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Abstract
This paper presents a novel methodological approach, multi-dimensional measure of 
resource stratification in civil society (MMRSC). The method aims at mapping civil 
society organisations based on different types of resources for studying resource 
stratification in civil society. The approach is based on six indicators consisting of 
economic, political, and media resources, internal and external to civil society. The 
MMRSC is a development and adaptation of the positional method within the elite 
research tradition aiming at identifying individuals holding central positions in pow-
erful organisations. To be able to apply the positional method to civil society stud-
ies, the paper argues for a multi-dimensional understanding of resources taking into 
account diverse organisational forms and goals within civil society. The method is 
presented in a systematic step-by-step structure with exemplifications based on how 
it has been used in a study of civil society elites in four European countries and at 
the EU level.

Keywords Civil society organisations · Elites · Research methods · Resource 
stratification · Power

Introduction

This paper presents a novel methodological approach for studying resource strati-
fication in civil society: the multi-dimensional measure of resource stratification in 
civil society (MMRSC). The sectorial boundaries that are widely used today aim at 
distinguishing different types of organisations populating different sectors: the pri-
vate for-profit sector dominated by the business firms, the public sector dominated 
by public authorities and the civil society sector (or the third sector) dominated by 
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associations and organisations without profit motive (see Ahrne 1996; Billis 2010; 
Seibel 2015). In contrast to the business and political spheres where concentration 
of resources and power in a few hands have extensively been studied in the tradition 
of elite research (for a review over the field see Khan 2012), civil society has been 
widely understood as a societal sphere representing the plurality of voices, groups, 
and interests within a liberal-democratic political system, carrying visions from 
below and expected to counteract the tendency of power concentration rather than 
to contribute to it (della Porta 2020; Diamond 1994; Keane 2009). This has meant 
that relatively little attention has been paid to how resources are unevenly distributed 
and concentrated within the civil society sector (Johansson and Uhlin 2020). At the 
same time, studies of civil society sector do shed lights on the different organisa-
tional resources, capacities, and conditions with which civil society organisations 
(CSOs) operate (Scaramuzzino and Scaramuzzino 2017), and compete over (e.g., 
Johansson and Kalm 2015).

We use stratification as the sociological concept of ‘social stratification’ generally 
defining an unequal distribution of resources and power in modern societies (see 
for instance Max Weber’s theory of distribution of power in Waters et al. 2010). In 
other words, our approach is relevant for and can be adopted in studies of CSOs con-
cerned with the structural conditions of the sector, in terms of how different types of 
resources are (unevenly) distributed among organisations.

The approach is unique in its multi-dimensional understanding of organisational 
resources and is based on six indicators consisting of economic, political, and media 
resources. It is designed to be applied both for single case studies where the case is 
a particular civil society context (e.g., a national context) and for cross-case com-
parisons (e.g., comparing the civil society sector in different countries). The method 
allows context-sensitive operationalisation of the indicators, balancing comparabil-
ity across contexts and the possibility for adaptation to specific civil society sectors.

The method was developed from extensive empirical work which aimed at map-
ping resource-rich national organisations in civil society in four different Euro-
pean countries (Italy, Poland, Sweden and UK) and at the EU level. This research 
endeavour was carried out in a research programme about ‘civil society elites’ and 
more specifically in a study about the composition of such elites. The approach we 
propose is a development and adaptation of the positional method within the elite 
research tradition, which is based on identifying a limited number of individuals 
holding central positions in organisations that are considered powerful (Hoffmann-
Lange 2018). Accordingly, in our own study about civil society elites, mapping 
organisations and characterising them as resource-rich is a precondition for identify-
ing positions of power in the civil society sector.

The methodological approach MMRSC itself, however, has a value beyond the 
mere identification of resource-rich organisations and elite positions. Therefore, in 
this paper, we argue for its possible application as a multi-dimensional measure of 
resource stratification in civil society sector. As will be discussed further the method 
enables (1) a multi-dimensional understanding of resources in civil society, (2) 
characterising and mapping organisations based on their access to different types 
of resources, and (3) comparing resource stratification across different civil society 
contexts.



