pregnant women while simul-
taneously attempting to persuade them to carry their pregnancy to term
rather than to seek an abortion. InMunson’s (2008) analysis of the antiabor-
tion movement, he notes that many activists are involved in these organiza-
tions—what he describes as the “individual outreach” stream of the move-
ment (rather than an explicitly political stream). According to Munson (2008,
p. 113), “Individual outreach is perhaps the least publicized and least under-
stood stream of the movement. Ironically, it is also the stream to which the
majority of all volunteer hours in the pro-life movement is devoted.”

We give particular attention to ways in which specific features of local
contexts can either facilitate or hinder the formation of PCs. By focusing
on the structure of local settings, we seek to identify conditions that increase
the likelihood that a critical mass of individuals will organize in an effort to
promote conformity with their own beliefs about abortion. We highlight
two features of local structure—features that reinforce the convictions of
those who feel that their beliefs represent an absolute truth and features
that motivate individuals to take action to persuade others to conform to
their own beliefs and values.

More specifically, we focus on distributions of individuals in local contexts
who affiliate with religious institutions that depict the act of abortion as a de-
viant and immoral activity. To bring greater clarity to the study of moral re-
formactivism, aswewill arguebelow, it is necessary to reconcile two seemingly
contradictory aspects of social behavior: exposure to deviant ideas and prac-
tices can (1) lead to adaptation and assimilation, undermining in-group sol-
idarity and shared cultural norms (Simmel 1955;Lipset 1960;Berger 1967;Blau
1977) or (2) promote in-group solidarity leading to intergroup conflict (Durk-
heim [1893] 1964; Erikson 1966; Fischer 1975; Olzak 1992; Smith 1998;
McVeigh 2009; Cunningham 2013). We resolve the apparent contradiction
in our study of PCs by highlighting the importance of group proportions for
1535
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value affirmation and for perceptions of threat. We show that failure to con-
sider a curvilinear relationship between group proportions and a collective
outcome can lead to incorrect conclusions about the relationship between col-
lective action and the size of the group adhering to a supportive belief system.
PREGNANCY CENTERS

Pregnancy centers have become the most active stream of the antiabortion
movement (Munson 2008), with more than 4,500 functioning centers oper-
ating throughout the United States (this number is based on the data col-
lectedforthisstudy).Whiletheantiabortionmovementremainsactiveonleg-
islative and judicial fronts in its efforts to limit legal access to abortion and,
ultimately, to overturnRoe v.Wade, the increase in the “individual outreach”
stream of the movement represents a shift in attention away from the battle
in centers of government and toward the individuals who are faced with de-
cisions about abortion. The activists who work for and volunteer at PCs be-
lieve thatwomenwho are given practical help, emotional support, and infor-
mation about their options will choose to carry their pregnancies to term
(Munson 2008; FRC 2012). They consider their work to be the “frontline”
of the opposition to abortion, advancing a kinder and less judgmental face
of the pro-life movement (Care Net 2014a; see also Ianora 2009; Draper
2013;NIFLA2014). Reflecting on the growth of PCs, one antiabortion activ-
ist wrote, “Our passion is far reaching, yet it only needs to reach as far as the
individual woman. We eschew political intrigues for the real action instead.
We meet mothers where they are, where they need” (Ianora 2009, p. 102).
Typically, PCs offer a range of free services, including counseling, labor

classes, access to infant clothes and other supplies, life skills training,financial
management classes, and even occupational training (Munson 2008; Kelly
2012;FRC2012;Hussey 2014).Manycenters offer pregnancy testing and free
ultrasounds, which can make the center appear to be a legitimate medical
alternative to visiting an abortion clinic (Munson 2008; FRC 2012). These
PCs attract clients through advertising on local billboards and in various di-
rectories, as well as through membership in national antiabortion networks
that coordinate online and phone-based help lines that direct women seeking
help to PCs in their area. Advertising is rarely explicitly antiabortion. For in-
stance, the Option Line website—which is run by Heartbeat International,
the largest network of antiabortion PCs—welcomes visitors with a sympa-
thetic tone: “Think you might be pregnant? If you are wondering whether
or not you’re pregnant, yourmind is probably racingwithquestions. It’s com-
mon to feel confused, scared, or overwhelmed. Emergency contraception? If
you’ve recently hadunprotected sex or the condombroke, youmight be feeling
anxious about the possibility of pregnancy. Considering an abortion? Scared.
1536
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Pressured. Trapped. If a baby is not in your plans right now, it’s possible
you’re feeling at least one of these emotions” (Option Line 2012). The language
above affirms the difficulty of an unexpected pregnancy and suggests that
decisions about how to move forward should not be made alone. Activists
believe that once a woman experiencing an unplanned or undesired preg-
nancy comes into their facility, she can then be guided away from the option
of terminating the pregnancyand toward either parenting or adoption (Mun-
son 2008).

Pregnancy centers tend to be independently organized, funded, and staffed,
but the vast majority of them are affiliated with one, or more, larger networks
or federations (Hartshorn 2003; Gibbs 2007). Themost prominent federations
are Birthright (a Catholic organization with 241 centers in the United States),
the National Institute of Family and Life Advocates (NIFLA, which special-
izes in providing legal assistance to its 1,310 affiliated centers), Care Net (an
evangelical Christian organization with 1,850 affiliates), andHeartbeat Inter-
national (which runs Option Line and serves as a clearinghouse of resources
for nearly 4,000 PCs). These larger federated structures facilitate communica-
tion among PCs, provide legal assistance, offer liability insurance, offer coun-
seling training, and sometimes conduct national advertising and fundraising
for their network of affiliates (FRC 2012; Munson 2008). An individual PC
might choose to affiliate with several federations, allowing it to draw on the
collective identity provided by a particular religious belief system (i.e., Cath-
olic, evangelical) while alsomaximizing exposure to resources and to potential
clients. A center started by a group of evangelicals, for instance,might initially
join the Care Net federation, attend Care Net conferences, and even include
“Care Net” in their name, but they might later choose to also affiliate with
Heartbeat to receive referrals fromOption Line, or theymight seek assistance
from NIFLA when they want to pursue legal status as a medical clinic.

The large federations described above provide critical infrastructure for the
movement. Care Net, for example, offers step-by-step instructions for how to
begin a center and how to affiliatewith their network. Potential affiliatesmust
complete a lengthy application that requests information about the center’s
director, governing board, legal status, and the services the center provides
(Care Net 2014b). Centers that have not yet opened to the public can apply
for affiliation under slightly less rigorous guidelines, but still must have al-
ready identified a director and developed articles of incorporation, bylaws, or-
ganizational charts, volunteer training materials, and descriptions of services
the PCwill provide (CareNet 2014b). Clearly, affiliating withCareNet is not
thefirst step in this formof collective action. The practical guidance and start-
up manuals that the large networks provide are, undoubtedly, critical re-
sources for the diffusion of PCs into new areas.

National leaders have shown some interest in targeting particular types
of communities for PC formation. Antiabortion activist John Ensor, for ex-
1537
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ample, headed up an “urban initiative” on behalf ofHeartbeat International.
In the early stages of the initiative in 2006,Ensor expressed the general goals:
“The coming greatness of the pregnancy center movement will require us to
go outside our own neighborhoods, to go where the need is greatest, the re-
sources more limited, and the task far more complex—to take the gospel of
life to the major cities of America” (Heartbeat International 2006, p. 5).
This strategy includes targeting racial and ethnic groups. For example,

movement leaders point to what they perceive to be high rates of abortion
among African-Americans, and they characterize their own efforts as a re-
sponse to what they believe is Planned Parenthood’s targeting of poor and
minority communities.The antiabortion activists see their PC efforts as form-
ing an alliance with minority group members in part of a broader civil rights
struggle. AsEnsor (2013) expressed it in a recent essay, “If the civil rightsmove-
ment had actually kept its focus on the main issue—the dignity of person-
hood, asMartin LutherKing, Jr., articulated it, they would have transitioned
from achieving equal rights for black people to achieving equal rights for un-
born people” (Ensor 2013). It should be noted that these outreach initiatives
seem to reflect antiabortion activists’ awareness of the difficulties of the estab-
lishment of centers in communities with high proportions of racial and ethnic
minority group members.
Geographic Distribution of PCs

