
Nonprofit Incorporation among Movements of the Poor: Pathways and Consequences for
Homeless Social Movement Organizations
Author(s): Daniel M. Cress
Source: The Sociological Quarterly, Vol. 38, No. 2 (Spring, 1997), pp. 343-360
Published by: Blackwell Publishing on behalf of the Midwest Sociological Society
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/4120740
Accessed: 03/12/2010 17:24

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use, available at
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp. JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use provides, in part, that unless
you have obtained prior permission, you may not download an entire issue of a journal or multiple copies of articles, and you
may use content in the JSTOR archive only for your personal, non-commercial use.

Please contact the publisher regarding any further use of this work. Publisher contact information may be obtained at
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=black.

Each copy of any part of a JSTOR transmission must contain the same copyright notice that appears on the screen or printed
page of such transmission.

JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of
content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms
of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

Blackwell Publishing and Midwest Sociological Society are collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and
extend access to The Sociological Quarterly.

http://www.jstor.org

http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=black
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=mss
http://www.jstor.org/stable/4120740?origin=JSTOR-pdf
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=black


NONPROFIT INCORPORATION AMONG 
MOVEMENTS OF THE POOR: 

Pathways And Consequences For Homeless Social 
Movement Organizations 

Daniel M. Cress 
University of Colorado 

Social movement scholars have begun to note the widespread use of nonprofit incorpora- 
tion by social movement organizations (SMOs) in the United States. They argue that non- 
profit incorporation is a voluntary act that ultimately leads to moderation in goals and 
tactics. I examine this argument with ethnographic data on fifteen homeless SMOs that 
operated in eight U.S. cities. I identify six pathways to adoption or nonadoption of non- 
profit form and find that moderation, when it occurs, is not a function of nonprofit incorpo- 
ration per se but of the particular pathway by which an SMO came to adopt nonprofit form. 
I discuss the implications of these findings for SMOs in general and for understanding the 
broader debates about organizational autonomy and external control of SMOs. 

The form of social movement organizations (SMOs) has been a central concern of social 
movement scholars since the ascendence of the organizational paradigm (McCarthy and Zald 
1973, 1977; Oberschall 1973; Tilly 1978; Zald and Ash 1966) in the social movement litera- 
ture. Borrowing a fundamental insight from a range of organizational theorists that organiza- 
tional form influences the type of action that can be pursued (DiMaggio and Powell 1983; 
Hannan and Freeman 1989; March and Simon 1958; Pfeffer and Salancik 1978; Thompson 
1967; Williamson 1985), students of social movements have examined SMOs along a number 
of contrasting "ideal type" dimensions (Edwards 1994; Jenkins 1987). Thus, scholars have 
explored the influence of bureaucratic versus nonbureaucratic, formal versus informal, cen- 
tralized versus decentralized, and professional versus grassroots structures on SMO goals, 
mobilization capabilities, tactical repertoires, and outcomes (Freeman 1979; Gamson 1975; 
McCarthy 1987; Oliver and Marwell 1992; Piven and Cloward 1977; Staggenborg 1988). 

More recently, a small number of social movement scholars have begun to note the in- 
creased use of nonprofit incorporation by SMOs. J. Craig Jenkins (1987) was the first to 
examine explicitly the impact of nonprofit incorporation on political advocacy and to address 
whether it was beneficial or contributed to a factionalized political climate. John D. McCar- 
thy, David W. Britt, and Mark Wolfson (1991) and Bob Edwards (1994) examined the exten- 
siveness of nonprofit adoption in greater detail. They identified high levels of nonprofit 
incorporation at both the national and local levels among peace (85 percent), poor people's 
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(85 percent), and anti drunk-driving (71 percent) SMOs, contending that even the vast major- 
ity of small SMOs within these movements had adopted nonprofit form. 

The identification of widespread adoption of the nonprofit form by SMOs is perhaps one of 
the most significant, yet least noted, findings of recent movement scholarship. McCarthy and 
his colleagues (1991) have argued that the dramatic increase in nonprofit incorporation among 
SMOs is both consequential and ironic. It is consequential in that laws intended to regulate 
charity have now come to channel and moderate the influence of social movements as a 
whole. Nonprofit SMOs, required to shape their goals to be more in line with what is defined 
by the state as charitable ends, are prohibited from engaging in certain forms of resource 
aggregation and political advocacy and are more conservative in their tactical repertoires. It is 
ironic in that SMOs subject themselves voluntarily to these controls. Inducements, such as 
tax-deductible incentives for contributions from supporters, tax-exemption on money raised, 
special bulk-mailing rates, and access to charitable appeals, are particularly attractive to tradi- 
tionally resource-poor organizations such as SMOs. Thus, through the vehicle of nonprofit 
incorporation, the state comes indirectly to control social movement activity by offering some- 
thing most SMOs cannot refuse: enhanced resource mobilization capability in exchange for 
moderation in SMO goals and tactics.' 

The tension between resource mobilization and social control inherent in the decision to 
incorporate as a nonprofit parallels the debate over organizational autonomy and environmen- 
tal determinism that is the subject of broader theoretical discussions (e.g., Freeman 1979; 
Jenkins and Eckert 1986; McCarthy and Zald 1973; 1977; Tarrow 1994; Tilly 1978; 1986; 
Zald and Ash 1966). The observations of McCarthy and his colleagues (1991) embody this 
tension. On the one hand, they argue that nonprofit incorporation is entered into voluntarily 
by SMOs. On the other hand, they imply that choice doesn't really exist, arguing that the 
"tangle of incentives" within the institutional environment is so strong that most SMOs can ill 
afford not to incorporate as a nonprofit. 

