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Abstract 

 

Activist Public Relations and Programs of Self-directed Change 

 

 

 

 

Mario van Gastel, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Ronald B. Anderson 

 

The principal theory in the field of public relations, grounded in the landmark 

Excellence Study headed by J.E. Grunig (1992), has moved from viewing activist 

groups as posing a threat to organizational effectiveness, to recognizing their positive 

influence on the development of Excellent public relations practices, to incorporating 

the activist perspective into the main research agenda. The public relations practices 

of activist groups are similar to those of their target organizations, and research has 

demonstrated that both parties are more likely to achieve their respective goals if both 

use symmetrical strategies. Factors that have been found to be critical to the success 

of activist groups include their ability to maintain the viability and legitimacy of the 

organization and the issue(s) it pursues, and their ability to build relationships of trust 

with its members, complementary organizations, legislative bodies, and the press. 

Since web-based communication has become a principal source of counterbalancing 

their disadvantage in resources vis-à-vis the targeted institution(s), the ability to take 

advantage of the potential of online media has also become critical to the success of 
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activist groups. Another important source for counterweighing the “deep pockets” of 

their corporate or governmental adversaries, and thus a critical factor for success, is 

the “motivation and fervor” of the members of activist groups. Whereas the public 

relations behavior of corporations and governments is primarily cued by highly 

rational and regulated guidelines at the organizational (meso) level, activist public 

relations behavior is often grounded in highly emotional considerations at the 

personal (micro) level. This raises the question: how can the public relations practices 

of an activist group affect its members at the personal level? Bandura’s model of self-

directed change (1990) offers a promising framework for addressing this question, as 

it facilitates the evaluation of an activist group‟s public relations campaign in terms of 

its effectiveness in reinforcing the motivation, social and self-regulatory skills, and 

self-efficacy of individual members. The model suggests that effective activist public 

relations practices are not only successful in preserving viability and legitimacy at the 

meso level, but also enhance empowerment at the micro level. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The public relations profession and its history are generally studied using a 

business history paradigm that focuses on corporate management and the rise of big 

business. Within this paradigm, public relations is viewed primarily as an instrument 

of commerce, contrived to manage the complexities of mass production and mass 

media fueled by the rapid industrialization of society (Miller, 2000; Karlberg, 1996). 

Early practitioners, most notably Ivy Lee, recognized that the big corporations of the 

day stood much to gain from demonstrating openness and respect for the emerging 

phenomenon of public opinion, rather than let the public be damned (Marston, 1963; 

Lattimore, Baskin, Heiman, & Toth, 2009). Although several related trends were 

instrumental to this new reality (chiefly the proliferation of media and soaring literacy 

rates), pressure from organized labor played a vital role (Miller, 2000). Paradoxically, 

the success of early social movements such as labor unions in rallying public support 

for their strikes through media publicity might have stimulated the extensive corporate 

appropriation of public relations practices. 

  

In addition to the creation of a positive corporate image, these practices were 

often employed to foster political goodwill and push for favorable government 

policies. Testament to the corporate context in which the profession is generally 

regarded, the scorn and skepticism that practitioners routinely face typically revolves 

around alleged spin-doctoring on behalf of big business, or of a political candidate 

associated with it. In part, this image is the legacy of Edward L. Bernays, who 

pioneered the persuasive public relations campaign and was a proponent of media 
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manipulation for corporate and political purposes (Miller, 2000; Marston, 1963; Rise 

of the image men, 2010). 

 

Although social movements and activist groups are attributed a significant role 

in the history of the public relations profession and its current state, this role is 

commonly viewed within a corporate paradigm: as posing a challenge to 

organizational effectiveness (Smith & Ferguson, 2001; Karlberg, 1996). Indeed, the 

most comprehensive theoretical framework for public relations, the Excellence Study 

(Grunig J. E., 1992), adopts a managerial approach that emphasizes top-down public 

relations functions, directed by institutionalized organizations to their publics. It touts 

a symmetrical model of public relations that assumes a „win-win‟ zone in which a 

mutual understanding between an organization and its publics can be established. The 

radical nature of many activist groups, however, rules out this ideal of a common 

ground as their raison d’être might revolve around irreconcilable differences (Dozier 

& Lauzen, 2000). Consider, for example, the position of activist groups such as the 

Egyptian April 6 Youth Movement leading up to the overthrow of Hosni Mubarak: 

from its inception, the movement called for a kind of civic reform that could clearly 

never be realized under his presidency (Wolman, 2008). As Dozier and Lauzen  

(2000, p. 13) note: “Irreconcilable differences are likely to spur social movement. 

Social movements (…) involve broad shifts in attitudes, agendas, and behaviors of 

diverse peoples over extended periods of time.” Thus, mutual understanding between 

activist groups and the institutions that affect them materially or ideologically can be 

exceedingly hard to achieve, if at all possible.  
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Furthermore, activist groups often lack the resources to practice what the 

Excellence Study has defined as excellent public relations (Dozier, Grunig J.E., & 

Grunig L.A., 1995), leaving them with little more than “motivation and fervor” to 

advocate their causes (Dozier & Lauzen, 2000, p. 10). This seemingly insurmountable 

disparity suggests that wealthy corporations always have the upper hand in conflict 

situations and have few incentives to practice symmetrical communication with 

marginal groups. However, the Internet and related new media have done much to 

democratize public communication (Heath, 1998), and have allowed activist groups to 

execute highly-profile campaigns themselves or significantly disrupt those of their 

corporate or governmental targets. The Yes Men, an activist collective targeting major 

corporations, teamed up with environmental groups Rainforest Action Network and 

Amazon Watch to preempt Chevron‟s official 2010 “We Agree” campaign by 

launching a fake online campaign of their own, prompting several unwitting news 

sources to disseminate the hoax among their audiences (Chevron's $50 million ad 

campaign gets flushed, 2010; Parekh, 2010). 

 

Purpose 

 

The unique nature of activist groups and the limitations of the established 

theoretical framework for public relations in evaluating their practices warrant the 

following research questions that will be addressed in this paper: 

 

RQ1: Which public relations strategies and tactics are employed by activist groups 

and to what intent? 
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RQ2: Which factors can be considered critical to the success of activist groups? 

RQ3: Which theoretical frameworks might be used to adequately evaluate their 

practices? 