Of the many Americans who oppose abortion, only a small proportion of
them take action in support of those beliefs or directly engage with pregnant
women in an effort to persuade them to conform to their own beliefs pertain-
ing to abortion. Factors that contribute to individual beliefs about abortion,
therefore, do not fully explain the formation of PCs and other organizations
that carry out an antiabortion agenda. The location of these organizations,
however, is extraordinarily consequential for individuals because, in the on-
going fight over abortion, antiabortion activists have adopted a strategy of
restricting access to legal abortion facilities. They have done this, for exam-
ple, by protesting outside of abortion clinics and using a variety of other tac-
tics designed to raise the costs of operating facilities or utilizing facilities that
offer abortion services. Antiabortion activists at the state level have sought
legislation requiring that abortion providers hold admitting privileges to local
hospitals. Others have sought legislation requiring that women receive coun-
seling (and in some caseswithmandatory sonograms) and undergo postcoun-
seling waiting periods before abortion services can be provided (Meier and
McFarlane 1992;Medoff 2002;Crowley, Jagannathan, andFalchettore 2012).
Currently, a woman’s access to abortion is verymuch a function of where

she lives. Data collected for this study indicate that abortion providers are
numerous in many states, while in other locations such as South Dakota or
1538
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Mississippi there may be only a single provider for the entire state. Yet in
Mississippi there are 53 facilities affiliatedwithHeartbeat International, Care
Net, NIFLA, or Birthright International organizations, and in South Dakota
there are 23 affiliated PCs.However, PCs are also commonly located in states
such as California, where abortion clinics are numerous. The geographic
distribution of PCs is depicted in figure 1. As can be seen, the geographic
placement of both PCs and abortion clinics has important substantive impli-
cations pertaining to women’s access to abortion and exposure to those who
seek to discourage abortion.
Extant Theory Pertaining to Moral Reform Movements

To account for geographic variation in the placement of PCs, we focus our
attention on distributions of those who affiliate with institutions that offer
ideology or religious schemas that support the mission of PCs. Perhaps un-
surprisingly, most PCs are run by conservative Christian groups (both evan-
gelical and Catholic) that tend to emphasize commitment to absolute moral
truths (Munson 2008; Kelly 2012). Extant theories of moral reform move-
ments show little consensus on the question of where reform movement or-
ganizations aremost likely to take root and how that likelihoodmaybe related
to the relative presence of those who conform to or deviate from the group’s
values. Gusfield’s (1963) classic analysis of the temperance movement sug-
gests that spatial proximity to the movement’s targets (drinkers) is largely ir-
relevant to movement emergence and growth. According to his status politics
formulation, moral reform movements are something like the dying gasp of
social groups that are losing economic standing in a modernizing society.
While experiencing downward mobility in the class structure, they seek to
compensate by securing state recognition of the superiority of their ownmoral
values and lifestyle. While moral deviants are a necessary foil for this form
of symbolic politics, Gusfield’s theory does not indicate that reform move-
ment supporters are reacting to any kind of localized threat to their values.
Indeed, he goes so far as to suggest that temperance activists were not neces-
sarily concernedwith actually bringing about changes in the behavior of those
who drink, but were instead pursuing status gains.

Other scholars (Page and Clelland 1978; Wood and Hughes 1984; Clarke
1987) view the status politics formulation as being too cynical in that it down-
plays the importance of the actual issues for moral reform activists. From
these scholars’ perspective, movement supporters are motivated by deeply
held values developed through lifelong socialization processes.While this lat-
ter approach focuses on individuals’ support formoral reform, rather than the
mobilization of collective action, the argument implies that moral reform or-
ganizations would be most likely to form in locations where higher propor-
tions of people feel strongly about the issue that the movement is contesting.
1539
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Luker’s (1984) groundbreaking analysis of pro-choice and antiabortion
activism treats both socialized values and status concerns as important. In
her research she found that antiabortion activists’ opposition to abortion
could be traced to socialization and life experience, but she also argued that
their opposition was in large part motivated by a sense that abortion deval-
ues the status of motherhood in a way that is particularly threatening to
women who have a stake in the maintenance of traditional gender roles
by virtue of their investment in, and commitment to, the roles of mother
and homemaker. Notably, she finds that antiabortion activists were drawn
into activism by the shock they experienced when they learned of theRoe v.
Wade decision legalizing abortion. As Luker (1984, p. 137) describes it, these
women experienced the ruling as a “bolt from the blue.” This finding and
the theoretical argument she employs suggest that moral reform activists
would be relatively isolated, spatially, from those who hold different values
and from those who favor legalized abortion.

However, Beisel’s (1997) study of the antivice movement of the late 1800s
shows that proximity to those holding opposing values contributed to the
movement’s growth. Antivice crusades of the time were particularly appeal-
ing to wealthy and middle-class individuals who were concerned about
downward mobility for their children. Exposure to vice, they feared, could
connect their children with undesirable elements, leading them into activities
that could be detrimental to their future prospects while also bringing dis-
grace upon the family. Beisel found that the movement was particularly suc-
cessful in attracting supporters where the risk of exposure to immigrants—
the carriers of different cultural values—was highest. Similarly, Burns’s (2005)
study of conflict over contraception and abortion in the United States em-
phasizes the way in which decisions to frame issues in terms of moral claims
is likely to spur conflict in culturally heterogeneous settings where no single
moral code holds sway. Other recent research, such as Andrews and Se-
guin’s (2010) study of the prohibition movement and Tepper’s (2011) study
of cultural conflict over art, also suggests that moral reform movements are
spurred, in part, by exposure to thosewho do not share the activists’s values.

Thus there is no consensus on the question of where moral reform move-
ment organizations aremost likely to take root. In all formulations, a critical
mass of believers or supporters seems necessary. Yet it is unclear whether
spatial proximity to those who do not share the group’s values motivates,
or undermines, collective action efforts. We find both Luker’s (1984) argu-
ment and threat-based arguments to be persuasive (Beisel 1997). Social iso-
lation can serve as a means of reinforcing values and convictions, because
under those circumstances individuals are mainly exposed to others who
share their beliefs and values. Yet the proximity of those holding alternative
values, as other scholars have demonstrated (Beisel 1997; Burns 2005; An-
drews and Seguin 2010; Tepper 2011), can motivate action because believ-
1541

This content downloaded from 128.210.126.199 on October 27, 2017 07:38:27 AM
All use subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/t-and-c).



American Journal of Sociology

All
ers have reason to be concerned about the consequences of social interaction
with those who might undermine a value system which they deem to be not
onlymorally superior, but also beneficial to their livelihoods. Belowwe seek
to resolve this apparent conflict.
Intergroup Contact and Moral Reform

The literature onmoral reformmovements, aswell as literature that addresses
more general questions about how people respond to conflicting values, forces
us to reconcile seemingly contradictory aspects of social behavior. Exposure to
people with alternative values can both undermine and foster group solidar-
ity. We begin by summarizing two competing arguments about the role that
exposure plays. We then show how the tension between these two arguments
can be resolved by considering the implications of group proportions for col-
lective action.
Exposure to Deviance as a Potential Detriment
to Moral Reform Movements

Changes in ideas, behaviors, andpractices typically occur through social con-
tact. Children learn modes of appropriate behavior from parents, and those
patterns of behavior aremodified through the life course as their network ties
expand and they are exposed to alternative ways of thinking and behaving
(Mead 1934;Elder 1974; Bandura 1977). According to differential association
theory, criminal behavior is learned through interaction with law breakers
(Sutherland and Cressey 1978). Participation in a riot is influenced by expo-
sure to rioters (Granovetter 1978;Myers 2000, 2010). Socialmovement tactics
diffuse through ties between movement organizations and between activists
(McAdam 1988; Soule 1997; Rojas 2006; Wang and Soule 2012). Competing
business firms tend to adopt organizational forms and practices of their com-
petitors (DiMaggio and Powell 1983). More generally, Blau’s (1977) macro-
structural theory of social relations shows how intergroup contact can lead
to higher rates of a broad range of intergroup relations, including interracial
marriage or interreligious marriage (Blau and Schwartz 1984).
Given the role that intergroup contact plays in diffusion and assimilation

processes, itmight be expected that greater exposure to thosewho do not share
a group’s values would undermine the firm convictions that are vital to moral
reform efforts. Berger addressed this issue in terms of “plausibility structures”:
“Worlds are socially constructed and sociallymaintained.Their continuing re-
ality, both objective (as common, taken-for-granted facticity) and subjective
(as facticity imposing itself on individual consciousness), depends upon spe-
cific social processes, namely those processes that ongoingly reconstruct and
maintain the particular worlds in question. Thus each world requires a social
1542
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‘base’ for its continuing existence as a world that is real to actual human be-
ings. This ‘base’ may be called its plausibility structure” (1967, p. 65).