This apparent contradiction raises two empirical questions that have broader theoretical 
importance in the debate over organizational autonomy. First, to what extent is nonprofit 
incorporation voluntary? Do SMOs choose to become nonprofit or is it outside of their con- 
trol? Second, what are the consequences of nonprofit incorporation? Does adoption of non- 
profit form inevitably subject SMOs to social control consequences? I seek to address these 
questions by looking specifically at the various pathways by which a set of fifteen homeless 
SMOs came either to adopt or not adopt nonprofit form and examining the consequences of 
those particular pathways to nonprofit incorporation on the goals and tactics of these SMOs. 

The data come from my fieldwork examining protest activity by homeless people in eight 
U.S. cities. The homeless are a particularly fitting population in which to examine the tension 
between resource mobilization and social control. On the one hand, they are extremely re- 
source-poor, lacking the personal resources to provide for their own basic necessities and 
organizational forms that accent resource mobilization capabilities ought to be especially ap- 
pealing to impoverished groups. On the other hand, the poor are more dependent on disrup- 
tive tactics as a vehicle for institutional redress (Piven and Cloward 1977), suggesting that the 
costs of nonprofit adoption are more pronounced for poor people's organizations. These fac- 
tors are salient for understanding both how SMOs come to adopt nonprofit structures and 
whether nonprofit adoption does indeed influence SMO goals and tactics. 
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DETERMINANTS OF SMO ACTION 

A central debate within the social movement literature concerns the level of autonomy that 
SMOs have in determining their structure and action. This debate is reflected in two strands 
of theory. One strand emphasizes internal processes as the mechanism driving organizational 
behavior, while the second strand gives primacy to external factors in the SMO environment. 

Movement scholars have highlighted a number of internal mechanisms that guide SMO 
structure and action. These include SMO decision-making processes (McCarthy et al. 1991), 
the belief systems or collective identity of SMOs (Freeman 1979; Melucci 1989; Mueller 
1994; Taylor 1989), and the role of movement professionals (McCarthy and Zald 1973, 1977; 
Oliver and Marwell 1992; Piven and Cloward 1977; Staggenborg 1988). The work on non- 
profit adoption mentioned above (Edwards 1994; Jenkins 1987; McCarthy et al. 1991) empha- 
sized internal decision-making mechanisms, implicitly assuming an organizational rational- 
calculus whereby the material resource benefits of nonprofit adoption (tax-deductible incen- 
tives for contributions from supporters, tax-exemption on money raised, special mailing rates, 
and access to charitable appeals) are weighed against the costs of adoption (limitations on 
activities defined as political, reporting of organizational activities to the Internal Revenue 
Service, formalized organizational structure), leading to a decision to adopt or not adopt. 

Taken together, the internal mechanisms highlighted by these theorists suggest high levels 
of organizational autonomy in SMO structure and action. These perspectives suggest that the 
adoption of nonprofit form and the subsequent consequences for SMO actions are thought to 
be controlled primarily by the SMO itself. 

In contrast to the internal mechanisms mentioned above, other movement scholars have 
emphasized the external organizational environment as the primary determinant of SMO 
structure and action. These approaches have emphasized the immediate environment in terms 
of the SMO's resource dependencies (Haines 1984; Jenkins and Eckert 1986; McAdam 1982; 
Piven and Cloward 1977; Pfeffer and Salancik 1978), the broader multi-organizational field 
(Curtis and Zurcher 1973; Klandermans 1992; Zald and McCarthy 1980) and the institutional 
environment (McCarthy et al. 1991; Tarrow 1994; Tilly 1978) in which the SMO is embed- 
ded. McCarthy and his colleagues (1991) developed the institutional line of thought in detail- 
ing a number of channeling mechanisms that derived from state tax laws and from policy 
governing nonprofit incorporation. 

The external mechanisms highlighted by these theorists suggest low levels of organizational 
autonomy in SMO structure and action. These perspectives suggest that the adoption of non- 
profit form and the subsequent consequences for SMO actions are controlled primarily by 
external organizations and institutions within the environment in which the SMO is 
embedded. 

While the above theorists differ in their location of the primary mechanism that determine 
SMO structure and action, they are not mutually exclusive of one another. Rather, the differ- 
ence between internal and external determinants is a matter of degree and may vary by the 
particular circumstances of SMOs. I will return to this debate and attempt to assess the weight 
of internal and external factors later in the paper. 

METHODS 

This article utilizes a comparative ethnographic approach, drawing on fieldwork I conducted 
in eight U.S. cities in 1988-1992.2 The cities and SMOs are shown in Table 1. 
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TABLE 1: SOCIAL MOVEMENT ORGANIZATIONS AND LOCATIONS 

City SMO SMO 
Abbreviation 

Boston Boston Union of the Homeless BUH 
Homeless Civil Rights Project HCRP 
HomeFront HF 

Denver Denver Union of the Homeless DnUH 
Homeless People Unite HPU 

Detroit Detroit Union of the Homeless DtUH 
Houston Houston Union of the Homeless HUH 

Heads Up! HU 

Minneapolis Minneapolis Union of the Homeless MUH 
Alliance of the Streets AOS 
People United for Economic Justice PUEJ 

Oakland Oakland Union of the Homeless OUH 
Oakland Union of the Homeless-Membership Caucus MC 

Philadelphia Philadelphia Union of the Homeless PUH 
Tucson Tucson Union of the Homeless TUH 

A triangulated approach (Denzin 1970) to the data collection was employed, incorporating 
information from a variety of sources. The bulk of the data are from participant/observation 
of homeless SMOs and in-depth interviews with homeless activists, their supporters, and the 
targets of their protest actions. Fieldwork excursions were followed by regular debriefing and 
discussion sessions with the principle investigator of the project. This aided in the focus and 
direction of the research as it unfolded. In addition, I used documents from the homeless 
SMOs, facilitative organizations, and target organizations, as well as newspaper accounts of 
homeless protest from each of the cities. The additional data sources not only increased the 
informational yield but allowed me to cross-check claims of informants and documents 
against one another (Douglas 1976). 