 

First, I will look at a basic framework for analyzing activist groups from a 

public relations perspective, and assess the place of activism in the dominant model of 

public relations. Then, in a review of the academic literature that deals with the public 

relations behavior of activist groups, I will describe the general goals of activist public 

relations and the strategies and tactics used to achieve those goals. Given the large 

impact that the rise of the Internet has had on the capabilities of activist groups, I have 

devoted a separate section to online activism. Finally, I will suggest Bandura‟s model 

of self-directed change as a theoretical framework for analyzing the public relations 

behavior of activist groups, and offer two case studies to demonstrate its functionality. 
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ANALYZING ACTIVIST PUBLICS 

 

L.A. Grunig (1992, p. 504) coined the commonly used definition of activist 

publics as “a group of two or more individuals who organize in order to influence 

another public or publics through action that may include education, compromise, 

persuasion, pressure tactics or force.” Although several perspectives exist on the 

formation and development of activist organizations, J.E. Grunig‟s (1989a) situational 

theory of publics (STP) best fits the purposes of this paper, as it explains activism 

from the standpoint of the activists themselves (Smith & Ferguson, 2001). The STP 

explains when and how persons communicate about issues produced by the external 

consequences of organizational or governmental policies. The STP distinguishes four 

types of publics (i.e., active, aware, latent, and nonpublic) based on three independent 

variables as defined by J.E. Grunig (1989b, p. 5):  

(a) Problem recognition – “People detect that something should be done 

about a situation and stop to think about what to do.”  

(b) Level of involvement – “The extent to which people connect 

themselves with a situation.” 

(c) Constraint recognition – “People perceive that there are obstacles in a 

situation that limit their ability to do anything about the situation.” 

These variables determine whether publics engage in “active” (information seeking) 

or “passive” (information processing) behavior (Grunig J. E., 1989a; Figure 1). 

 

According to the STP, active publics have high problem recognition and a 

high level of involvement, and low constraint recognition. In addition, they are likely 
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to advocate collective action (Grunig J. E., 1989b), which is a major factor in the 

transition to an activist public (Grunig J.E. & Grunig L.A., 1997). The members of 

activist publics perceive a discrepancy between the current situation and a desired 

situation with regard to an issue in which they are highly involved – from a personal 

or ideological standpoint – and attempt to change the current situation by seeking 

collective action. Producing change, whether it‟s social, economic, political, or 

environmental, is the central goal of activist publics, and they use strategic 

communication to achieve this goal (Smith & Ferguson, 2001). 

 

Recently, Kim and J.E. Grunig (2011) have expanded the situational theory of 

publics to a more general theory of problem solving. The situational theory of 

problem solving broadens the conceptualization of active communication behaviors 

by accounting for the fact that the members of actively communicating publics, in 

addition to engaging in information seeking, facilitate problem solving by engaging in 

active information transmitting and selecting. In this theory, such information 

behaviors are integrated in a concept called communicative action in problem solving. 

This concept proposes three domains of communicative action, each consisting of an 

active or proactive component and a passive or reactive component (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Situational theory of publics and situational theory of problem solving (Kim 

& Grunig J.E., 2011, p. 121) 

 

The situational theory of problem solving proposes situational involvement as 

a mediating factor between the original antecedents of the STP (problem recognition, 

level of involvement, and constraint recognition) and active communication behavior. 

Situational involvement in problem solving refers to a situation-specific and goal-

oriented readiness to reduce the perceived discrepancy between a current and a 

desired situation, and is brought about by high problem recognition and low constraint 

recognition (Kim & Grunig J.E., 2011). Another factor that impacts on 

communicative action in problem solving is the presence of a referent criterion 
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(Grunig J.E. & Ipes, 1983). A referent criterion is defined as “any knowledge, 

decision rules or guidelines, or subjective judgmental frame that influences problem 

solving” (Kim & Grunig J.E., 2011, p. 137), and is positively related to subsequent 

information selection and transmission behaviors. 

 

The additional information behaviors identified in the situational theory of 

problem solving explicate the distinction between active and activist publics (Figure 

2). The theory is particularly relevant for the study of activist publics because it helps 

explain collective effectuating: “(…) selecting certain information over other 

information and sharing it with others facilitates problem solving because such 

information behaviors can reproduce similar problem perceptions among people and 

better mobilize necessary attention to and resources for dealing with the problem” 

(Kim & Grunig J.E., 2011, p. 122). Whereas the scope of the situational theory of 

publics was largely limited to individual information acquisition as an active 

communication behavior, the situational theory of problem solving further elucidates 

the question of how certain issues can fuel the formation of activist publics by 

including information selectivity as a variable. Members of an active public may seek 

out information that fits their own perspective (referent criterion), disregard 

information that doesn‟t (information forefending), and actively transmit the selected 

information to others (information forwarding). This, in turn, can increase problem 

recognition, level of involvement, and situational motivation in problem solving, as 

well as decrease constraint recognition, among other members. These are all 

important factors in the transition to an activist public (Kim & Grunig J.E., 2011, p. 

142). 
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Figure 2: Communicative action in problem solving (Kim & Grunig J.E., 2011, p. 

121) 

 

Activism and the Symmetrical Model 

 

The Excellence Study (Grunig J. E., 1992) established the two-way 

symmetrical or mixed-motive model of public relations as the normative ideal for 

increasing the contribution of public relations to organizational effectiveness. In this 

model, “organizations try to satisfy their own interests while simultaneously trying to 

help publics satisfy their interests” (Grunig J. E., 2001, p. 12; Figure 3).  
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Figure 3: New Model of Symmetry as Two-Way Practices (Grunig J. E., 2001, p. 26) 

 

However, it is sometimes unlikely or even impossible for an activist group and 

the institution it targets to simultaneously satisfy their respective interests and meet in 

a hypothetical win-win zone. In some cases, such as the conflict between DuPont and 

Greenpeace described by Murphy and Dee (1992), there might be some agreement on 

solutions to the contested issue, and progress might be made in peripheral areas. The 

institution that is targeted by an activist group might strategically emphasize these 

potential areas of agreement, for example to align its position with public opinion or 

to downplay oppositional claims, or redirect attention from the central issue to 

peripheral progress to demonstrate good intentions and cooperation. However, it is 

often unlikely that this peripheral conciliation will lead to a resolution of the central 

issue, as many activist groups engage in conflicts based on differences in values 

(Grunig J. E., 2001). Drawing from Susskind and Field (1996), J.E. Grunig (2001) 

emphasizes that values involve basic beliefs of identity and self-worth, and are 
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therefore highly resistant to change. Furthermore, activist groups can have use for a 

clear counterpoint, or an antagonist, to keep the issues they pursue visible and viable, 

and are therefore unlikely to accept rhetoric that attempts to diminish perceived 

differences (Murphy & Dee, 1992). Of course, this kind of rhetoric might also be 

perceived as deceptive. The terms “Greenwashing” and “Bluewashing,” for example, 

are widely used among activists and critics to describe the corporate misappropriation 

of favorable labels – eco-friendliness, sustainability, an association with the United 

Nations – with the goal of increasing profit or downplaying controversial practices 

(Karliner & Bruno, 2000; Bluewashed and boilerplated, 2004; Holcomb, 2008). 