According toBerger, the legitimation of a belief system can be undermined
when it is not reinforced through social interaction with others—“The reality
of the world as socially defined must bemaintained externally, in the conver-
sation of men with each other, as well as internally, in the way by which the
individual apprehends the world within his own consciousness” (Berger
1967, p. 32).

While contemporary religion scholars debateBerger’s grander claims about
secularization undermining an overarching and unifying religious worldview,
there ismuch in the social science literature that supportsmoremodest claims
about how socially constructedmeaning systems are reinforced through social
interaction with others who share the same beliefs or understandings. For
Noelle-Neumann (1974), reluctance to express a minority viewpoint stems
from a fear of social isolation. Indeed, she (1974, p. 45) argues, “Willingness
to expose one’s views publicly varies according to the individual’s assess-
ment of the frequency distribution and the trend of opinions in his social
environment.” Similarly, Granovetter (1978) calls attention to a number
of circumstances in which peoples’ willingness to join in collective action
is shaped by the number of people who have already joined the fray.

Arguments about reinforcement of beliefs and collective identities, of
course, extend beyond the subject of religion. Bearman (1991), for example,
shows how desertion among Confederate soldiers during the latter years of
the American Civil War was most common in units where soldiers were the
most homogeneous in terms of their local origins. For these soldiers, he ar-
gues, “their localist identities as members of civil society” undermined at-
tempts to sustain “a competing Confederate nationalist identity” (Bearman
1991, p. 340). Similarly, BearmanandBrückner (2001) found that adolescents
taking a virginity pledge aremore likely to delay first intercourse and, notably
for our purposes, that effect is initially strengthened with increases in the pro-
portion of students in the school who also take the pledge. Interestingly, as we
will discuss later, increases in the proportion of students taking the pledge lose
deterrent capacitieswhen the proportion of pledgers reaches a pointwhere the
pledge comes to be viewed as normative.

Arguments pertaining to reinforcement of socially constructed frames or
schemas are also found in the socialmovement literature. SnowandBenford
(1988) argue, for example, that frames must resonate strongly with targeted
audiences to be effective in recruitment—an argument that suggests a pair-
ing between the frameand the lived experience of those targeted by the frame.
Babb (1996) compares movement frames to falsifiable scientific theories that
can become ineffective when movement members or potential members are
confronted with evidence that disconfirms the empirical credibility of the
frame. Similarly, McVeigh (2004, 2006) has emphasized the way in which the
1543
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resonance of movement framing should vary across local settings, as differ-
ent structural conditions anddifferent patterns of intergroup contact in those
settings conceal or reveal information that can be used to diagnose the frame’s
credibility.
The work cited above emphasizes ways in which sustained in-group in-

teraction is vital for maintaining commitment, or acting upon commitment,
to belief systems across a wide range of social settings and that exposure to
deviance can, therefore, deter collective action.
Exposure to Deviance as a Potential Stimulus
for Moral Reform Movements

Although spatial isolation from those sharing opposing values or one’s sense
of morality can strengthen moral convictions, such isolation may also pro-
vide little incentive to take action to defend a group’s values or to try to
change the values of others. What’s more, there is much in the sociological
literature that documents ways in which exposure to out-group members
can promote in-group solidarity. Indeed, going back toDurkheim (1964), de-
viance is seen as a means through which group boundaries are defined, as it
can bring into focus, through contrast, common elements within a group (see
also Erikson 1966). More recently, ethnic competition theory proposes that
increased contact between racially or ethnically distinct groups, under condi-
tions of scarce resources, can lead to collective conflict as groups draw upon
common cultural bonds to facilitate a defensive or reactive form of collective
action (Nielsen 1985; Olzak 1992). Increasingly, social movement researchers
have also been paying attention to how collective action can be sparked by a
group’s perception of various types of threat posed by the proximity of other
groups (Tilly 1978;McVeigh 1999, 2009;Goldstone andTilly 2001;VanDyke
and Soule 2002; Almeida 2003).
In contrast to Berger’s (1967) argument about belief systems being under-

mined by exposure to those holding alternative or conflicting beliefs, schol-
ars of religion have more recently argued that religious groups can actually
thrive in a competitive environment. Smith (1998), focusing specifically on
evangelical Protestants, argues that their belief system is, in fact, strength-
ened by exposure to opposition: “Collective identities depend heavily for
their existence on contrast and negation. Social groups know who they are
in large measure by knowing who they are not. Ingroups establish what it
means to be ‘in’ primarily by contrasting with outgroups whose members
are ‘out’” (Smith 1998, p. 91). In contrast to the “sacred canopies” concept
first articulated by Berger (1967), wherein religion is seen as providing
overarching protection for individuals from anomic chaos and terror, Smith
(1998, p. 106) offers instead the concept of “sacred umbrellas,” referring to
meaning systems that are portable, flexible, and durable. This approach does
1544
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not imagine a broad, overarching religious worldview in tensionwithmoder-
nity, but instead emphasizes an ongoing social construction of meaning sys-
tems informed by interaction with members of one’s own social group and
in relation to reference groups (also see Evans 1997). The very existence of
outgroup members, rather than undermining the belief system, can actu-
ally strengthen it by providing evidence of opposing forces that must be
resisted.

Also positioning themselves in opposition to Berger’s claims, Finke and
Stark (1988) offer a general theory of “religious economies,” proposing that
denominational pluralism, via a competition mechanism, can lead church
leaders to be more responsive to members and potential members. This ar-
gument spawned numerous studies evaluating the relationship between re-
ligious pluralism and religious vitality. It should be noted that significant
disagreement continues to exist on the nature of this relationship. Indeed,
Chavez and Gorski (2001) engaged in a comprehensive metanalysis of these
studies and concluded that empirical evidence does not support the religious
economies theory.2 Yet while scholars may continue to debate the relation-
ship between religious pluralism and religious participation, the sociological
literature offers numerous examples of how exposure to difference can en-
hance, rather than undermine, in-group solidarity.
The Importance of Group Proportions

We have argued that moral reformmovements are facilitated by features of
local contexts that contribute to the development of a critical mass of indi-
viduals who hold firm convictions and also feel motivated to take action.
As discussed above, some scholars have noted how exposure to individuals
with alternative beliefs can undermine faith and conviction, while others
have argued that this same exposure strengthens convictions and promotes
in-group solidarity. While these appear to be competing arguments, we pro-
pose that both are useful in understandingmoral reformmovements. To rec-
oncile these arguments, however, it is necessary to consider the significance
of group proportions. As Peter Blau (1977, p. 22) points out, “Extensive as-
sociationswith personswho have different backgrounds and experiences are
likely to make people more tolerant, broaden their horizons, and provide in-
tellectual stimulation.” Consistent with Berger’s (1967) ideas on plausibility
structures, these conditionswould seem towork againstmoral reformmove-
2 Voas, Crockett, and Olson (2002) present evidence indicating that virtually all of the
findings of these studies should be disregarded as the findings reflect an artifact of a mea-
surement of the key variables—a previously overlooked mathematical relationship be-
tween measures of religious participation and the index of denominational pluralism.
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ments. Importantly, however, rates of intergroup contact are heavily depen-
dent on group size.Members of a group that constitute a large numericalma-
jority of the population typically have limited contact with members of the
minority population, while those in the minority, by virtue of group propor-
tions, have numerous daily contacts with individuals from themajority group
(Blau 1977, p. 23).
This majority/minority imbalance holds important implications for the