Fieldwork in Minneapolis, Philadelphia, and Tucson occurred over a four-year period and 
served as the basis for more structured and focused fieldwork in the other five cities where I 
spent a minimum of one month each. I typically occupied my time in the field accompanying 
homeless activists in their daily routines, attending their organizational meetings and demon- 
strations, and sleeping in shelters or flophouses. I employed an onion/snowball strategy for 
gathering information in the field (Biernacki and Waldorf 1981; Cress and Snow 1996). Be- 
ginning with the homeless SMO, I observed and interviewed leaders and rank-and-file mem- 
bers. From these discussions, I branched out and gathered information from members of 
organizations that had supported the SMO. Next, I interviewed the members of organizations 
that were the targets of SMO attacks. Finally, I interviewed members of other prominent 
organizations within the field that were identified by facilitators and targets but who may not 
have been directly involved with homeless mobilization. This group functioned as more de- 
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tached analysts who were familiar with the key players and were able to contextualize more 
broadly the actions of both sides. 

I also used the onion/snowball strategy to gather information on defunct homeless SMOs. 
In each case, former members were tracked down and interviewed. In addition, supportive, 
antagonistic, and other significant organizations were interviewed for information on the 
SMO. Ultimately, information was gathered on fifteen homeless SMOs that had been active 
in 1984-1992 in the eight cities. Nine of the SMOs were still active during the course of the 
fieldwork from 1988-1992. 

My observations and interviews provided over 1500 pages of notes that were coded using 
Barney C. Glaser and Anselm L. Strauss's (1967) grounded theory approach. The fieldnotes 
and interview transcripts were organized around recurring themes found across observations 
and interviews. These themes served as master categories for analysis. For example, one 
category dealt with organizational form while another was concerned with the strategy and 
tactics employed by the SMOs. This process helped to organize and make sense of the mass 
of data and clarified the dynamics to which I could reasonably speak. 

PATHWAYS AND CONSEQUENCES OF NONPROFIT INCORPORATION 
Of the fifteen homeless SMOs present in the focal cities, eight incorporated as nonprofit orga- 
nizations and seven did not. Table 2 summarizes the six pathways to adoption or nonadoption 
for the fifteen SMOs. The pathways followed by the homeless SMOs highlight both volun- 
tary and nonvoluntary mechanisms. By voluntary, I mean that the decision to incorporate as a 
nonprofit was initiated by the SMO rather than compelled by some external entity. I begin 
with the SMOs that did not incorporate as nonprofits because these negative cases shed light 
on the claim of voluntary nonprofit adoption alleged by McCarthy and his colleagues (1991). 

Nonadoption Of Nonprofit Form 

Nonadoption occurred for one of two reasons: either the homeless SMO never developed to 
the point where nonprofit adoption was considered or nonprofit adoption was rejected because 
the perceived limitations on political activity were viewed as not worth the potential benefits. 

Nonvoluntary Nonadoption: Rudimentary Development 
This pathway captures the experiences of five homeless SMOs that sustained mobilization 

for less than one year. These SMOs operated for a period of time, holding meetings and 
conducting protests, but there was typically high turnover in membership and little organiza- 
tional stability. 

Four homeless SMOs existed for less than a year and never matured to the point where 
nonprofit incorporation became a viable consideration. The case of the Houston Union of the 
Homeless (HUH) is illustrative. A local poor people's activist organization, Up and Out of 
Poverty Now! (UOPN), attempted to mobilize and sustain a fledgling homeless SMO in Hous- 
ton. But UOPN was almost as poor as the homeless people it was attempting to organize and 
received little support from other organizations that dealt with the homeless. An organizer 
from UOPN explained: 

We took on the responsibility of attempting to organize [the Houston] Union for the Home- 
less. We worked on it for about a year, I guess. Most of it [involved] visiting those people 
who were sleeping out on the street, going to a few shelters, distributing information trying 
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TABLE 2: PATHWAYS TO ADOPTION AND NONADOPTION OF 
NONPROFIT FORM 

PATHWAY MODERATION? SMO 

Non-adoption 
Nonvoluntary: 

Rudimentary Development HPU, HUH, MC, TUH 
Voluntary: 

Action Constraints DtUH, MUH, PUEJ 

Adoption 
Voluntary: 

Becoming Charities Decreased Frequency of Protest OUH, PUH 
Organizational Legitimacy None DnUH, HU 

Nonvoluntary: 
Nonprofit by Birth Tactical Restraint AOS, HCRP 
Protest Settlements SMO Demise BUH, HF 

to interest them in what we were attempting to do in terms of getting them their rights. We 
talked to other social workers that were interested, but when we brought up the issue of 
organizing a group of homeless, led and directed by the homeless, with them making their 
own agenda, a lot of the social groups around here kind of dropped out. 

Lacking support from other organizations, the HUH struggled throughout their brief history. 
While homeless people met together off and on over an eight-month period, the HUH never 
matured to the point where nonprofit adoption was an issue. 

In the fifth case, mobilization occurred over a number of years, but it was sporadic in 
character. The Tucson Union of the Homeless (TUH) emerged for three different campaigns 
of several months' duration over a four-year period but then became dormant for extended 
periods of time. Each new mobilization typically involved a different cast of homeless activ- 
ists. With each new campaign, the TUH was revived, but it never sustained organizational 
continuity to a degree where nonprofit incorporation was considered or required. 