 

The next section offers a review of the academic literature that deals with the 

public relations behavior of activist groups. First, I will describe the general goals of 

activist public relations and the strategies and tactics used to achieve those goals. 

Then I will discuss the impact that the rise of the Internet has had on the public 

relations capacity of activist groups. Finally, I will present the normative five-step 

theory of public relations for activist groups (Grunig J.E. & Grunig L.A., 1997) to 

show how the dominant research agenda has expanded to include the study of activist 

public relations. 
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ACTIVIST PUBLIC RELATIONS 

 

While not typically as sophisticated in terms of scope and resources as the 

organizations and institutions they target, activist groups nevertheless use similar 

tactics and strategies to reach specific publics and achieve specific goals (Grunig L. 

A., 1992; Dozier, Grunig J.E., & Grunig L.A., 1995). An activist group might use 

public relations to put an issue on the public agenda, to communicate its position and 

establish itself as a legitimate advocate, to rally support for the issue, and to sustain its 

momentum in the “social movement industry” – the sum of the organizations 

competing for limited resources necessary to pursue particular issues (Smith & 

Ferguson, 2001). Since the attractiveness and salience of the issues it pursues is the 

most important resource of an activist group, maintaining viability requires the ability 

to adapt to changes in the issues environment: “As issues gain status, activist 

organizations gain attention, members, and resources. When issues appear to be 

resolved or otherwise fall from the public‟s agenda, activist organizations suffer” 

(Smith & Ferguson, 2001, p. 295). The collective action through which activist groups 

attempt to produce change can be divided in three general categories of strategy and 

tactics (adapted from Smith & Ferguson, 2001): 

 

a) Informing and mobilizing the group‟s (potential) supporters. This strategy is 

primarily aimed at maintaining the viability and legitimacy of the organization 

and the issue(s) it pursues by aligning public opinion with the group‟s 

objectives. Related tactics include leafleting, public forums and meetings, 

media relations, pseudo-events, online resources (e.g., e-mail, websites, and 
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databases). 

 

b) Soliciting reform, regulation or legislation from the government or 

administrative agencies. This strategy could either be a goal in and of itself 

(e.g., the repeal of the “Don‟t ask, don‟t tell” law), or a way to transcend a 

corporate target by aligning the regulatory environment with the group‟s 

objectives. Related tactics include petition drives, lobbying, and litigation. 

 

c) Confrontation with the institution(s) perceived to be responsible for a current 

(undesirable) situation. This strategy is primarily used to gain media attention, 

which in turn conveys legitimacy (Grunig J.E. & Grunig L.A., 1997). It might 

also be used to align public opinion with the group‟s objectives, but since the 

related tactics are often disruptive in nature, there is a risk of antagonizing 

audiences. This strategy comprises the most visible tactics of dissension, such 

as protest rallies, picketing, blockades, sit-ins, trespassing, boycotts, 

subversion (e.g., impersonations, fake press releases), or sabotage. 

 

The choice of strategy and related tactics might be determined by (a) the 

resources available to the group, such as money and expertise; (b) the perceived 

efficacy of a strategy or tactic in a certain situation; (c) the legitimacy of the group, 

the issue(s) it pursues, and the proposed resolution; and (d) the level of interaction 

with the targeted institution(s) (Smith & Ferguson, 2001). Relationship building also 

plays an important role in all three strategy categories, both as a motive and as a 
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prerequisite for success (Kovacs, 2001). For example: establishing mutually satisfying 

relationships with journalists increases the likelihood of sustained media attention. 

 

Activism and the Internet 

 

The rise of the Internet and other new media has had a profound effect on the 

capabilities of typically underfunded activist groups. These media serve as channels 

for “low cost, direct, controllable communication” (Coombs, 1998, p. 299) that have 

the potential to counterbalance a lack of resources in formal public relations planning. 

Moreover, since activism is typically associated with civic challenges to “the 

establishment,” represented by corporate or governmental institutions, the bottom-up 

structure of the new media order fits activist purposes well. The role of the Internet in 

fostering democracy and political participation has long been debated (Katz, 1997; 

Noam, 2005; Morozov, 2010), but recent upheavals in the Middle East have 

demonstrated the potential of online media as tools for civil activism (Grossman, 

2009; Twitter 1, CNN 0, 2009), although their impact in these events has also been 

disputed (Gladwell, 2010; Esfandiari, 2010). In addition, the Internet has produced 

new activist strategies and tactics, such as hacktivism (Denning, 2001; Delio, 2004), 

and invigorated existing ones, such as petitioning (Earl & Schussman, 2008). Mobile 

communication has aided activist purposes by facilitating social coordination and 

strengthening social network ties, and there is some evidence that the use of mobile 

devices is positively related to membership in formal organizations, such as activist 

groups (Campbell & Ling, 2008).  
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Coombs (1998) emphasizes the potential of the internet for issues management. 