maintenance of belief systems and the development of the firm convictions
that are the lifeblood of moral reform movements. Even in a heterogeneous
context, individuals tend to associate with people who are similar to them-
selves (see, e.g., Lazarsfeld and Merton 1954; McPherson and Smith-Lovin
1987; Rotolo andMcPherson 2001). Nevertheless, heterogeneity in the broader
community imposes constraints on opportunities to form homophilous ties,
particularly for those who are members of the minority (Blau 1977; Rotolo
and McPherson 2001). Those affiliated with a belief system that represents
the majority can easily restrict their primary social associations to those who
share their beliefs, allowing them to reaffirm their own convictions evenwhen
confronted with contradictory evidence or with those holding conflicting be-
liefs. Yet individuals affiliated with a belief system, when they are in the mi-
nority, find it more difficult to form exclusively homophilous associations and
thusmay havemore difficulty in consistently reaffirming their beliefs through
social interactionswith like-minded individuals.Thesedynamics are reflected
in Fischer’s (1975) subcultural theory of urbanism. He argues that urban en-
vironments facilitate the maintenance of many different subcultures be-
cause individuals are able to form homophilous relationships that reinforce
their distinctive lifestyles, beliefs, and values even in a broader context where
they are viewed as unusual or deviant. Group proportions, as we argue in the
next section, are key to determining conditions under which a particular be-
lief system can provide both the firm convictions and motivation facilitating
moral reform activity such as that represented by antiabortion PCs.
Religious Belief Systems, Group Proportions, and Pregnancy Centers

In theUnited States, PCshave strong ties toCatholic and evangelical churches
(Munson 2008;Kelly 2012). These religious faith traditions unequivocally con-
demnabortion as sinful, based on abelief that human life begins at conception.
Notably, a very high proportion of individuals who identify as evangelicals
are opposed to abortion under all circumstances and the percentage of evan-
gelicals opposing abortion has increased substantially over time,while opinion
among Catholics is more divided (see Evans 2002; Hoffman and Johnson
2005). It is important to keep in mind that not all adherents of these faith tra-
ditions conform to their church’s teaching about abortion. Adamczyk (2008),
for example, used data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent
1546
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Health to examine self-reported abortions of first pregnancies for unmarried
women. She found that Catholic women did not significantly differ from those
who identified as mainline Protestant, “other Protestant,” and “other religion”
in terms of self-reported abortions. And while she found that “conservative
Protestants” were significantly less likely than affiliates of these other groups
to report an abortion, bivariate findings nevertheless indicate that more than
one-fourth of women who identified as conservative Protestant reported hav-
ing had an abortion.We are not claiming, therefore, that proportions of Cath-
olics or evangelicals in a community can influence PC formation by virtue of
stark differences in patterns of choosing to end a pregnancy. Instead,we argue
that the proportion of individuals affiliated with religious institutions that op-
pose abortion influence perceptions about the need for, and viability of, PCs in
local settings.

Because of the way in which evangelical and Catholic belief systems sup-
port an antiabortion position, it might be expected that high proportions of
individuals affiliated with either one would increase the likelihood of a PC
being located in a community. However, based on the argument we have
made above, we expect the relationships to be curvilinear (inverted U). For
example, in a community with a small proportion of Catholics or evangel-
icals, we would not expect to find PCs (all else constant). Evangelicals or
Catholics living in such communities may oppose abortion, but by virtue of
their low numbers they may be less willing to take a public stand in support of
those beliefs. With increases in the size of the faith groups, however, it be-
comes easier for adherents to restrict their primary relations to homophilous
ties, thus reinforcing their convictions even in the presence of some in the
community who disagree. Increases in group size are also linked to increases
in resources controlled by the group that might be directed toward collective
action (McCarthy and Zald 1973; Oberschall 1973). Yet we expect a satura-
tion point can be reached where the size of the group (evangelicals or Cath-
olics in this example) becomes so large that it reduces the likelihood of a PC
being present.While convictions pertaining to abortionmay be strong in such
a community (Wilde 2007), and the availability of organizational resources is
even more abundant, the numerical dominance of believers can reduce the
motivation to act.When individuals have so little contact with others who do
not share their religious identity, it is likely that the sense of urgency will be
diminished as they will not sense a threat to their values that might other-
wise motivate action.

Notably, Bearman andBrückner (2001) observe similar dynamics in their
study of the effectiveness of virginity pledges. They find that the pledge is
effective only in contexts where it is “at least partially nonnormative” (p. 859).
While the presence of peers joining in making the pledge offers support needed
tomaintain the commitment, the positive effect of support is reversed when
the proportion of pledgers becomes large. The authors argue that identity-
1547
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basedmovements are based on formation of a self-conscious community set
apart from others. As a result, “if themovement successfully bridges the gap
betweenheterodoxyandorthodoxy, therearenomorereasons to join” (p. 871).
McVeigh (2009) utilizes similar logic in his theory of power devaluation, ar-
guing that status tends to be derived by “displaying behaviors and traits that
are simultaneously admired and scarce” (p. 41; also see Simmel 1950). Mo-
tivation to act in defense of values, from this perspective, is lacking when
values appear to be commonly held.
Finally, it should be noted that compatible claims can be derived draw-

ing upon theories of institutionalism. Institutions—in this case, religious insti-
tutions—provide stable scripts or schema to guide action (Meyer and Rowan
1977; Scott 2008). These scripts guide individual and organizational ac-
tions, constraining fields into increasing isomorphism over time (DiMaggio
and Powell 1983). Yet the power of scripts to promote conformity weakens
in the presence of alternative scripts (e.g., see Clemens and Cook [1999] for
a review of politics and institutionalism). For example, French cuisine was
highly institutionalized for centuries, strictly following rules thatwere learned
from professional schools and chefs until the 1970s and 1980s, when changes
in other institutional fields ofFrench art and cinemabegan to challenge tradi-
tional institutions in French cooking (Rao, Monin, and Durand 2003). Once
these alternative scripts were available, chefs started to question the existing
institutions and the nouvelle cuisine movement started in full force, chang-
ing the entire field of French cooking to the point where it became an insti-
tution itself, eventually slowing the rate of change and the need for conten-
tion over the changes (Rao et al. 2003). From an institutional perspective,
the capacity of religious doctrine to motivate action in support of its teach-
ing should be low where religious institutions have a limited presence. Alter-
natively, where religious institutions have a strong presence and alternative
scripts to guide action are scarce, apparent conformity to religious teaching
would minimize the need for collective action.
Other Considerations

Our core argument highlights howbelief systems pertaining to religion in local
contexts not only reinforce convictions of thosewho feel their beliefs represent
an absolute truth, but can also motivate adherents to join collective efforts
to alter the beliefs or practices of others. Yet we also give attention to other
community-level factors that could contribute to the formation and suste-
nance of PCs. An interesting aspect of the particular form of organization
studied in this article is that it necessitates contact between antiabortion ac-
tivists and populations perceived to be susceptible to choosing abortion to end
a pregnancy. In order to promote conformity, in other words, activists must
identify populations that they perceive to be in need of persuasion. We give
1548
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particular attention to the presence of abortion clinics, to ascertain whether
PCs are, in part, a direct response to the availability of abortion in a local
setting.Or, alternatively, PC formationmaybedrivenbyaniche-seekingpro-
cess where organizations are more likely to be established in locations where
they do not face direct competitionwith abortion clinics within the local con-
text and therefore may be able to reach a higher number of women seeking
guidance during an unanticipated pregnancy.

Wealso give attention to features of counties that are related to gender roles,
such as occupational sex segregation, the percentage of women in the labor
force, average family size, and the percentage of adult women who are mar-
ried. Luker (1984) argues that many women, as well as men, have a stake in
restricting abortion when the primary financial support for the family comes
from a male bread winner. Women’s control over their own fertility allows
them to compete more effectively in the labor force—a situation that can be
perceived as threatening to family units when they are primarily dependent
onmale earnings. Itmay be the case that in counties where traditional gender
roles are prevalent, many residents would oppose abortion. Yet these same
conditions may offer little incentive to organize a PC, since status threats
posed by more egalitarian gender relations would be minimal. In communi-
ties characterized by higher levels of gender equality there are still manymen
and women who adhere to traditional gender roles and values. Indeed, in al-
most all counties that we examine, the number of individuals engaged in tra-
ditional gender arrangements seems sufficient to allow for homophilous asso-
ciations. This is particularly true to the extent that gender roles are correlated
with social class distinctions that strongly influence patterns of residential
segregation. Counties with higher levels of nontraditional gender roles, there-
fore, contain both the potential for reinforcement of traditional values and
conditions that generate a sense of threat to those same values as relatively
high numbers of individuals are breaking with tradition.