I mention these cases because they highlight the fact that nonprofit incorporation is typi- 
cally something that occurred later in the development of the homeless SMOs. With the 
exception of those SMOs that were created as nonprofits, which I discuss below, most organi- 
zations did not face the issue of nonprofit incorporation until after their first year of existence, 
when concerns about organizational survival were less pressing. This is important because the 
resource benefits of nonprofit incorporation most often mentioned as the motive for adoption 
suggests that SMOs should incorporate earlier in their careers when issues of survival are 
more salient. 

Voluntary Nonadoption: Tactical Constraints 

The second reason that homeless SMOs failed to adopt nonprofit structure was that they 
were unwilling to comply with the constraints on action, both real and imagined, that non- 
profit structuring entailed. This pathway was followed by three of the homeless SMOs that 
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did not incorporate as a nonprofit. Each of the SMOs engaged in militant activism as well as 
partisan political activity. While these organizations considered incorporating as nonprofits, 
they ultimately decided to pursue alternative strategies to increase their resource base. 

The Detroit Union of the Homeless (DtUH) was one of the SMOs that debated the implica- 
tions of nonprofit incorporation. On the one hand, the DtUH was cognizant of the resource 
benefits that incorporation could bring. The group had been providing shelter and referral 
services to the homeless, and Wayne and Darnell, the leaders of the DtUH, knew they could 
get money for the organization for providing these services: 

W: We feel that if we are able to get that 501C3 and apply for some of the money that is 
available for the services that we offer, we might be able to put some people into some kind 
of job situation. Especially those who have been there [with the DtUH] so long and have 
come up through the ranks. That way, we can kind of hold onto them because that's what 
you are going to need for serious, full-time activism. I think that it is instrumental to have 
the kind of programs that have job training and that you are in control, in terms of making 
sure some individuals have those jobs and deserve those jobs. 
D: And I think it will help people be more dedicated to what they are doing because 
people that are involved still need other means of support. If they're really good here and a 
job offer comes up, then we can't very well say anything. But if we had something within 
the union, and we say we are involved and you are going to get paid for that, it will hold 
them. Everyone cannot be totally dedicated such as myself and Wayne, because of other 
things they are doing. That 501C3 could open the door for a lot of things we could do to 
help ourself. 

In the end though, the constraints on political activity deterred them. In a later conversa- 
tion, Wayne and Darnell explained their concerns: 

D: I know when we looked at the application there was certain things that it said we could 
not do. That we would have to put it in a way to get the 501C3 and still do the work. 
W: To avoid political activity, that's what they were concerned about. Which caught our 
eye, but we're feeling that if we do receive the 501C3, what we'll need to do is set up a 
separate kind of organization for those kinds of activities. 

While the Detroit union saw the potential benefits of nonprofit adoption, they felt that it 
would serve primarily the social service end of their organization. This sparked a debate 
within the union over the fear of becoming simply another homeless service provider. In the 
end, they reaffirmed their commitment to political activity and decided to make do with the 
few resources they had to sustain the services they provided to homeless people. If they 
adopted nonprofit form in the future, it would come through the creation of a distinct and 
separate service organization. 

In a similar fashion, two other SMOs found alternatives to nonprofit incorporation to meet 
their resource needs. Members of People United for Economic Justice (PUEJ) took control of 
a local homeless service provider coalition in an effort to channel some of its resources to 
their organization. Likewise, the Minneapolis Union of the Homeless was able to get two 
other nonprofits to supply some of its resource needs. 
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The importance of this pathway is that it underscores the social control dynamics that factor 
into voluntary decisions about whether or not to incorporate as a nonprofit. The emphasis 
from McCarthy and his colleagues (1991) was that the resource benefits of nonprofit forms 
were so strong that SMOs could ill afford not to incorporate. But this argument may reflect a 
bias toward SMOs that are willing and able to operate within institutional boundaries. Groups 
that have disruptive and often illegal tactical repertoires are more attuned to potential social 
control efforts by the state. Given that disruption is one of the few effective tactics available 
to the poor (Piven and Cloward 1977), the downside of nonprofit incorporation may be more 
salient for them. Yet, eight homeless SMOs incorporated as nonprofit organizations. How 
were they able to negotiate the social control aspects that came with incorporation? 

Adoption Of Nonprofit Form 

Adoption of nonprofit form by the homeless SMOs occurred through one of four pathways. 
Two pathways were voluntary and two were compulsory. The pathways followed by the 
SMOs differed significantly in their social control consequences. 

Voluntary Adoption: Becoming Charities 

In this pathway, SMOs incorporated in order to apply for financial resources to provide 
social services to the homeless population. A number of the SMOs provided services to the 
local homeless community as a means of establishing credibility. This included such things as 
evaluating and providing referrals to local homeless services, advocating for benefits for 
homeless individuals, providing a space to store belongings, and supplying certain necessities 
such as clothing and hygiene kits. Two SMOs, the Oakland Union of the Homeless (OUH) 
and the Philadelphia Union of the Homeless (PUH), went beyond this and incorporated as 
nonprofits in order to apply for money to provide housing and shelter services to the home- 
less. The OUH eventually came to control a homeless resource center and a new transitional 
and low-income housing complex. The PUH opened their own shelter and eventually man- 
aged a 200-home housing program. These two SMOs were the most well established and 
successful of the fifteen SMOs and were also among the most tactically militant. 