Issues management is one of the practices that activist groups can use to shape or set 

the normative expectations or standards to which society holds corporate and 

governmental institutions with regard to their social performance or citizenship. One 

way through which an activist group can increase its power or salience vis-à-vis the 

institution(s) it targets is to increase the group‟s legitimacy and the legitimacy of the 

issue(s) it pursues. By increasing legitimacy, the activist group can acquire a 

normative voice in the public discourse around issues and thus exert pressure on the 

targeted institution(s). In at least three important ways, the Internet has facilitated the 

pursuit of legitimacy and thereby shifted the power dynamic between an institution 

and its activist publics (adapted from Coombs, 1998, and Thomsen, 1995): 

 

a) By allowing for accessible, real-time and multi-sourced documentation of  

issue-related events and discourse, thereby limiting the gatekeeping role of 

the targeted institution and the news media and increasing awareness, self-

efficacy, and trust among the activist group‟s publics; 

 

b) By allowing for public interaction and coalition forming, which 

strengthens ties between the different publics of the activist group, 

increases collective efficacy, and reinforces shared expectations regarding 

the social performance of the targeted institution(s); 

 

c) By allowing corporate and governmental institutions to “identify emerging 

issues earlier in the issue cycle” (Thomsen, 1995, p. 119), which should 



 16 

enable a more proactive public relations practice and stimulate the 

recognition of involved publics at an early stage. 

 

Whereas corporate and governmental institutions are typically able to afford 

“issue advertising and other broadcasts of information” (Heath, 1998, p. 275), activist 

groups traditionally depended on media advocacy – “the strategic use of the mass 

media as a resource to advance a social or public policy initiative” (Pertschuk, 

O'Keefe, & Wilbur, 1989, p. 8) – to build awareness and support. This significantly 

limited their interactivity and their control over the message. The Internet has 

mitigated this dependency by allowing activist groups to create affordable and 

unarbitered websites to present proof of and express discontent over the perceived 

social irresponsibility of the institutions they target (Coombs, 1998). These sites 

quickly evolved into forums for the exchange of data, opinions and resources, thereby 

enhancing the potential for dialogic public relations. Dialogue is emblematic for 

symmetric and ethical public relations, and can lead to more legitimate outcomes (i.e., 

based on well-informed consensus) (Taylor, Kent, & White, 2001). While websites 

are only one part of the corporate and government communications repertoire (albeit 

one that has rapidly gained prominence), many activist groups have come to rely on 

them exclusively to communicate with their publics and maintain viability (Taylor, 

Kent, & White, 2001; Heath, 1998). In recent years, social and mobile media have 

expanded the dialogic potential of the web even further, while also facilitating social 

coordination, coalition forming, and viral campaigning. 
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 However, several studies have found that activist groups often fail to take 

advantage of the potential of web-based communication, particularly with regard to 

media relations. Although the Internet has decreased the dependency on media 

advocacy, Reber and Kim (2006) argue that media relations is still a critical 

component of activist public relations as activist groups seek to increase the visibility 

and legitimacy of their organization and the issues it pursues. Therefore, activist 

websites should incorporate features that have the potential to build and maintain 

mutually satisfying relationships with journalists. For example, press releases should 

be posted regularly and organized in a comprehensive online press room, and 

spokespersons should be identified and their contact information made available 

(Reber & Kim, 2006). Providing support for an earlier study by Taylor, Kent, and 

White (2001), which found activist websites particularly falling short in encouraging 

dialogue with the press, Reber and Kim (2006, p. 329) conclude that “media relations 

as practiced by activist organizations on their Websites exhibit neither accommodative 

nor advocative ideals.” The finding that the websites of activist groups prioritize 

meeting the information needs of their members over those of the press was also 

replicated in a study by Waters and Lord (2009). Waters, Burnett, Lamm, and Lucas 

(2009) found that many nonprofit organizations, including activist groups, fail to 

capitalize on the interactive capacity of Facebook to disseminate information and 

increase involvement among their constituencies. 
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A normative theory of activist public relations 

 

In response to criticism regarding the applicability of the symmetrical model 

of public relations for analyzing the interaction between activist groups and their 

targets – which chiefly questions its ability to account for asymmetry in values and 

resources – J.E. Grunig (2001, p. 16) stated that “symmetry in public relations really 

is about balancing the interests of organizations and publics, of balancing advocacy 

and accommodation.” In other words: although the symmetrical model assumes that 

negotiation and compromise (i.e. accommodation) are more effective in resolving 

conflict, it does not rule out the use of asymmetrical strategies (i.e. advocacy) as a 

means of explicating an issue and putting it on the agenda of the opponent. This is 

exemplified in the normative five-step theory of public relations for activist groups 

(Grunig J.E. & Grunig L.A., 1997, p. 42): 

 

a) Potential publics that share problems should be identified using the 

situational theory of publics (Grunig J. E., 1989a); (Grunig J. E., 

1989b). These publics should then be organized using interpersonal 

communication that emphasizes the potential of collective action to 

reduce the effect of constraints on individual behavior. 

 

b) If the organized public lacks power it should use strategic public 

relations planning and coalition building to align itself with 

complementary activist organizations. 
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c) The initial interaction with the institution that is held responsible for 

the current (undesirable) situation, or is considered instrumental in 

changing it, should focus on dialogue rather than confrontation. This 

symmetrical initiative makes subsequent asymmetrical techniques 

more ethical. If attempts at symmetrical communication are 

reciprocated by the targeted institution, principles of conflict resolution 

should be used as a basis for negotiation. As J.E. Grunig and L.A. 

Grunig (1997, p. 39) note: “(…) when both activists and organizations 

use symmetrical strategies, they are more likely to develop long-term 

relationships of trust and both are more likely to achieve their goals.” 

 

d) Asymmetrical techniques, such as media advocacy, government 

lobbying, and litigation, should be used if the symmetrical initiative is 

not reciprocated. This confrontational approach can force the targeted 

institution to consider the activist public‟s problem also to be its 

problem. For example: sustained media coverage of a contested issue 

tends to direct public opinion in favor of the activist group, and 

government intervention poses a threat to the autonomy of the targeted 

institution (Grunig J.E. & Grunig L.A., 1997, p. 4). The persuasive 

intent of the employed asymmetrical techniques should be disclosed at 

all times for them to be ethical. 

 

e) Symmetrical communication and conflict resolution should again take 

precedence if legislation, media pressure, or lawsuits are successful in 
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putting the contested issue on the agenda of targeted institution. 

Ideally, a long-term relationship between the two parties should be 

built that has the potential to progressively realize a „win-win‟ 

situation. 

With this normative theory, the landmark Excellence Study headed by J.E. 