We also control for the political context in counties, as reflected in the vote
for a Republican presidential candidate. In the current era, the two major
political parties have becomehighly polarized at the national level,with voter
preferences across several key issues aligning within the two major parties
(DiMaggio, Evans, and Bryson 1996; Abramowitz and Saunders 1998; Fio-
rina, Abrams, and Pope 2005; McVeigh, Cunningham, and Farrell 2014). As
this party polarization process has unfolded, arguments against abortion have
become firmly embedded in Republican ideology, while the pro-choice posi-
tion is deeply rooted in Democratic ideology. Formation of PCs may benefit,
therefore, from a supportive political climate provided in counties where the
Republicanvote is higher.Finally, in light of the PC leaders’ attempts to target
urban locations and racial and ethnic minorities, it is particularly important
to control for not only the population size of the county, but also for measures
of urbanization and racial and ethnic distributions.
1549
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DATA AND METHODS

Because we are interested in assessing local conditions that facilitate or dis-
courage the establishment of PCs, we examine variation in the number of
PCs across U.S. counties. Counties in the state of Alaska are excluded due
to data limitations. A county-level analysis provides us with considerable
comparative leverage, as we are able to examine variation across 3,105 cases.
To isolate these localized effects, though, we also include an analysis that
controls for state-level differences. Because states have different laws and re-
strictions pertaining to abortion, each state is akin to a unique field of action
where abortion opponents and supporters advance their positions. Our de-
pendent variable, the number of anti-abortion PCs in the county, is a count
variable, and we therefore estimate our models with negative binomial re-
gression. We use negative binomial regression rather than a Poisson model
because the former allows for overdispersion by relaxing assumptions that
the variance is equal to the mean and that counts are statistically indepen-
dent (King 1989).3

We measure the dependent variable as the number of organizations in a
county that are affiliated with any of the four major PC networks described
above (Birthright, National Institute of Family and Life Advocates, Care
Net, and Heartbeat International). The vast majority of local pregnancy
care centers in the United States are affiliated with at least one of these na-
tional networks. Publically available data from these networks were gath-
ered from each association’s online directories of their members (Birthright
International 2014; Care Net 2014a; Heartbeat International 2014; NIFLA
2014). Location of the PCs is determined by the addresses provided by the
organizations. Inclusion in one of these networks does not preclude a PC
from joining another network. To avoid counting the same organization
more than once, we combined all lists and manually removed duplicates,
sorting within cities to assure accuracy. Before removing duplicates, there
were 7,344 listings, but after duplicates were removed the total number of
unique PCs is 4,530. In order to keep the analysis focused on PCs, our mea-
sure does not include organizations affiliated with these networks that are
identified as maternity homes or adoption agencies.4
1550

3 Because of the distribution of the dependent variable, calculating the dependent variable
as a rate of the county population size would produce severe estimation problems. The de-
pendent variable ranges from 0 to 49, and just over half of the counties have a value of
zero. Therefore, a measure of PCs as a rate of population size produces extreme outliers
and gives highly disproportionate weight to counties with small populations that have
even a single PC. For example, Stanton County, Kansas, with a total population of just
under 4,000 and only one PCwould have a value on the dependent variable that is more than
14 SDs above the mean.
4 We obtain similar results when these organizations are included in the measure of the
dependent variable.
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Weare particularly interested in examining how the distribution of adher-
ents of supportive belief systems is related to the location of PCs in local set-
tings. To obtain measures of religious distributions, we use data from the
2010 Religious Congregations and Membership Study, conducted by repre-
sentatives of the Association of Statisticians of American Religious Bodies
(ASARB; see Grammich et al. 2012) and disseminated by the Association
of Religion Data Archives (ARDA). The 2010 study represents an update
of studies carried out in prior decades by the National Council of Churches
and the Glenmary Research Center. Sponsors of the study invited participa-
tion from all religious bodies that they identified as having congregations in
the United States; 236 of the 296 religious groups that were contacted agreed
to participate. These include 217Christian denominations (including Latter-
Day Saints, Messianic Jews, and Unitarian/Universalist groups) as well as a
variety of non-Christian groups (Grammich et al. 2012). A contact person
from each participating group was responsible for obtaining and providing
information about their congregations, members, and adherents (Grammich
et al. 2012). The 236 religious groups “reported a total of 344,894 congrega-
tions with a total of 159,686,156 adherents, comprising 48.8 percent of the
totalU.S. population” (ARDA2012).Of the 236 religious groups in the study,
146 are classified as evangelical, based on their emphasis on personal faith in
Christ, the divine inspiration of theBible, and the importance of evangelism,
aswell as their conservative theological and social positions relative tomain-
line Protestant denominations (ARDA, n.d.).

In our analysis, we utilize a measure of religious “adherents,” rather than
“members.” The term adherent in this case refers to all those identified as
having an affiliation with a congregation and can include children, church
members, and attendeeswho are notmembers (ASARB2012). Thismeasure
of adherents provides advantages when the goal is to compare across differ-
ent denominations, because different faith traditions have different require-
ments for when attendees can be considered to be members.5 In the nation
as a whole, the data show that 39.1% of adherents in the data identified as
1551

5 At the county level, our measure of %Catholic or evangelical adherents is highly corre-
lated with a measure of %Catholic or evangelical members (r 5 0.7133). We opt for the
more inclusive adherents measure in our analysis. In preliminary analyses, we did esti-
mate our models substituting the %members variable for the %adherents measure and
found only minor substantive differences in the findings. When all control variables are
included, a measure of antiabortion organizations is significant when we estimate models
with the members variable, but falls short of significance when the adherents measure is
used. The only other notable difference is that when we use the measure of adherents, a
measure of male educational advantage remains statistically significant in the models,
but falls short of significance in some models when the members variable is used instead
of our measure of adherents.

This content downloaded from 128.210.126.199 on October 27, 2017 07:38:27 AM
All use subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/t-and-c).



American Journal of Sociology

All
Catholic, 33.2% are evangelical Protestant, 15% are mainline Protestant,
and 12.7% are grouped into other categories.6

Because the vastmajority of PCs are sponsored by evangelical or Catholic
groups (Munson 2008), in our analyses we are particularly interested in the
percentage of religious adherents in a county that are Catholic and the per-
centage that are adherents of evangelical denominations. Because the mea-
sures of %Catholic and %evangelical are highly (and negatively) correlated
(r5 2.746), we initially examine each separately. Because both faith tradi-
tions are supportive of PCs, we combine them into ameasure that represents
the percentage of religious adherents that are either Catholic or evangelical
(%evangelical or Catholic). Particularly important to our argument is the
specification of a curvilinear relationship, where an increase in the percent-
age of adherents initially has a positive relationship with the dependent var-
iable because it provides abortion opponents with greater confirmation of
their convictions when surrounded bymore people who share their religious
belief system. Yet beyond a certain point, increases in the percentage of res-
idents sharing the belief system should reduce PC establishment because the
numerical dominance of the group reduces the sense that action is needed
to address what is perceived to be deviant or even sinful behavior in the
community.
Because the twopolitical parties have aligned on opposite sides of the abor-

tion debate, Republican strongholds are likely to provide a more supportive
environment for PCs. Therefore, we include a measure of the percentage of
voters who voted for Republican presidential candidate Mitt Romney in
2012 (%Republican). Data were obtained from the Atlas of U.S. Presidential
Elections, which compiles data on voting collected by Secretary of State of-
fices, or their equivalents (Leip 2013).
We also consider whether PC establishment is related to the presence or

absence of abortion clinics. On the one hand, PCs may be more likely to
emerge in reaction to an abortion clinic in the community (via a competition
mechanism). Yet it may instead be the case that PC establishment is struc-
tured more in terms of niche-seeking processes, where organizations are
more likely to take hold where abortion opponents have the field of action
to themselves andmay, therefore, be more effective in reaching their targets
1552