The leadership of both the PUH and OUH thought that it was important for homeless and 
formerly homeless people to control the institutions that shaped their own daily routines. 
More importantly, their leaders felt that the resources would stabilize their organizations and 
provide them with a population of homeless people whom they could politicize. Thus, by 
controlling homeless services, they could reward homeless activists with jobs and shelter, 
which would in turn help the SMOs to build a more reliable army of poor people. The leader 
of the OUH elaborated on this hope: 

By some miracle we have sustained protest for four and a half years but we want a better 
organizing base where we can have tenant groups doing protest and there is no way to get 
from here to there without doing the work and putting it together. So now we got this 
monstrous project and what we see it as is this two-stage transformation, where we start as 
a union of the street doing radical street action and become a union that has people in 
housing and a place where people's lives are stabilized and then they can fight for the 
rights of all people that aren't housed. 
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Both the PUH and OUH incorporated in order to receive resources to extend their service 
provision and to enrich their organizations. They believed that this would facilitate further 
activism. But the demands of meeting service obligations typically redirected energy away 
from their protest activities. The leaders of the OUH anticipated this in a meeting about 
Dignity Housing, their new housing program. One OUH leader explained: 

One of the things that the people in Philadelphia warned us about was that they did all this 
hell-raising and won funding for permanent housing and got to a point where they had won 
more than they were able to handle. I'm really scared about this, being dragged around to 
this direct service quandary and I think that has happened in a sense. I think our energy 
will be overwhelmed for at least a year if not two. We always say that Dignity Housing is 
the housing that protest built. Protest won that housing but we could now lose that housing 
if we don't do it well. We could also lose the empowerment aspects of the housing if we 
don't do the more difficult tasks of giving homeless people the skills to effectively run it. 
Those things are going to overwhelm our energy for a year or two. It doesn't mean we 
won't still be doing actions. We don't want to be service providers, we want to be agents 
of change and so we're going to stay with that, but we are also looking at building a new 
level of organizing base. 

Ultimately, the magnitude of their programs ended up derailing the activism of both the 
OUH and the PUH. They still engaged in militant protest (that is, their nonprofit status did 
not moderate their tactics) but not nearly with the same frequency they once had, and it was 
almost always directed at saving some aspect of their housing empire that was in jeopardy. 

The experiences of the PUH illustrate the problems that occurred in the aftermath of be- 
coming a service provider. James and Tanisha, two staff members of Dignity Housing in 
Philadelphia, discussed the issues they were facing as an organization that decreased their 
level of activism: 

T: We are bogged down in this nonprofit pit where a lot of our energy is spent fighting and 
badgering the system. 
J: Plus, there is a generation of people who did not participate in the struggle to win Dig- 
nity Housing, that have no political consciousness, only their own personal struggle. It 
may take time to get them together. Many simply want to get their own life in order and 
stay in their home. 
T: Getting the tenants interested was hell. Concerns like kids, clothing, and bills side- 
tracked their involvement. Most of the tenants are kind of a mixed bag. Some can't handle 
much more than trying to make it in their units. Some are only out there to get theirs. And 
some just can't deal with it, can't handle the extra requirements that go with being more 
active. 

Thus, the PUH and OUH became preoccupied with developing and maintaining their orga- 
nizations and resident base. This took a lot of time away from their protest activities. While 
they did not moderate their tactics when they did protest, the frequency of protest was dramat- 
ically reduced. 
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Voluntary Adoption: Organizational Legitimacy 

The symbolic benefit was the overriding factor in the second pathway to nonprofit incorpo- 
ration. For two of the SMOs, symbolic considerations rather than resource concerns played 
the dominant role in deciding to incorporate. Nonprofit incorporation was viewed as provid- 
ing the organization with greater legitimacy to the homeless constituency, potentially support- 
ive organizations in their environment, and the general public. While the charity pathway was 
followed by highly successful SMOs, legitimacy concerns occurred among the less-estab- 
lished SMOs that were seeking to broaden their appeal. The experiences of the Denver Union 
of the Homeless (DnUH) and Heads Up (HU) illustrate these concerns. The leader of the 
DnUH explained their decision to incorporate as a nonprofit: 

When we decided to incorporate, it was because we wanted to get a base. We wanted to 
start off somewhere and we wanted to have our incorporation papers. That way when we 
went somewhere we weren't just people talking. Instead, we're a homeless organization, a 
group that's incorporated. We were trying to set the basis so we could start forming a 
union here. 

Heads Up had originated out of discussions among homeless people who attended a free 

Sunday breakfast held at a Houston church just south of the downtown area. After meeting 
regularly together for a year, they decided to become a nonprofit organization. The leader of 
HU discussed the influence of their circumstances and the community perception of the home- 
less in their decision to become a nonprofit: 

We were tired of standing in lines, we were tired of handouts, we were tired of directions 
from social service agencies, tired of MSWs, you know, telling us that we're ruining our 
lives, and we were sure we could do something ourself if we would only put our head to it. 
So we decided to form a nonprofit corporation. And the nonprofit corporation was called 
Heads Up Incorporated, which is an acronym for Housing Employment and Development 
Strategy for Underutilized People. This group decided that they were tired of the words 
"homeless" and "underprivileged" and felt that maybe another term would more aptly ap- 
ply to people, which is "underutilized." Everyone has talents, everyone has ability but 
many of these talents and abilities are not used in our society and in our community and we 
felt that if we were to organize around that theme, that we were underutilized, that would 
be what Heads Up stands for. 

Nonprofit incorporation among these SMOs seemed to do little to change the goals or 
tactics of their organizations. The DnUH is a case in point. Prior to incorporation, they had 
been involved in a highly publicized housing takeover that eventually resulted in over fifty 
homes being made available for local poor people. After they incorporated, they continued 
this activity. One DnUH leader explained: 

Donna [a former leader of the DnUH] had taken over a house on the east end. And because 
a lot of our work is done in west Denver, we wanted to do a housing takeover there. We 
just wanted to show them there were houses that people needed to live in that were right in 
the area. There was so many boarded-up houses there that we wanted to show them this is 
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one of the poorest parts of Denver and that one of the highest populations of homeless 
people comes out of that area. So that's why we picked that area. 