Mapping civil society elites: multi‑dimensional measure…

The paper is structured in the following way: first, we present the different strands 
of research that the paper draws on and identify the gap that our approach aims to 
fill. Second, we present our approach both in general terms and with its concrete 
application in specific national contexts in Europe. Finally, we discuss the possible 
applications of the approach as well as its strengths and limitations.

Why we need a multi‑dimensional measure of resource stratification 
in civil society (MMRSC)

Civil society as a neglected field in elite research

Elite studies have mostly neglected civil society as a social sphere where elites, 
understood as individuals controlling disproportionate amounts of resources, might 
arise or be reproduced. This is due to CSOs being perceived as not ‘powerful’ 
enough and too dependent on the support of other organisations and their members 
(Hartmann 2015). Most previous elite studies have hence not included leaders of 
CSOs in their definition of elites.

Elected parliamentary politicians and board members of the largest enterprises 
are clear and straightforward examples of elite populations within political and busi-
ness spheres. When it comes to the civil society sphere, however, it is less straight-
forward to talk of a given organisational population whose leaders can be considered 
as elite(s). The vast diversity in organisational forms (e.g., associations, social enter-
prises, and foundation) and missions (e.g., voice- and service-oriented organisations) 
that are present in civil society allows a large variety of resources to be relevant for 
different organisations (budget, staff, volunteers, reputation, followers, donors etc.). 
In addition, the segmentation of civil society actors into numerous issue areas makes 
it difficult to identify a clear hierarchical structure in the civil society sphere.

A few elite studies have included civil society as a separate sphere compara-
ble to the political, business, media, and cultural spheres (e.g., in Göransson 2007 
called ‘organisational elite’; Ruostetsaari 2015). These studies tend to have however 
a narrow and simplified understanding of resources based on the membership size 
of the organisations they lead (e.g. Göransson 2007). The focus on membership 
tends, however, to exclude other organisational forms than associations which are 
not membership based, for instance foundations. Membership is also often associ-
ated with interest representation and tend to exclude other goals and missions, for 
instance service production, for which a large membership base is less important.

Measuring resources in civil society and mapping the civil society sector

Studies of CSOs, non-profit organisations, non-governmental organisations, interest 
groups, and social movements have employed a variety of methods in their attempt 
to measure different types of resources. Mapping and exploring the composition 
of this sector is indeed a major tradition in this research field. The most notable 
example of the endeavour of mapping CSOs is the ‘Johns Hopkins Comparative 
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Non-profit Sector Project’ (see Salamon et  al. 2004). The studies within this pro-
ject have tended to include a large variety of organisational forms (e.g., associations, 
social enterprises, and foundations) and missions (e.g., voice- and service-oriented 
organisations) aimed at defining, mapping, and measuring civil society across dif-
ferent national contexts. Resources have been addressed in terms of both numbers 
of volunteers, numbers of employees, and different forms of funding (ibid.). These 
attempts for mapping of the civil society sector have, however, neglected the issue 
of resource stratification within civil society, as the unit of analysis has been the 
civil society sector rather than the organisations that populate it. Here, we find both 
different types of resources that are in focus (budget, staff, volunteers, reputation, 
followers, donors, access to decision-making, etc.) and different methods of data 
collection (registry data, interviews, and surveys). These studies are very useful in 
understanding different forms of resources in civil society. They do not, however, 
aim to map resource-based stratification and rather consider resources as independ-
ent variables that can explain other phenomena, such as advocacy strategies, mission 
drift, and Europeanisation (e.g., Child and Grønbjerg 2007; Klüver 2010).

Interest group studies focus on interest group organisations and their influence on 
policy making in terms of different advocacy strategies and actual impact (Beyers 
2004; Binderkrantz and Rasmussen 2015). Here, we also find notable example of 
research mapping the national populations of organised interest such as the Compar-
ative Interest Group-survey project (CIG-survey) (Beyers et  al. 2020). This strand 
of research has mostly a state-centred understanding of power, meaning that the 
resources considered are in general those that allow influence on policy-making pro-
cesses. Social movement studies focus on social movements and the organisations 
that they spawn and often aim to understand and explain mobilisation and success 
(e.g., Marks and McAdam 2009; McCarthy and Zald 1977). Although the politi-
cal opportunity structure approach (Kitschelt 1986; Kriesi 2007) includes variables 
related to the state, much of this research has a society-centred, relational under-
standing of success as in terms of centrality in networks, visibility in public spaces, 
etc. (e.g., Diani 2015).