6 Although Catholics and evangelical Protestants constitute the majority of religious ad-
herents in the nation as a whole, there is considerable variation across U.S. counties. In-
deed, ourmeasure of the percentage of adherents that is either evangelical or Catholic has
a mean value of 68.91 (SD 5 16.9), and ranges from 0 to 100. Mainline Protestants rep-
resent a primary comparison group throughout most regions of the United States. Low
percentages of Catholics or evangelicals in the state of Utah, however, reflect very high
proportions of adherents of the Church of Latter-Day Saints. As a robustness check, we
estimated our models with and without Utah counties and obtained similar results.
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(women experiencing an unplanned pregnancy). We obtained data on abor-
tion providers from the Guttmacher Institute, a policy research and public
education nonprofit organization focused on sexual and reproductive health
worldwide. Data were collected as part of their 16th census of the known
universe of abortion providers in the United States in 2011 (Jones and Jer-
man 2014). These data are of nonhospital abortion providers. Hospitals are
excluded from the census because they provide less than 5% of abortions
and do not keep or provide detailed abortion data as clinics do (Jones and
Jerman 2014). Because people may be aware of abortion clinics within their
own county and in nearby counties, we form a measure that combines the
number of abortion clinics in a county with the number of clinics in adja-
cent counties. Adjacency is measured using queen contiguity, which in-
cludes counties that share an edge or evena single pointwith the focal county.7

Because of skewness of the variable, we use the natural log of one plus the
number of clinics.

We include a variety ofmeasures that are related to gender roles and gender
inequality in U.S. counties. First is a measure of male educational advan-
tage, which is calculated as the percentage of women age 25 or older with a
bachelor’s degree or higher subtracted from the percentage of men age 25
or older with a bachelor’s degree or higher. We also include a measure of
the percentage ofwomen age 16 or olderwho are in the labor force (%women
in labor force), the percentage of women age 15 or older who are married (%
married), and the average family size in the county. These datawere all gath-
ered from the 2006–10 U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey
five-year summaryfiles, the only available source for these data at the county
level (ACS 2012).We also include ameasure of occupational sex segregation.
Because data on detailed occupational categories are not available in more
recent census data due to the switch to the ACS, for this measure we rely on
data from the 2000 census. Occupational sex segregation is calculated using
a dissimilarity index across the 93 occupational categories within the Stan-
dard Occupational Classification manual. This measures the percentage of
women who would have to change occupational categories for there to be
an even distribution of men and women across occupational categories (for
more information see, Massey and Denton [1988] and McVeigh and Sobo-
lewski [2007]).

We include a number of control variables that could potentially be re-
lated to PC establishment. We draw on data from the National Center for
Charitable Statistics (NCCS) to obtain a measure of the number of Right
to Life organizations in a county. The NCCS collects Internal Revenue Ser-
7 To determine adjacency in this manner we used GIS shapefiles from the U.S. Census
(2010) and R packages spdep and maptools.
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vice (IRS) filings on incorporated nonprofit organizations and implements the
National Taxonomy of Exempt Entities to classify organizations. Right to
Life organizations are classified as “R62”; that is, “organizations that support
the passage of legislation which assigns legal rights to the unborn and seeks
to criminalize the termination of unwanted pregnancies” (NCCS 2014). All
other controls are compiled from the 2006–10 ACS (2012). Because the for-
mation of a PC is likely to be heavily dependent not only on population size
but also on the concentration of the population within counties, we include
a measure of the natural log of total population, the log of square miles in
a county, and the percentage of the population residing in a rural location
(%rural). Population size, of course, is related to the number of people who
might be willing to contribute to PC establishment and maintenance, as well
as the number of people who might be seeking the services of the organiza-
tion. Additionally, rural counties may not have concentrations of people, re-
sources, and clientele to sustain a PC.We also control formedian age,median
family income (measured in thousands of dollars), and the percentage of adults
age 25 and over who have earned a bachelor’s degree (%college degree). Fi-
nally, in light of the attention that some PC leaders have given to targetingmi-
nority communities, we include a measure of the percentage of people in the
county who identify as black or African-American (%black) and the percent-
age who identify as Hispanic or Latino (%Latino).
RESULTS

We begin by examining bivariate relationships among some of our key var-
iables of interest. Figure 2 depicts a matrix of bivariate scatterplots includ-
ing our measure of PCs, religious distributions, population size, and %rural.
In the top row on the left-hand side, we see that PCs are unlikely to be found
in counties where there are high proportions of evangelicals or high propor-
tions of Catholics.Whenwe combine the religious distributions in ameasure
of the percentage that are either evangelical or Catholic, we see a distribu-
tion that resembles a bell curve. There are few PCs in counties that have
low percentages of Catholics or evangelicals and also few PCs in counties
with high proportions of evangelicals or Catholics. Yet we also see that, as
is the case with most organizations, PCs are much more likely to be found
in populous counties and in counties that are predominantly nonrural. Pop-
ulation size and %rural are also moderately correlated with the measures of
%Catholic and%evangelical (%Catholic tends to be higher in populous and
nonrural counties and %evangelical tends to be higher in less populous and
rural counties). While the scatterplot diagrams do reveal what appears to be
a curvilinear relationship between the presence of PCs and the proportion of
Catholic and evangelical religious adherents, multivariate analysis is needed
1554
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to determinewhether that relationship holds when population size and other
factors are taken into consideration.

A matrix of Pearson correlation coefficients and descriptive statistics for
all variables is presented in table 1. As can be seen, there are some strong cor-
relations among some of our independent variables. The correlation between
the populationmeasure and%rural, for example, is2.757. Yet as figure 2 re-
veals, there are quite a few counties that are highly urbanized but are rela-
tively low in terms of population size, and some counties that are relatively
populous but highly rural. These differences should be consequential for or-
ganizational presence, so we include both measures in our analyses.We pre-
sent models, however, that both include and exclude the %rural variable.
FIG. 2.—Bivariate scatterplot matrix: Pregnancy centers, religious distributions, and
population
1555
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Pregnancy Centers
Table 1 reveals other strong correlations, such as that between occupational
sex segregation and population size, family size andmedian age, and themea-
sures of income and education. Including these additional variables is impor-
tant in order to give our argument about the effects of religious distributions
the toughest test possible by holding constant other factors that can explain
variation in PC presence.We first estimate models only including our religion
variables and the essential control for population size. In subsequent models,
we add the other controls. The findings pertaining to our religion variables are
extraordinarily robust, regardless of what other variables are included in the
analysis. We also performed sensitivity analyses and found that coefficients
for the other variables are stable as well.8 As an additional robustness check,
we also estimated our full models with logistic regression with the dependent
variablemeasured as a dichotomy (presence or absence of at least one PC).We
did this to check the possibility that our results might be driven by counties
with unusually high numbers of PCs (see app. A). Results are similar for our
key variables of interest. Most important, we observe the same curvilinear
relationship between our religion variable and PC presence and also similar
relationships between PC presence and our measures of traditional gender
roles.

Because of the strong relationship between population size and our depen-
dent variable, we first assess the estimated effects of our religion variables
controlling only for population size (table 2). We present results of negative
binomial regression. In all of our analyses, we use the robust cluster command
in Stata to adjust standard errors, accounting for the clustering of counties
within states. Because measures of %evangelical in a county and %Catholic
are highly correlated (2.746), we begin by examining each separately to deter-
mine whether their relationships with the dependent variable are similar. As
shown in table 2, column 1, themeasure%evangelical is not statistically signif-
icant. This is consistent with our argument. Simply having high percentages
8 We estimatedmodels including ourmeasure of%evangelical or Catholic and its squared
term, with controls for population size and %rural. We then estimated models inserting
each additional variable, one at a time—without the other controls included—and com-
pared the coefficient and its sign to those found in full models with all controls included.
With only a few exceptions, the results from the stripped-downmodels and the full models
were similar in terms of the magnitude and signs of the coefficients. Our measure of me-
dian income loses statistical significance when control variables are added to the model.
We also found that the measure of %married becomes statistically significant when we
control for %black. This should be expected, and it represents a classic suppressor effect.
Both variables are negatively related to the dependent variable, as expected, and the two
variables are negatively correlated with each other. The percentage of married women
tends to be low in counties with high proportions of African-Americans. Similarly, we find
that the measure of occupational sex segregation becomes significant when we include a
control for the percentage of persons with a college degree. Again, this represents an ex-
pected suppressor effect where both variables, as expected, are negatively related to the
dependent variable and strongly and negatively correlated with each other.
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Pregnancy Centers
of evangelicals in a county is not associated with the presence of PCs. Instead,
as results presented inmodel 2 show, the relationship is curvilinear, as we pre-
dicted. Higher percentages of evangelicals initially have a positive effect, sug-
gesting that higher proportions of adherents provide greater opportunity for
reinforcement of beliefs through homophilous interactions. Yet as evangeli-
cals surpass majority status, the predicted effect grows increasingly negative,
which reflects the extent to which the dominance of a belief system in a local
setting can reduce the motivation to engage in collective action because the
threat posed by adherents of other belief systems is minimized.