Grunig (1992) had essentially moved from viewing activist groups as posing a threat 

to the effectiveness of organizations (Grunig L. A., 1992), to recognizing their 

positive influence on the development of Excellent public relations practices (Dozier, 

Grunig J.E., & Grunig L.A., 1995), to incorporating the activist perspective into the 

main research agenda (Grunig J.E. & Grunig L.A., 1997). Nevertheless, J.E. Grunig 

and L.A. Grunig (1997, p. 38) argue  that “public relations research should 

concentrate on the behavior of the powerful; because these organizations had to 

change (before) empowerment of publics could have much effect.” 

 

From meso- to micro-level analysis 

The public relations practices of activist groups are similar to those of their 

target organizations, and research has demonstrated that both parties are more likely 

to achieve their respective goals if both use symmetrical strategies (Grunig J.E. & 

Grunig L.A., 1997). However, a critical distinction should be made between the 

institutional rationale of public relations behavior of corporations and governments, 

and the ideological motivations for activist public relations behavior. The former is 

primarily cued by highly rational and regulated guidelines at the organizational level, 

while the latter is often grounded in highly emotional considerations at the personal 
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level. Dozier and Lauzen (2000, p. 14) argue that the broader social movement or 

“cause” commands higher loyalty among the members of activist groups than the 

“transitory organization that serves as a vehicle for their passion.” This is a major 

point of difference between activist groups and their corporate or governmental 

counterparts. Dozier and Lauzen (2000, p. 13) note: 

 

Arguably, public relations practices cannot adequately accommodate social 

movements because such movements simultaneously involve deep 

psychological issues (at the microlevel) that are acted out at the societal level 

(at the macrolevel). Public relations practices are largely focused at the meso- 

or organizational level. Regarding social movements, the organizational level 

of analysis does little to illuminate our theoretical understanding. 

 

Despite the often vast disparities in resources at the meso-level, activist groups are not 

powerless in the face of their corporate and governmental adversaries, as they 

arguably derive disproportionate power from the personal commitment of their 

members (Grunig J.E. & Grunig L.A., 1997). This raises the question: how can the 

public relations practices of an activist group affect its members at the personal 

(micro) level? 

 

In the remainder of this paper, I will first introduce Bandura‟s model of self-

directed change (Bandura, 1990) as a theoretical framework for studying the public 

relations behavior of activist groups. I believe this model offers a promising 

framework for public relations analysis at the microlevel. Finally, I will offer two case 

studies of opposing activist groups in the abortion debate to demonstrate the 

functionality of this framework.  
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ACTIVISM AND PROGRAMS OF SELF-DIRECTED CHANGE 

 

Members of activist publics perceive a discrepancy between the current 

situation and a desired situation with regard to an issue in which they are highly 

involved – from a personal or ideological standpoint – and attempt to change the 

current situation by seeking collective action (Smith & Ferguson, 2001). However, 

change is not only the broad desired outcome of activism as a collective effort. It can 

also be regarded as the personal rationale that shapes these efforts. From this 

perspective, the appeal for personal or self-directed change is one of the driving forces 

behind the mobilization and continuation of support for activist groups (Bandura, 

1990). 

 

The concept of self-directed change relates to an individual‟s capacity to bring 

about changes in his own thoughts, feelings, and behavior, to attain a certain goal he 

has set for himself. Kolb et al (1968, p. 2) argue that “under proper conditions, 

proactive forces emerge in individuals, permitting experimentation with new behavior 

and striving toward ideals.” The resulting changes are most likely to be permanent if 

the individual perceives the process of changing to be under his own control. Factors 

that mediate the capacity for self-directed change include motivation (goals and 

reasons to pursue cognitive, affective, and behavioral change), resources (personal 

skills and external support) and perceived self-efficacy (Bandura, 1990; Bandura, 

2001; Kolb & Boyatzis, 1970). These factors are discussed next. 
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MOTIVATION 

 

A person‟s motivation to act on a certain issue impacts on his problem 

recognition and level of involvement. Activist groups need to offer compelling and 

relevant reasons for people to move from a latent or aware public to an active public. 

An important tool for social movements to bolster their appeal is framing. Snow and 

Benford (1992) define a frame as "an interpretive schema that simplifies and 

condenses the world out there by selectively punctuating and encoding objects, 

situations, events, experiences, and sequences of actions within one's present or past 

environments" (cited in McCaffrey & Keys, 2000, p. 43). Framing serves to legitimize 

a social movement in the eyes of the public by aligning it with a larger cultural 

mandate, and as a means of mobilization by aligning it with an ideology that resonates 

with existing and potential recruits (McCaffrey & Keys, 2000). The way in which 

activist groups frame an issue can affect whether people are attracted to their cause 

(Chamberlain & Hardisty, 2000). 

 

 Another important driver for motivation is goal-setting, or “the individual‟s 

ability to conceptualize clear personal ideals, to experience the discrepancy between 

his current state and his ideals, and to commit himself to goals related to these ideals” 

(Kolb & Boyatzis, 1970, p. 439). Research shows that conscious goal-setting 

facilitates goal achievement. 
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RESOURCES 

 

Self-directed change requires certain skills in self-motivation and self-

guidance (Bandura, 1990). Possessing the skills necessary to perform a certain 

behavior can lower perceived constraints, which in turn can increase active 

communication behavior. Therefore, activist groups need to help their constituencies 

to acquire the skills necessary to effectively support their cause. The resources offered 

should be aimed at removing barriers for participation. According to Karlberg (1996), 

symmetrical communication can only be realized if public communication skills and 

resources are extended to all segments of society, including marginalized groups. 

SELF-EFFICACY 

 

Self-efficacy refers to a person‟s beliefs that he or she can produce desired 

effects by his or her actions (Bandura, 2001, p. 288): 

Human competency requires not only skills, but also self-belief in one’s 

capabilities to use those skills well. Perceived self-efficacy affects every phase 

of personal change. It determines whether people even consider changing their 

behavior, whether they can enlist the motivation and perseverance needed to 

succeed should they choose to do so, and how well they maintain the changes 

they have achieved. 

 

 

A strong sense of self-efficacy contributes substantially to perceived collective 

efficacy. Collective efficacy refers to the shared beliefs in the power to produce 

effects by collective action. These shared beliefs influence the direction, staying 

power, and, ultimately, the success of people‟s collective efforts (Bandura, 2000). The 

positive relation between self-efficacy and collective efficacy emphasizes the need for 

activist groups to mobilize and retain self-efficacious supporters. It is likely that 
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increased self- and collective efficacy lowers constraint recognition, and can thus help 

move people from a latent or aware public to an active public (Anderson, 2009). A 

term that activist groups frequently use to describe this process is empowerment. 