Because these SMOs incorporated for legitimacy rather than resource concerns, they were 
not accountable to external entities or distracted by running service programs. Rather, non- 
profit incorporation was sought to enhance what they were already doing. Thus, they contin- 
ued to go about their business as they always had, bolstered by the conviction that their 
nonprofit status provided them with greater legitimacy in the eyes of both the homeless and 
the broader community. 

Nonvoluntary Adoption: Nonprofit by Birth 

The third pathway to incorporation involved SMOs that were created as a nonprofit by 
sponsoring organizations. For these SMOs, the decision to incorporate was not of their initia- 
tion. Instead, nonprofit incorporation was done by sponsoring organizations as part of an 
initial organizing drive. For example, the Homeless Civil Rights Project (HCRP) operated as 
an independent entity with its own officers and advisory board but technically it was an exten- 
sion of its sponsoring organization, Boston Jobs with Peace. As such, HCRP was already part 
of a nonprofit organization. This arrangement provided a steady resource flow to the HCRP, 
but the tight coupling between the two organizations caused some problems. The leader of the 
HCRP discussed the relationship between the two organizations: 

The Homeless Civil Rights Project was chartered by the Boston Jobs with Peace board. 
But you don't empower homeless people by having power over them. So we decided that 
we didn't want an oversight committee from the Boston Jobs with Peace board, except to 
keep them informed of what we were doing so that they could report back to their people. 
We wanted to be governed by a project committee made up of homeless and formerly 
homeless people. 

Another SMO, the Alliance of the Streets (AOS) was formed as a nonprofit organization by 
a local Catholic church. The church had received a grant to facilitate client-staff interaction 
and understanding in their soup kitchen. They used the money to hire an organizer to mobil- 
ize the homeless, and he formed the group as a nonprofit organization to provide greater 
homeless ownership of the SMO. The pastor of the church discussed their efforts: 

Our idea was to build an organization of homeless people who would own their own organ- 
ization, that would have a large base, moving on their own issues. They would have their 
own space, a place to put their stuff. We got sucked into being the organizational base. 
They were in the rectory for two years before they finally got their own space at a Method- 
ist church. 

The AOS and the HCRP, formed by organizations sympathetic to the plight of the home- 
less, were more moderate in their tactics than the other nonprofit SMOs. In these cases, the 
SMO was under the auspices of a parent organization, and thus the actions of the homeless 
had the potential to jeopardize the tax-exempt status of the parent. Leaders of the parent 
organization were more likely to suggest tactics and action that worked within normal polit- 
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ical institutional channels. This was indicated in a conversation with the organizer hired by 
the local church in Minneapolis to form the AOS: 

We've been working within the system because the system has been forthcoming. Rallies 
really don't do much. We do them mainly to cover our asses with the rest of the commu- 
nity. It's a way of proselytizing for us. [The leaders of the other two homeless SMOs in 
Minneapolis], for all their talk about militant tactics and takeovers, have gotten a total of 
two houses. A lot of this stuff would have happened anyway. 

Unlike the charity pathway, where moderation occurred in the frequency of protest, SMOs 
created as nonprofit at birth maintained steady and consistent levels of activism. Moderation 
occurred instead on the tactical level, where the SMOs were very unlikely to engage in disrup- 
tive protest. The circumstances of AOS and HCRP suggest that SMOs formed as nonprofits 
by parent organizations are more likely to be constrained in the types of tactics that they may 
use. 

Nonvoluntary Adoption: Protest Settlements 

In the final pathway, nonprofit adoption occurred as part of an outcome of collective action 
in order for the SMO to receive new advantages won from the state as a result of their collec- 
tive action. Two SMOs, the Boston Union of the Homeless (BUH) and Homefront (HF), 
incorporated as a condition for receiving state resources that were settlements of extended 
protest activity. This pathway differed in important respects from SMOs that incorporated in 
order to solicit the state for resources. In the latter case, the SMOs had come to a decision 
about nonprofit incorporation and considered the implications that such change might have on 
future action. In addition, they followed legitimate processes to seek resources. State-com- 
pelled adoptions occurred as an outcome of disruptive protest that attempted to force the state 
to take some kind of action on the homeless problem. The potential consequences of non- 
profit incorporation, particularly in the context of receiving concessions that were hard fought 
for, were either not discussed or seemed inconsequential to the SMOs at the time. 

The case of the BUH is illustrative. The BUH had taken over a vacant government office 
building and occupied it for seven days. This action was part of a larger ongoing campaign 
that targeted abandoned but otherwise sound public property in the city. The city agreed to 
provide the union with a building as a means of settling the takeover. The leader of the BUH 
participated in a lengthy negotiation process in order to secure office space for the union: 

We opened up this Pandora's box with this building. I went to the city and I said, "Look, 
you know, we have a group in Roxsbury and we want this building. You gave it to the 
homeless people, you know, it came out of this struggle." So finally the city gave us these 
steps to follow: nonprofit incorporation, independent auditors, attorney appraisals, a written 
proposal, etcetera, etcetera. Because, you know, they didn't trust us. This is what was told 
to me to my face by the mayor and the director of public facilities. 

A second homeless SMO in Boston adopted nonprofit form as a result of collective action 
outcomes. Homefront was the name taken by a group of homeless people who had main- 
tained a roving encampment at city hall, the state house, and the federal building during a six- 
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month period. The protest started out as a weekend sleep-out demonstration organized by 
service providers to commemorate homeless people who had died in the streets during the 
previous year. Many of the homeless who had slept out with the service providers continued 
the campaign after the weekend demonstration ended. The campaign gained momentum over 
the ensuing six months, and the city finally agreed to a settlement where they would turn over 
housing and provide the fledgling organization with an office. One leader of the mobilization 
recalled the outcome: 

They negotiated a contract with Homefront, which had to meet a series of criteria, like 
develop a board that was stable, get a 501C3, get a bank account, have regular meetings 
and collaborate with Community Development Corporation, a private community-based 
nonprofit [organization]. 