We obtain similar results inmodels 3 and 4whenwe examine the estimated
effects of the percentage of Catholic adherents. By itself, %Catholic is not a
significant predictor of PC establishment. Yet once againwe find the expected
curvilinear relationship where increases in %Catholic initially increase the
likelihood of PC establishment, but after the size of the Catholic population
surpasses majority status, the relationship becomes increasingly negative.

Because both evangelical andCatholic individuals and organizations sup-
port PCs, and because our measures of %Catholic and %evangelical are
strongly correlated, we should expect to find a stronger impact of religious
distributions if we set up a comparison of Catholics and evangelicals, with
other religious denominations. In models 5 and 6 we present the results
found when our independent variable is a measure of the percentage of re-
ligious adherents who are either evangelical or Catholic. As was the case for
%Catholic and %evangelical separately, the variable by itself is not statisti-
cally significant. Andwe also see the expected curvilinear relationship, where
initial increases in %evangelical or Catholic have a strong, positive effect
on PC establishment.When the proportion of evangelicals andCatholics sur-
passesmajority status, however, additional increases substantially reduce the
establishment of PCs.

Up to this pointwe have demonstrated a strong empirical relationship be-
tween the distribution of Catholics and evangelicals in a county and the
placement of antiabortion PCs. Importantly, this relationship is not revealed
until we include the predicted quadratic specification. Failure to do so would
lead to the incorrect conclusion that religious distributions are unrelated to
PC placement.

Yet variation in PC placement should depend on several other factors as
well. Results presented in table 3 include the additional variables under
consideration. Again, in the first column we demonstrate that our measure
of the religious distribution is not related to PC placement if we fail to in-
clude the quadratic specification. As can be seen in table 3, column 2, when
we do include the quadratic specification, the curvilinear relationship be-
tween PC placement and the %evangelical or Catholic remains strong even
when our control variables are included. In column 3, we see that the esti-
mate of the relationship is not affected when we add the additional control
1559
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TABLE 3
Number of Pregnancy Centers, U.S. Counties: Religious Distributions,

Control Variables, and State-Level Controls

Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Model 4 (with
State Controls)

%evangelical or Catholic . . . . . . .004 .067*** .066*** .058***
(.003) (.008) (.008) (.012)

%evangelical or Catholic2 . . . . . 2.0005*** 2.0005*** 2.0004***
(.0001) (.0001) (.0001)

Population (log) . . . . . . . . . . . . . .81*** .81*** .71*** .67***
(.04) (.04) (.05) (.03)

Square miles (log) . . . . . . . . . . . . .10* 0.09* .11** .13***
(.04) (.04) (.04) (.03)

%rural . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2.01*** 2.01***
(.00) (.00)

%Republican, 2012 . . . . . . . . . . .01* .01** .01* .01**
(.00) (.00) (.00) (.00)

Abortion clinic proximity . . . . . 2.06* 2.06* 2.04 2.06*
(.03) (.03) (.03) (.03)

Antiabortion organizations . . . . .02 .02 .03 .04
(.02) (.02) (.02) (.02)

Average family size . . . . . . . . . . 2.58*** 2.39** 2.28* 2.31*
(.15) (.13) (.13) (.12)

%women in labor force . . . . . . . .014** .01* .01 2.00
(.005) (.005) (.01) (.01)

%married . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2.03*** 2.03*** 2.02** 2.02**
(.01) (.01) (.01) (.01)

Occupational sex segregation . . . 2.02** 2.02* 2.02** 2.03***
(.01) (.01) (.01) (.01)

Male educational advantage . . . 2.03** 2.04*** 2.02* 2.02*
(.01) (.01) (.01) (.01)

%black . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2.01*** 2.01*** 2.01*** 2.01***
(.00) (.00) (.00) (.00)

%Latino . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2.01** 2.01* 2.01*** 2.01***
(0.00) (.00) (.00) (.00)

Median age . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .00 2.00 2.00 2.00
(.01) (.01) (.01) (.01)

Median income . . . . . . . . . . . . . .00 .00 2.00 .00
(.01) (.01) (.01) (.00)

%college degree . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2.02** 2.02** 2.02** 2.02***
(.01) (.01) (0.01) (.01)

Constant . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 26.12*** 28.41*** 27.35*** 25.81***
(1.04) (1.01) (1.14) (.94)

Log likelihood . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 23,094.15 23,068.83 23,052.37 22,988.74
This content downloaded
 use subject to University of Chicago
 from 128.210
 Press Terms 
.126.199 on O
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Pregnancy Centers
for %rural. The relationship between PC placement and the %evangelical
or Catholic is depicted in figure 3. The figure displays the predicted value of
the dependent variable at varying levels of our religious distribution mea-
sure when all other variables are set at their mean values. Here it can be
seen that increases in %evangelical or Catholic have a strong positive effect
on the dependent variable up until the point where Catholics and evangel-
icals constitute approximately 60% of religious adherents. With further in-
creases in evangelicals andCatholics, however, we see a sharp decline in the
predicted number of PCs.

Looking beyond ourmeasures of religious distributions, results presented
in table 2, model 3, show that population size and the size of land area are
positively associated with PC placement, and PCs are significantly less likely
to be found in highly rural counties. The coefficient for our measure of prox-
imity to an abortion clinic is negative, but it falls short of statistical signifi-
cance when a control for %rural is included in the model.

Notably, we also find that PCs are more likely to take root in counties
where the vote for the Republican presidential candidate was high. This
is consistent with social movement scholarship that emphasizes a tendency
for movement organizations to benefit from a favorable political context
(Tilly 1978; McAdam 1982; Tarrow 1994). Given the extent to which anti-
abortion stances have become deeply rootedwithin the national Republican
Party’s platform and ideology, counties with high proportions of Republi-
can voters provide a context where antiabortion activists may feel greater
support in taking public action to establish or maintain a PC. In general,
our results indicate that PCs are more likely to be found in counties charac-
terizedby relatively egalitarian gender roles.Themeasure of%women in labor
FIG. 3.—Predicted number of pregnancy centers at various levels of %evangelical or
Catholic.
1561
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force is not significant, but PCs are significantly less likely to be found in coun-
ties where high percentages of women aremarried, where average family sizes
are high, and where occupational sex segregation is high. Above we have ar-
gued that countieswithmore egalitarian gender outcomes contain both the po-
tential for reinforcement of traditional values for a significant conservative
subset of the population and also conditions that generate a sense of threat
to traditional values.
We also find that in spite of outreach efforts by national PC leaders, PCs

face difficulties when it comes to taking hold in communities with high pro-
portions of African-Americans andLatinos.We also see that PCs are less likely
to take root in communities with higher percentages of college graduates.
It is important to point out that in the analyses presented in columns 1–3,

we have not controlled for state-level differences. In order to avoid specifica-
tion error in our attempts to test arguments about more localized effects, it is
strongly advisable to include state-level controls. Different states, largely in
response to pressure from antiabortion organizations and levels of support
or opposition to abortion in the population at large, have a patchwork of dif-
ferent laws and restrictions pertaining to abortion.Each state, therefore, pro-
vides a different environment where abortion opponents and pro-choice ad-
vocates seek to advance their positions. These differences hold important
implications for establishment of PCs within counties.
As can be seen in table 3, model 4, the results are largely similar when we

control for state differences, but with a few notable exceptions. The magni-
tude of the coefficients for %evangelical or Catholic and its squared term
are slightly reduced when state controls are included, but the estimated ef-
fects remain highly significant. Notably, we find that our measure of prox-
imity to an abortion clinic regains statistical significance when state-level
controls are added.The establishment ofPCs seems tobenefit froma support-
ive organizational environment where access to an abortion clinic is limited.
This finding is particularly interesting in that it suggests that PC presence is
not typically a reactive response to the presence of abortion clinics. The find-
ing could instead reflect difficulties that PCs face locating in communities that
have been able to maintain abortion clinics in the face of the national anti-
abortionmovement’s attempts to restrict access to abortion.Net of other var-
iables, PCs are more likely to be found in communities where they are not in
direct competition with abortion clinics.
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