 

 According to Bandura (1990), effective programs of self-directed change 

require four major components: 

 

a) An informational component, designed to increase people‟s awareness and 

knowledge of the subject. This component includes two main factors: the 

informational content of relevant communications, and the means of social 

diffusion. Indigenous adopters of novel behaviors are generally more effective 

than outside sources for the dissemination of new behavior patterns in a 

community. 

 

b) The development of the social and self-regulatory skills that are necessary to 

translate informed concerns into effective action. Modeling, or observational 

learning, plays an important role in this second component. Bandura (2001, p. 

285) argues that “efficacious modeling not only cultivates competencies but 

also enhances the sense of personal efficacy needed to transform knowledge 

and skills into successful courses of action.” In addition to building self-

efficacy,  modeling influences must therefore be designed to convey 

knowledge and rules of behavior. Peer models are particularly effective, as 

people develop stronger belief in their capabilities and are more inclined to 

adopt modeled ways if they see models similar to themselves successfully 
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exercise control over situations (Bandura, 1990). 

 

c) The enhancement of social proficiency and resiliency of self-efficacy. This 

third component involves the guidance and practice necessary to master self-

regulatory skills. Guided practice not only improves people‟s skills, it also 

raises their resiliency in perceived self-efficacy. This makes them more likely 

to maintain their skills under taxing circumstances. 

d) Social support for personal change. This fourth component acknowledges that 

personal change occurs within a network of social influences, which can aid, 

retard, or undermine efforts at personal change. By utilizing indigenous 

sources of social support, community-mediated programs are most effective in 

harnessing the power of formal and informal networks of social influence to 

promote personal and social change.  

 

By relating these components to the different elements of an activist group‟s 

public relations campaign, its effectiveness in reinforcing the motivation, social and 

self-regulatory skills, and self-efficacy of the group‟s members can be evaluated. 

 

What follows is an overview of competing perspectives on the abortion issue 

within the larger health-care debate. It serves as an introduction to the case studies of 

one pro-life and one pro-choice group, which demonstrate the functionality of 

Bandura‟s model of self-directed change as a framework for analyzing activist public 

relations behavior. In addition, the overview illustrates the significance of media 

advocacy for activist groups.  



 27 

PRO-LIFE AND PRO-CHOICE ADVOCACY IN THE HEALTH-

CARE DEBATE 

 

The health-care debate in the U.S. has brought about a sharp increase in the 

fund-raising activities of both pro-life and pro-choice activist groups. Some pro-life 

advocates fear that President Obama‟s health-care proposal might cause the largest 

expansion of abortion since Roe v. Wade, the pivotal 1973 Supreme Court ruling that 

established a woman‟s constitutional right to terminate a pregnancy. Others, however, 

point out that anti-abortionist concerns over the healthcare reform have significantly 

increased outspoken support for this cause.  

 

Marjorie Dannenfelser, president of the pro-life advocacy group Susan B. 

Anthony List, claimed that contributions had risen more than 50 percent from 2007. 

More than $130,000 was spent on an advertising campaign targeting Senate 

Democratic leader Harry Reid from Nevada, author of the bill that permits taxpayer 

dollars to go to insurance plans that cover abortion. Similarly, the pro-choice lobby 

took aim at House Democrat Bart Stupak and his proposed amendment that would 

block the use of federal subsidies for insurance policies that cover abortion. Ellen 

Malcolm, president of Emily‟s List, the pro-choice counterpart, commented that the 

“Stop Stupak” campaign prompted the biggest outpouring of support since Webster v. 

Reproductive Health Services, the 1989 Supreme Court ruling that reopened the 

question of a right to abortion (Kirkpatrick, 2009). 

  



 28 

The House of Representatives passed the landmark health-care bill on March 

21, 2010, with Representative Stupak voting in favor of health-care reform. 

Consequently, he was stripped of the “Defender of Life” award that he was set to 

receive from Susan B. Anthony List for his efforts to keep abortion-funding out of 

health-care reform. In a news release, Dannenfelser stated  “any representative, 

including Rep. Stupak, who votes for this healthcare bill can no longer call themselves 

pro-life.” The subtitle of the press release read: „Susan B. Anthony List Candidate 

Fund pledges to Drive Out Pro-life Betrayers in November,‟ referring to the 

Congressional Midterm Elections in November 2010. On April 9, Representative 

Stupak announced that he would not seek re-election in November. Both pro-life and 

pro-choice advocates claimed credit for his retirement. The Tea Party movement, a 

predominantly pro-life, right-wing protest group, argued that its recent media 

offensive against Representative Stupak had paid off. On the other hand, the 

reproductive rights advocacy group NARAL Pro-Choice America pointed to its 

efforts to defeat Representative Stupak by supporting his Democratic primary 

challenger Connie Saltonstall (Montgomery & Murray, 2010; Newman, 2010; Pear & 

Herszenhorn, 2010; Saad, 2010). 

 

Although a study by the Pew Research Center (2009) showed that abortion 

ranked low among priorities in the health care overhaul, and that a plurality of those 

in favor agreed with abortion opponents that coverage of the procedure should not be 

included in government benefits, activist groups seem to have been successful in 

placing the polarized abortion debate disproportionately high on the public agenda. 

Pro-life and pro-choice advocacy groups have effectively rallied support for their 
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respective causes by putting the abortion issue at center stage in the health-care 

debate. The announcement of a group of anti-abortion House Democrats that they 

would block the final legislation if it allowed subsidies for abortion coverage was 

indicative of the power of the pro-life lobby. Likewise, the announcement of a group 

of abortion-rights supporters that they would block the bill if it restricted the subsidies 

demonstrated the power of the pro-choice lobby (Kirkpatrick, 2009). 

 

The following case studies aim to clarify how opposing activist groups in the 

abortion debate attract and retain followers. Drawing from Bandura‟s models of self-

directed change (1990), they explore the strategies of self-directed change employed 

by two activist groups representing the two sides in the debate to advocate their 

positions and to build support for their causes. 

