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I.  INTRODUCTION

· In 1996, Kaagen Research Associates identified a segment of 50 million Americans as "socially responsible" in their purchasing and investing activities (Co-op America, 2000). 

· In 2000, sociologist Paul Ray, using survey research over the past 13 years, classified 50 million Americans as “Cultural Creatives”: people who “are seeking to reintegrate their values into their everyday lives and are ready to take action on a wide range of social, environmental and spiritual concerns” (Paul Ray, 2000).

· In 2001, one out of every eight dollars invested in mutual funds (over $2 trillion) was invested in socially and environmentally screened funds. The amount managed in professional, socially responsible funds tripled from 1997-1999 (Social Investment Forum, 2001).


I always suspected that my dissertation would have something to do with how a group of people are trying, in their own way, to change the world for the better. As a sociologist, I come from something of a utilitarian perspective. I believe that the ultimate purpose of sociology is to understand the social world in order to use that knowledge to improve our collective lot on this planet. From this perspective, knowledge without subsequent application is merely a form of sophisticated intellectual entertainment.

I am also a product of a generation that came of age during the rise of the environmental movement. While much of the groundwork for the environmental movement had been laid by older movements in the 1960s, environmentalists reintroduced the importance of holistic thinking, mainstream accessibility, and practical action to the field of social change. In light of this sociological perspective, my interest in the following project should become clear.


In the late 1980s and early 1990s, environmental responsibility became a buzzword that moved people to consider the environmental impacts of everything from how we do business and how we create government to how we make choices in our daily lives. This widespread environmental consciousness helped make possible such things as The Clean Air Act, The Body Shop, and recycling. Around the same time, another, lesser-known concept began to show up in more limited social movement circles.


Social responsibility, was first utilized as a term that, in many ways, complemented environmental responsibility. Social responsibility encompassed an awareness of the social impacts of any given general practice, and it was increasingly used to examine the impacts of business and investing in particular. Issues like human rights, poverty, and the advancement of women and minorities were all seen as significantly affected by the economic sector. The term quickly grew to encompass an even wider range of social sectors and issues, finally including environmental concerns, so that, in the end, both environmental and social responsibility were included under the heading of social responsibility.


Like its environmental cousin, social responsibility soon began to affect the consciousness of many individuals, albeit on a much smaller scale than environmentalism. Following the model of personal, environmentally responsible behaviors like recycling, a handful of organizations and authors began to generate everyday, alternative actions that were more socially responsible than their common counterparts. In this way the focus of this project, social responsibility activism was born.


Social responsibility (SR) activism is a phenomenon that involves millions of individuals, in relative isolation from one another, taking actions in their everyday lives to help bring about what they see as a more socially (and environmentally) responsible world. Operating on a common set of socially progressive values and actions, participants choose to engage in social change in a quieter, less confrontational way than typical activists, and, as a consequence, engender almost no attention from media.


At the core of SR activism lies the goal of creating a critical consciousness in individuals that helps them to understand the connection between seemingly mundane, everyday decisions and persisting global conditions. It is this focus on the everyday as a realm for social change, combined with actions that are directed at mobilizing individuals rather than groups, that makes this phenomenon of unique interest to social science.


These uncommon characteristics immediately raise a number of questions for sociologists. If individuals with no formal coordination are taking action in order to realize a collective impact, is this collective or individual behavior? If the people involved don’t behave like activists and may not even consider themselves activists, do we still label this activism? Does this phenomenon constitute a kind of new social movement or is it different enough that we should create a new term for it?


I come to this research project with some built in tension between my role as an engaged participant and my role as an objective researcher. My 14 years of personal observation and action have, on the one hand, provided me with an expertise in the subject that gives me unique qualifications as a researcher. On the other hand, this same intimate familiarity with the material, complicates my impartiality as a social scientist. While I have taken steps to counter personal biases, this observer/proponent tension should be duly noted at the outset.


 I am utilizing the term, social responsibility activism, to describe this phenomenon as it has yet to be otherwise identified by social researchers. “Social responsibility” is the obvious choice as it is the term used by participants, authors and organizations to talk about what they are pursuing. “Activism” is added with the understanding that what I am studying may not be activism in the usual sense of the term. In fact, the difficulty in categorizing this phenomenon increases in that it shows some characteristics of an autonomous social movement. Somewhere in the area between activism, social movement and alternative lifestyle lies SR activism.


I employ a multi-method approach in my research, both as a way to cover the wide range of questions related to a phenomenon on which no empirical investigations have been previously done and as a way triangulate my findings by having most questions covered by more than one research method. In-depth interviews, a survey questionnaire and content analysis are each used in order to uncover the history, evolution, values, membership, strategies and tactics of SR activism. The study focuses on three major data sources: 1) a representative set of core and peripheral SR books and SR organization web sites, 2) the members of a single SR organization, and 3) several people in leadership roles that have influenced the evolution SR activism. Most of the questions have been converted into a series of preliminary hypotheses that are stated in the methods chapter and then revisited during data analysis.


While most of the theory used to ground this study comes from social movements literature, particular new social movements (NSM) research, postmodern theories are integrated as a way of explaining many of the eccentricities of SR activism. While the question of social movement status hangs over much of the study, it has been deliberately tabled until the end so that all of the data collected may be brought to bear upon the answer. 


The aim of this study is by no means to produce a conclusive analysis of SR activism, rather it is intended to provide a foundation of empirical research upon which further research can build. It should prove valuable information to scholars investigating potential new social movements and other contemporary social change phenomena as well as postmodern theorists searching for empirical data on evolving expressions of postmodern social behavior. The results of the study will also be disseminated to the research participants in an effort to encourage general participation in research and provide a tool for participant self-reflection.