Contribution of the MMRSC approach

The contribution of the MMRSC approach, which will be illustrated in the remain-
ing of the paper, is threefold. Firstly, we propose a multi-dimensional understand-
ing of resources in civil society. As previously discussed, there has been a lack of 
understanding for the diversity of organisational forms and types of resources that 
are relevant for defining resources in the civil society sector. This applies both to 
elite studies and studies of civil society. The approach we are proposing allows a 
multi-dimensional understanding of resources in civil society in terms of economic, 
political and media resources. Although all three types of resources have been dis-
cussed in studies about CSOs, interest groups and social movement, this is the first 
attempt of a systematic analysis of all three types of resources at the same time.

Secondly, we propose an approach that allows researchers to characterise and 
map CSOs based on their access to different types of resources. This is essential for 
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studies of CSOs, interest groups and social movements which are often interested 
in understanding and explaining organisational behaviour based on access to dif-
ferent types of resources. By acknowledging the multi-dimensionality of resources 
and providing operationalisation using multiple indicators, the method can pro-
vide valuable tools for studies addressing the relationships between specific types 
of resources and organisational behaviours or outcomes (e.g., advocacy strategies, 
political influence, societal impact, or trust among the citizens). The approach rests 
on indicators that can be operationalised in different contexts and across different 
segments of civil society and types of organisations, allowing comparisons between 
organisations and across different contexts.

Thirdly, we propose an approach that can guide mapping of resource distribution, 
concentration, and stratification in the civil society sector. Instead of relying solely 
on economic resources—the most easily and frequently employed proxy measure of 
organisational resources—the approach allows us to understand how the distribution 
of multiple types of resources among CSOs leads to different patterns of stratifica-
tion. This means that the method paves the way to comparative studies of the power 
structure of civil society across different contexts in more fine-grained and relevant 
ways.

To make the approach applicable in a systematic way, we present it in a step-by-
step structure. The approach allows researchers to make informed decisions, guided 
by research questions at hand, about how to draw boundaries of the field, how to 
choose relevant resources to be considered and how to set the criteria for inclusion 
of different organisations in a given study.

In the following sections, we present MMRSC approach in general, while illus-
trating its application by providing examples of the ways in which it was employed 
in our specific study of civil society elites at national and European level.

Six indicators of organisational resources

Based on previous research, we propose a set of indicators that measure different 
types of resources in civil society. The approach is underpinned by an understand-
ing of civil society as a sphere in which resources, understood in a broad sense as 
economic, political, and media resources, are unequally distributed. This unequal 
distribution of resources produces a stratification of organisations between the haves 
and have-nots.

Our indicators include six types of resources in civil society at the intersection of 
two dimensions. One dimension distinguishes resource types internal to civil society 
from resources external to civil society. Resources can be ‘internal’ to civil soci-
ety in the sense that they are either disposed at the organisational level or relevant 
within/among the civil society actors. Resources can be ‘external’ to civil society in 
the sense that they are indicators of recognition and status from the external actors’ 
point of view, outside of civil society. The other dimension separates the three quali-
tatively different types of resources in civil society: economic resources, political 
resources and media resources:
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• Economic resources: Members, staff, volunteers, budget (internal)/ external 
funding (external)

• Political resources: Umbrella organisations and networks and their members 
(internal)/ Posts in public committees and public consultation (external)

• Media resources: Followers, likes, group members on social media (internal)/ 
Traditional media coverage (external)

Economic resources

As economic resources internal to civil society, we consider internal resources that 
give organisations the capacity to act. Theories of resource mobilisation (see McCa-
rthy and Zald 1977) emphasise the organisational dimensions of social movements 
and the importance that resources play for collective actors. Large membership basis 
is considered a resource that can give CSOs representativeness vis-á-vis public 
authorities (e.g., Dür and Mateo 2012; Scaramuzzino and Wennerhag 2019), while 
sizeable staff enables the organisation the capacity to engage in many advocacy 
activities that require specific expertise (Scaramuzzino and Scaramuzzino 2017). 
For many CSOs, volunteers are also a key resource, frequently utilised as non-paid 
staff (Salamon et  al. 2004). Financial resources in terms of budgets are of course 
relevant for organisations’ operation.