 

Case Study 1: 40 Days for Life1 

 

40 Days for Life is a Christian movement that seeks to increase awareness and 

adoption of pro-life viewpoints. Its ultimate goal is to end the practice of abortion in 

the U.S. The movement originated in Bryan/College Station, Texas, where the first 40 

Days for Life campaign was held in the fall of 2004. The success of the first campaign 

motivated six other communities to conduct their own campaign from 2005 to 2007, 

when 40 Days for Life became a nationally coordinated event. Up to the Spring of 

2010, there had been five national campaigns, and a sixth was scheduled to run from 

                                                 
1 Information for this case study was collected from the 40 Days for Life website (40 Days for Life, 

2010) in April and May 2010. 
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September 22 to October 31, 2010.  

 

According to the organization‟s website (www.40daysforlife.com), the three 

central elements of 40 Days for Life are: (a) Prayer and fasting:  “Christ told us some 

demons can only be driven out by prayer and fasting.” (b) Constant vigil: a 40-day 

prayer vigil outside a Planned Parenthood center or other abortion facility. “This 24-

hour-a-day presence send a powerful message to the community about the tragic 

reality of abortion. It also serves as a call to repentance for those who work at the 

abortion center and those who patronize the facility.” (c) Community outreach: all 

campaigns are based locally and seek to enlist existing and new pro-life supporters by 

door-to-door petitions, the distribution of informational flyers, wristbands, yard signs, 

and bumper stickers, and through campus, church, and media outreach. 

 

The 40 Days of Life website explicitly states the campaign‟s goals, such as the 

number of participants in the campaign and the amount of media coverage. More 

prominent, however, is the number of babies saved. Other campaign results include 

the number of abortion workers that quit their job, and the number of abortion 

facilities that have shut down. 

ANALYSIS 

 

The 40 Days for Life campaign uses a strongly religious appeal to attract and 

retain followers. The abortion issue is framed as one of morality, a powerfully 

positive but polarizing concept: “This device also places pro-choice activists – their 

opponents – outside the frame of morality, objectifying them as “other” in the eyes of 
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anti-choice activists” (Chamberlain & Hardisty, 2000). 

 

Polarization serves to establish a definitional dichotomy of “us versus them,” 

and is regarded as an inherent property of collective action frames (McCaffrey & 

Keys, 2000). It also clearly marks out the audience that the 40 Days for Life 

movement is reaching out to as conservative Christian. This audience is asked to put 

into action their “desire to cooperate with God in the carrying out of His plan for the 

end of abortion in America,” and to “turn hearts and minds from a culture of death to 

a culture of life” (40 Days for Life, 2010). Language plays a key role in the process of 

framing, and the morality frame is reinforced by emphasizing “life,” as opposed to 

“death.” This positions 40 Days for Life as a positive force that generates 

“unparalleled lifesaving results,” rather than simply an opposition movement. Another 

example of this is the use of “baby” or “unborn child” instead of scientific 

descriptions such as fetus or embryo. The adoption of the biblical verse “Before I 

formed you in the womb, I knew you” as a motto by 40 Days for Life also serves to 

reinforce the concept of the personhood of a fetus (Chamberlain & Hardisty, 2000). 

 

The concepts of “rights” (as in reproductive rights) and “choice” (as in pro-

choice) are sidestepped by referring to opposing views as “pro-abortion.” Finally, a 

sense of urgency is instilled by pointing out that “millions more innocent lives could 

be lost to abortion in the next few years” because “recent election cycles have placed 

more abortion advocates in the highest offices in our land” (40 Days for Life, 2009). 
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Viewed as a program for self-directed change, the informational component of 

the 40 Days of Life website is limited to goal-setting and demonstrating goal-

achievement. The website does not seek to increase people‟s awareness and 

knowledge of the abortion issue, but exemplifies the sharp audience demarcation in 

the campaign. The movement‟s ideology and goals are assumed to resonate with 

involved individuals who visit the website to such an extent that justification or 

increasing problem recognition is deemed unnecessary. The website does not attempt 

to persuade people who do not  share this ideology, but focuses exclusively on 

supplying an aware public with the resources to further increase their involvement and 

lower constraint recognition. This can be seen as the second component in the 

program for self-directed change: the development of the social and self-regulatory 

skills that are necessary to translate informed concerns into effective action. Peer 

modeling is reinforced by exhibiting the actions and achievements of local 40 Days 

for Life groups. 

 

 The third component in the program for self-directed change – the 

enhancement of social proficiency and resiliency of self-efficacy through guided 

practice – is facilitated by the 40 Days for Life movement through the emphasis on 

collective action in the three central elements of the campaign. Tying highly visible 

collective action (prayer and fasting, constant vigil) to highly specific goals and 

achievements can be seen as an attempt to raise self- and collective efficacy, 

particularly of new recruits. Local coordinators are enlisted to guide the campaign 

efforts. Finally, community outreach facilitates the fourth component in the program 

for self-directed change. Social support for personal change is enlisted by raising 
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awareness “about the local crisis of abortion” (problem recognition) through door-to-

door petitioning and education, and the distribution of informational flyers, 

wristbands, yard signs, and bumper stickers. 

 

Case Study 2: The Pro-Choice Public Education Project2 

 

The Pro-Choice Public Education Project (PEP) aims to engage and inform 

organizations, young women, transgender, and gender non-conforming young people 

(ages 16 to 25) about reproductive justice.3 PEP was founded in 1996 by nine leading 

reproductive rights groups to counter anti-choice messages in the media and promote 

pro-choice awareness (“Addressing the past,” 2004). Although over the years PEP has 

broadened the scope of its mission to include issues relating to sex education and 

access to health care, advancing the pro-choice cause is still at the core of the 

organization‟s operations.  

 

According to its website (www.protectchoice.org), PEP has five strategic 

priorities: (a) Conduct research to identify key issues among the target constituencies 

and to develop advocacy tools and programs; (b) Develop leadership through the 

Young Women‟s Leadership Council, whose members are trained to represent PEP at 

public events and in the media; (c) Build the reproductive justice movement by 

collaborating with aligned organizations and communities; (d) Empower marginalized 

                                                 
2 Information for this case study was collected from the Pro-Choice Public Education Project website 

(The Pro-Choice Public Education Project, 2010) in April and May 2010. 
3 On PEP’s website, reproductive justice is defined as “social justice activism that focuses on the 

complete physical, mental, spiritual, political, economic, and social well-being of women and girls, and 

believes that reproductive justice will be achieved when women and girls have the economic, social 

and political power and resources to make healthy decisions about our bodies, sexuality and 

reproduction for ourselves, our families and our communities in all areas of our lives.” 
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communities through outreach and training; (e) Contribute to the larger cultural 

discussion about reproductive and sexual health and rights by connecting 

constituencies and by increasing PEP‟s media presence, particularly online. 