Both the BUH and Homefront incorporated to receive concessions from local authorities 
won through sustained protest campaigns. But the consequences of incorporation went be- 

yond moderation in tactics or frequency of protest. Organizational transformations incurred to 
receive protest outcomes ended up contributing to the demise of both SMOs. 

The BUH followed the steps that the city requested and was awarded the building. How- 
ever, the union was unprepared for the disruption that reorganization caused. One require- 
ment was that they needed to assemble a board of directors. They sought out prominent 
community social service providers to serve on their board. Of course, the board members 
were leaders of organizations that were dependent upon city support. The leader of the BUH 
discussed the consequences for the union: 

This board that we have now has shifted. They want to shift into some professional organi- 
zation. They've taken the street fighter out of myself and the three other women and they 
don't hear us anymore. We've been in a crisis with them for about three or four months. 
They've taken our organization hostage. They want to move more towards working with 
the city. One of the board members says she's even a bureaucrat now. And now that the 
money has come in, they got all of the books. We don't count. They're changing over the 
signatures on checks. In other words, they lost their trust in the grassroots leadership and 
now they want to work as a hierarchy. So now, we're trying to overthrow them. 

With the energy of the union activists now turned inward toward control of the organiza- 
tion, little effort could be expended outward toward protest efforts. This in turn stalled the 
mobilization of homeless people, which was highly dependent upon sustained protest activity 
to maintain momentum. Ultimately, the activists lost their struggle for control. The BUH 
ceased to exist as a movement organization and the new board renamed the organization and 
shifted to providing services for homeless women. 

State-compelled adoption as a condition of protest concessions functioned as an effective 
means of social control for homeless mobilization. Both Homefront and the BUH dis- 
integrated in the process of organizational transition. A social control interpretation is bol- 
stered by the fact that two earlier mobilizations in Boston that never created formalized 
organizations also collapsed in the aftermath of protest victories where the state required non- 
profit formation as a condition of settlement. The fact that all four instances occurred in 
Boston suggests that officials there found it a useful tactic to demobilize homeless protest. 
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DISCUSSION 

At the beginning of this paper, I argued that the rapid, widespread utilization of nonprofit 
form by SMOs in the United States identified by a handful of researchers (Edwards 1994; 
Jenkins 1987; McCarthy et al. 1991) was perhaps among the most important, yet least noted, 
observations of recent social movement scholarship. The research on the role of nonprofit 
incorporation in social movement activity has three central observations that warrant attention. 
First, nonprofit incorporation is extensive, encompassing the vast majority (more than 70 per- 
cent) of SMOs across a variety of movements. This indicates a high rate of isomorphism 
regarding SMO form within the social movement sector as a whole. Second, nonprofit incor- 
poration is consequential as SMO activity becomes subject to laws written to regulate charity. 
This ultimately moderates the goals and tactics of nonprofit SMOs. Third, the overall moder- 

ating effect of nonprofit incorporation is ironic in that it is entered into voluntarily by individ- 
ual SMOs. The resource benefits of nonprofit incorporation are very difficult to resist for 
most SMOs. 

I have examined these three claims about nonprofit incorporation with data from ethno- 
graphic research on fifteen homeless SMOs in eight U.S. cities. I summarize my findings 
below in the course of discussing their implications on these issues for SMOs more broadly. 

Extensiveness Of Nonprofit Incorporation 
The claims of movement scholars regarding the widespread adoption of nonprofit form is 

supported in part by the homeless SMOs. While incorporation by homeless SMOs was not as 
extensive as the findings of McCarthy and his colleagues (1991) among poor people's SMOs 
more generally (85 percent), over half of the homeless SMOs did incorporate as nonprofit 
organizations. This is significant in that nonprofit incorporation has typically been associated 
with more professionalized, middle-class SMOs (Jenkins 1987). The fact that it occurs at 
significant levels among arguably the most marginalized of the poor suggests that nonprofit 
incorporation as an organizational strategy does indeed have wide-reaching salience. 

One might further bolster the extensiveness finding by arguing that the SMOs included in 
the rudimentary development pathway to nonadoption should be excluded from the analysis 
because nonprofit incorporation was never a meaningful issue for them. If this is the case, 
then roughly 75 percent of the homeless SMOs incorporated as nonprofits, a number closer to 
that identified by McCarthy and his colleagues (1991). 

I hesitate to make this claim for two reasons. First, the rudimentary development pathway 
sheds light on the timing of nonprofit incorporation, an issue not addressed by other move- 
ment scholars. With the exception of those born as nonprofits, the homeless SMOs did not 
consider incorporation until they had been in operation for at least a year. This suggests that 
incorporating as a nonprofit is something that occurs later in the development of an SMO, 
when initial concerns about organizational stability have been addressed or when the SMO 
has been successful enough through extended protest where incorporation becomes a condi- 
tion of receiving concessions. 

Second, nonprofit incorporation was not a meaningful issue among SMOs that followed the 

nonprofit by birth or the protest settlement pathways. Rather, these SMOs either had the 
nonprofit issue settled for them, in that incorporation was a given condition under which the 
SMO emerged, or incorporation was viewed as inconsequential in the context of receiving the 
spoils of collective action. Thus, while the extensiveness of nonprofit incorporation appears 
to be operative among the homeless SMOs, it may have as much to do with its salience for 
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external organizations as it does for SMOs. Whether or not this is the case more generally is, 
of course, an empirical question. At the very least, however, the case of the homeless SMOs 
suggests alternative dynamics to explain widespread adoption of nonprofit form by homeless 
SMOs. This leads to my second set of implications. 