While some groups engage in collective action to win new benefits or to rec-
tify a perceived injustice, others engage in action oriented toward promot-
ing conformity with their own group members’ beliefs, values, or codes of
behavior. Social movement theory has developed, for the most part, with
1562
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the former type of collective action in mind. The group’s collective griev-
ances are taken as a starting point and collective action is largely understood
as an organizational problem. How can the group secure organizational re-
sources needed to entice participation in the effort and to compete effectively
with other groups to secure a greater share of societal benefits? (See, e.g.,Mc-
Carthy and Zald 1973; Obershall 1973.) How can groups exploit vulnerabil-
ities in the political power structure to attract needed participation and to
win concessions from the state or other powerful actors? (See, e.g., Tilly 1978;
McAdam 1982; Tarrow 1994.) How canmovement leaders develop compel-
ling interpretations of existing circumstances that entice participation in col-
lective action? (See Snow et al. 1986; Gamson 1992.) Scholars who have stud-
ied moral reform movements, on the other hand, have given relatively little
attention to organizational dynamics and have instead focused on the nature
of the group’s values and the status that can be derived throughmoral reform
efforts.

Moral suasion is central to progressive as well as to conservative move-
ments, and the argument we have made above is agnostic when it comes
to the ideological leanings of moral persuasion. Bringing about change
through collective action typically involves enlisting participants while also
bringing about changes in the hearts andminds of bystanders and, at times,
opponents. Different local contexts provide different fields of action, as well
as different chances for success and failure. As a first step in developing our
ideas about collective action and moral persuasion we have, in this article,
focused on activism where moral persuasion is an end in itself, rather than
a means to an end. Doing so allows us to resolve disagreements in the liter-
ature that specifically focuses on moral reform movements. But our work
should be useful in addressing more general questions about how people
form beliefs and convictions and about their willingness to act upon them.
We argue that, to understandmoral reform efforts, it is necessary to consider
conditions that promote the kind of moral certitude that is at the heart of the
collective effortwhile also considering the complex interplay between shared
convictions and threats to those convictions that may motivate action.

Social scientists, of course, are well aware of how group proportions can
shape the nature of social interaction. Soloman Asch’s (1960) classic exper-
iments showed how individuals can doubt their own convictions even on
something seemingly obvious (such as comparing the length of lines on apage),
when they see that their judgment is in the minority. Kanter’s (1977) study of
“tokenism” in the workplace reveals howmembers of the minority (women in
that case) face unusual pressure by virtue of thatminority status.Men, on the
other hand, as members of the majority, heightened group boundaries and
placed female coworkers into preconceived categories (see also Hughes
1944). Although sociologists have recognized the importance of group pro-
portions, these basic insights are frequently overlooked in contemporary
1563
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studies of collective action and of social interaction more generally. In our
case, the failure to consider dynamics related to group proportions would
have led us to conclude incorrectly that PC placement is unrelated to reli-
gious distributions.
Public policy is often developed in anticipation of ways that intergroup

contact may be related to desirable outcomes. Examples include efforts to
desegregate schools (Useem 1980; Olzak, Shanahan, and West 1994), to
situate affordable housing for low-income families (Pattillo 1999; de Souza
Briggs, Popkin, and Goering 2010), and to help prevent the spread of dis-
ease (e.g., Bearman 2010). Our research, particularly with its emphasis on
the importance of group proportions, may be useful in designing policies
that reap benefits of integration while minimizing conflict.
Arguments presented in this article should be particularly useful in gain-

ing a better understanding of how cultural differencesmay be resolved or, on
the other hand, may generate polarization. On the issue of abortion, Luker
(1984) called attention to the way in which the pro-choice and pro-life activ-
ists’ positions were rooted in fundamental differences in the understanding
of when life begins, rendering compromise between the two groups unlikely
if not impossible. Beyond the abortion debate, Hunter’s (1991) depiction of
“culture wars” has been influential: he argues that Americans have increas-
ingly become divided into two hostile camps, with views on a range of is-
sues rooted in opposing overarching worldviews. Contrary to this argument,
however, recent research has shown that Americans’ attitudes are not be-
coming increasingly polarized on most issues (DiMaggio et al. 1996; Evans
2002; McAdam and Kloos 2014). Attitude polarization among adherents of
the two major political parties, however, has increased (Abramowitz and
Saunders 1998; Evans 2002; Fiorina, Abrams, andPope 2005;McVeigh,Cun-
ningham, and Farrell 2014).
In his recent book about conflict over reproductive genetic technologies,

Evans (2010, p. 12) points out that opponents and supporters are not, as cul-
ture wars arguments would suggest, “split into two irreconcilable groups
defined by having distinct worldviews.” In fact, he notes that the two sides
draw upon much of the same discourse when articulating their opposing
positions. This fact, Evans argues, provides potential for compromise and
constructive dialogue as people move into uncharted territory and confront
a variety of practical and ethical dilemmas. The broader scholarly debate
about the capacity for constructive dialogue is of vital importance for both
social and political life in complex societies. Our work can contribute to a
better understanding of cultural conflict by focusing attention on the impor-
tance of the context in which dialogue occurs—or fails to occur. The nature
of opinion distributions is consequential for social cohesion. Random distri-
bution of individuals holding divergent opinions across local settings is very
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different from a situation where like-minded people are bunched together in
some communities,while thosewhohold different opinions are geographically
clustered elsewhere. Indeed, the geographical clustering of opinions on impor-
tant social issues seems to feed into the national-level political polarization we
currently observe in the United States, as political representatives face formi-
dablebarriers to compromisewhen they represent culturallyhomogenous con-
stituencies (McVeigh et al. 2004).
APPENDIX

TABLE A1
All use 
Presence of at Least One Pregnancy Center, U.S. Counties

Variables Model 1 Model 2

%evangelical or Catholic . . . . . . .004 .127***
(.006) (.023)

%evangelical or Catholic2 . . . . . 2.001***
(.0002)

Population (log) . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.48*** 1.45***
(.15) (.16)

Square miles (log) . . . . . . . . . . . . .25** .27**
(.09) (.09)

%rural . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2.02*** 2.02***
(.00) (.00)

%Republican, 2012 . . . . . . . . . . .02** .02***
(.01) (.01)

Abortion clinic proximity . . . . . 2.09 2.09
(.10) (.10)

Antiabortion organizations . . . . .38* .36*
(.18) (.18)

Average family size . . . . . . . . . . 21.02*** 2.88**
(.31) (.32)

%women in labor force . . . . . . . .01 2.01
(.02) (.02)

%married . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2.07*** 2.06***
(.02) (.02)

Occupational sex segregation . . . 2.07*** 2.07***
(0.02) (.02)

Male educational advantage . . . 2.05* 2.06*
(.02) (.02)

%black . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2.03*** 2.03***
(.01) (.01)

%Latino . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2.01 2.01
(.01) (.01)

Median age . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .01 2.02
(.03) (.02)

Median income . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2.02 2.02
(.01) (.01)

%college degree . . . . . . . . . . . . . .01 .01
(.02) (.02)
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All use sub
TABLE A1 (Continued)

Variables Model 1 Model 2

Constant . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 26.24 29.10**
(3.31) (3.38)

Log likelihood . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21,135.22 21,116.12
This content downloaded from 128.210
ject to University of Chicago Press Terms 
.126.199 on October 2
and Conditions (http://
NOTE.—Logistic regression estimates with robust SEs (in parentheses) to ac-
count for clustering of counties within states.
* P < .05, two-tailed test.
** P < .01.
*** P < .001.
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