ANALYSIS 

 

The Pro-Choice Public Education Project (PEP) frames the abortion issue as 

one of “rights” and “choice.” The opposition is referred to as “anti-choice.” The 

movement specifically targets young women, transgender, and gender non-

conforming young people (ages 16 to 25) with an appeal of empowerment. Viewed as 

a program for self-directed change, the informational component of the PEP website 

focuses on increasing involvement, and seeks to move people from a latent to an 

aware public. Results of PEP research are featured to draw attention to the 

underrepresentation of the movement‟s target audience in discussions where issues 

that affect them are being addressed. This can increase problem recognition. 

  

The second and third component in the program for self-directed change – the 

development of the social and self-regulatory skills that are necessary to translate 

informed concerns into effective action, and the enhancement of social proficiency 

and resiliency of self-efficacy through guided practice – is facilitated by offering 

opportunities for leadership development, particularly through the Young Women's 

Leadership Council and Intern Program. Leadership development can play a role in 

increasing self- and collective efficacy, and contributes to the appeal of 

empowerment. By supplying recruits with resources that remove barriers to 

participation (such as activism toolkits and online forums), PEP can lower constraint 
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recognition and move people from an aware to an active public. Modeling is not 

reinforced on the PEP website. Finally, PEP has partnerships with several other 

reproductive rights groups (including NARAL Pro-Choice America) and this 

coalition-building can be seen to contribute to the fourth component in the program 

for self-directed change – social support for personal change. Modes for social 

support on a micro level are lacking. 

 

Limitations 

 

 The major limitation of the presented case studies is that their base content 

was exclusively drawn from the websites of the respective organizations. These 

provide only a limited basis for demonstrating the functionality of the proposed model 

for the analysis of activist campaigns, which now relies on inferences rather than 

testing. Future research should employ both quantitative and qualitative methods to 

test whether the elements of activist campaigns empirically correspond to the 

components of the model of self-directed change. 
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DISCUSSION 

 

Scholars of activism have criticized the academic field of public relations for 

“privileging institutional discourse over that of activists” (Holtzhausen, 2007, p. 369). 

Possible explanations for this gap in the research include the short life-cycle and ad 

hoc nature of many activist groups, which makes long-term studies difficult (Dozier & 

Lauzen, 2000; Holtzhausen, 2007), or the notion that improving corporate or 

governmental public relations behavior should take precedence because it dictates the 

behavior of activist groups (Grunig J.E. & Grunig L.A., 1997). Furthermore, the 

ideological fervor that underlies the public relations behavior of activist groups takes 

place at different levels (micro and macro rather than meso) and is arguably much 

more ambiguous than the  institutional commitment that drives the public relations 

behavior of corporations and governments (Dozier & Lauzen, 2000). 

 

Research Question 1 asked which public relations strategies and tactics are 

employed by activist groups and to what intent. A review of the academic literature on 

activist public relations exhibited the motivations for common practices. Activist 

groups use informational tactics such as media relations and public forums to 

maintain the viability and legitimacy of the organization and the issue(s) it pursues. 

They use such tactics as lobbying and litigation to appeal for reform and thus align the 

regulatory environment with the group‟s objectives. Finally, they use confrontational 

tactics such as protest rallies and boycotts to gain media attention and thus increase 

visibility and legitimacy (Smith & Ferguson, 2001; Grunig J.E. & Grunig L.A., 1997). 

The proliferation of online media over the last decade has bolstered each of these 
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strategies by producing new tactics, such as hacktivism, and invigorating existing 

ones, such as petitioning. Moreover, web-based communication has reduced the 

dependency of activist groups on media advocacy and enhanced their potential for 

dialogic public relations (Taylor, Kent, & White, 2001; Coombs, 1998; Heath, 1998). 

 

Research Question 2 asked which factors can be considered critical to the 

success of activist groups. The literature review revealed these factors to include the 

ability of an activist group to muster the resources necessary to sustain momentum in 

the social movement industry, and the ability to build long-lasting relationships of 

trust with members, complementary organizations, legislative bodies, and the press. 

An activist group‟s ability to practice symmetrical public relations in dealing with the 

targeted institution(s) is also critical, as it increases the group‟s legitimacy and, if 

reciprocated, enhances the likelihood of conflict resolution (Grunig J.E. & Grunig 

L.A., 1997). Since web-based communication has become a principal source of 

counterbalancing their disadvantage in resources vis-à-vis the targeted institution(s), 

the ability to take advantage of the potential of online media has also become critical 

to the success of activist groups (Heath, 1998; Coombs, 1998). Another important 

source for counterweighing the “deep pockets” of their corporate or governmental 

adversaries, and thus a critical factor for success, is the “motivation and fervor” of the 

members of activist groups (Dozier & Lauzen, 2000). This brings us to the original 

contribution of this paper: the application of Bandura‟s model of self-directed change 

as a framework for the analysis of activist public relations at the personal (micro) 

level. 
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Research question 3 asked which theoretical frameworks might be used to 

adequately evaluate the public relations practices of activist groups. In answer to this 

question, I propose Bandura‟s model of self-directed change (1990) as an addition to 

the situational theory of publics (Grunig J. E., 1989a) and the normative five-step 

theory of public relations for activist groups (Grunig J.E. & Grunig L.A., 1997). 

Despite the limited scope of the presented case studies, they demonstrate how 

Bandura‟s model can be used to evaluate different elements of an activist group‟s 

public relations campaign in terms of their effectiveness in reinforcing the motivation, 

social and self-regulatory skills, and self-efficacy of the group‟s members. The model 

suggests that effective activist public relations practices are not only successful in 

preserving viability and legitimacy at the meso level, but also enhance empowerment 

at the micro level. Future research that deals with the public relations practices of 

activist groups should explore their ability to stimulate self-directed change as a 

critical factor to their success.  
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