Voluntary And Nonvoluntary Pathways To Adoption 

McCarthy and his colleagues (1991) argued that SMOs voluntarily incorporated as nonprof- 
its in order to obtain the resource benefits, such as bulk-mailing and tax incentives, that non- 
profit status would provide. This did not neatly fit the case of the homeless SMOs. I 
identified four pathways taken by homeless SMOs to nonprofit incorporation. Only half of 
the SMOs that incorporated as nonprofits did so voluntarily. The two pathways to nonprofit 
incorporation mentioned above, nonprofit by birth and protest settlement, were compelled by 
external organizations. In addition, the two pathways where SMOs initiated nonprofit incor- 
poration, becoming charities and organizational legitimacy, indicate that the symbolic cur- 
rency of nonprofit incorporation was as important as the material resource benefits. 

Both voluntarily and nonvoluntarily incorporated SMOs shared characteristics that shed 
light on the debate between organization and environment as the primary determinant of SMO 
action. Theorists of organizational action in the social movements literature have differed in 
their emphasis on internal versus external factors as the primary determinants of SMO behav- 
ior. At issue is the degree of autonomy that organizations have in decisions over structure and 
action. McCarthy and his colleagues (1991) opted for an autonomy view, arguing that SMOs 
were free to choose to adopt nonprofit form, albeit in an environment where the resource 
inducements were very difficult to resist. 

The experiences of the homeless SMOs underscore both internal (voluntary) and external 
(nonvoluntary) processes for both adoption and nonadoption of nonprofit form. Two factors 
influence the voluntary nature of incorporation. First, the issue of organizational choice on 
decisions of form and action presupposes some level of organizational development and sta- 
bility. Homeless SMOs that were born as nonprofit, never developed beyond embryonic 
stages, or were in the midst of protest campaigns had less internal control over the decision to 
incorporate. Second, the homeless SMOs that did have greater control over the decision on 
whether or not to incorporate were either well-established, highly successful SMOs or SMOs 
that were beyond a fledgling stage and were attempting to generate wider community support. 
In both of these cases, nonprofit incorporation occurred in the absence of ongoing protest 
campaigns. 

Again, whether these same dynamics hold for SMOs in other movements begs further em- 
pirical examination. It is clear from these findings that SMOs utilized multiple pathways to 
nonprofit incorporation. These pathways were significant because they varied in their influ- 
ence on SMO action. 

Consequences Of Nonprofit Incorporation 

The literature on nonprofit incorporation argues that adoption ultimately moderates the tac- 
tics and goals of the SMO as the "tangle of incentives" that govern charitable organizations 
come to channel the activity of the activist organization (Jenkins 1987; McCarthy et al. 1991). 
The experiences of the homeless SMOs suggest that the moderating influence of nonprofit 
incorporation is more complicated. The issue of whether nonprofit form moderates movement 
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activity hinges on what is meant by moderation. When moderation occurred among the 
homeless SMOs, it varied in substance. 

Three forms of moderation were observed among the homeless SMOs, and each corre- 
sponded with a different pathway. First, nonprofit by birth SMOs were more moderate in 
their tactics than other homeless SMOs. Their dependence on tax-exempt parent organiza- 
tions foreclosed their involvement in militant protest. Second, SMOs in the becoming chari- 
ties pathway were more moderate in the frequency of their activism. The business of charity, 
undertaken to strengthen and develop their organizational base, ultimately sidetracked them 
from protest activity. Third, SMOs in the protest settlement pathway ultimately disintegrated 
in the process of incorporation. The disruption caused by state-compelled incorporation 
caused the SMO to collapse. 

In addition, moderation was not an inevitable outcome of nonprofit incorporation. SMOs 
that adopted voluntarily for legitimacy concerns showed no sign that nonprofit incorporation 
changed their goals or tactics. This pathway was distinguished from the others in that no 
resource dependency resulted from incorporation. These SMOs were not beholden to external 
entities such as a parent organization, a social service contract, or a settlement agreement, 
which were present in the other pathways. This suggests that the critical factor for moderation 
is whether incorporation is undertaken in the context of establishing a resource-dependent 
relationship with an external organization. 

The experiences of the homeless SMOs suggests that moderation is not a function of non- 
profit incorporation per se. Rather, whether or not moderation occurs and what form it takes 
are contingent upon the pathway to nonprofit adoption taken by each SMO. Again, whether 
these findings hold for other movements begs further analysis. For instance, it is plausible 
that certain pathways may be more likely to occur in certain types of movements than in 
others. Given the variation in moderation outcomes for each pathway, this suggests that the 
impact of nonprofit incorporation may vary across movements. At the very least, these find- 
ings suggest that in order to understand the impact of widespread nonprofit incorporation on 
social movement activity, future research should begin by focusing on the processes leading 
up to nonprofit incorporation. 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

The research on which this paper is based was supported in part by a grant from the National 
Science Foundation (SES 9008809, David A. Snow, Principle Investigator). I thank Patti 
Adler, Peter Adler, Fred Pampel, David Snow, and the TSQ editor and three reviewers for 
their constructive comments on an earlier draft. 

NOTES 

1. Clearly, social movements are not synonymous with organizations (for more detailed discussions 
of social movement conceptualization see Gusfield 1981; Oliver 1989; Piven and Cloward 1977; Roberts 
and Kloss 1979; Tarrow 1994; Turner and Killian 1989). But if SMOs play a central role in shaping and 
coordinating more diffuse sentiments for change, moderating their goals and tactics ought to influence 
movement activity as a whole. 

2. The research design was worked out in partnership with David A. Snow. For details on the city 
selection process, see Cress and Snow, 1996. 
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