Concerning economic resources external to civil societies, we consider external 
funding. Theories of resource dependency (Pfeffer and Salancik 1978) prescribe that 
CSOs’ strategies are shaped by their dependency on external actors for funding. In 
general, we argue that public core funding, including funding from international or 
European institutions, can be seen as a token of privilege and embeddedness in the 
system (Beyers and Kerremans 2007; Hedling and Meeuwisse 2019). Yet, in some 
contexts, funding sources from private donations and sponsoring might also be rel-
evant and represent other forms of incumbent status.

Political resources

Our understanding of political resources draws on theories of political opportu-
nity structures (Kitschelt 1986). The extent to which CSOs have access to institu-
tionalised structures where they can influence political decisions can be seen as a 
resource, as the access can be interpreted as recognition (Hedling and Meeuwisse 
2019), giving them the opportunity to influence decision-making (Scaramuzzino 
and Wennerhag 2019).

When it comes to political resources internal to civil society, we consider being 
member of umbrella organisations (i.e., federations) or meta-organisations (Ahrne 
and Brunsson 2005) that aim to represent the sector vis-á-vis the state within spe-
cific policy areas (e.g., Federations of disability organisations) or at a more general 
level (e.g. Federations of CSOs representing the sector). In a multi-level system of 
governance, these federations are often present at national levels to represent parts 
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of the civil society on different matters (cf. Ahrne and Brunsson 2005; Scaramuz-
zino and Wennerhag 2019) and pursue influence at the national level vis-a-vis the 
state.

In terms of political resources external to civil society, we consider having access 
to policy-making processes through systems of interest representation. These are 
often arranged by public authorities to allow representation of collective interests 
in policy-making and to legitimise their policies (Casey 2004; Klüver 2010). These 
resources relate to what has often been described as inside advocacy strategies (Bey-
ers 2008). When it comes to political resources, we acknowledge, as previously dis-
cussed, that these might be bound to specific policy areas as both public governance 
and civil society mobilisation tend to be structured following the boundaries of spe-
cific issues, e.g., disabilities, environment, and gender equality. Many countries have 
also seen the rise of governance structures that are afferent to the whole civil society 
sector and attempt to regulate state-civil society relations, with national compacts as 
the clearest example (Johansson et al. 2011; Reuter et al. 2012).

Media resources

The media resources internal to civil society can be related to what has been called 
the ‘logic of presence’ and digitalisation (Johansson and Scaramuzzino 2019). The 
role of internet and social media for CSOs has been highlighted in different ways. 
Through Internet and social media, CSOs can gain visibility, engage in advocacy 
activities, mobilise people around specific issues, conduct campaigns, organise 
volunteers and much more (Enjolras et al. 2012; Scaramuzzino and Scaramuzzino 
2017). The capacity to become visible is, of course, among other things dependent 
on having many followers, group members and likes on the social media channels 
that are able to share, post, and retweet the message of the organisation (Johansson 
and Scaramuzzino 2019), all of which we argue to be considered as ‘internal’ in the 
sense that they are disposed of at the organisational level.

The media resources external to civil society relate to the more traditional media 
landscape over which CSOs have much less control. Social movement theory has 
highlighted how dependent many movements are on being visible in and having 
access to media (cf. Benford and Snow 2000). Being present and having events cov-
ered by media becomes very important for getting the message out and to be able to 
influence public opinion and potentially decision-makers. In interest group research, 
these media-based strategies have been labelled as outside advocacy strategies (Bey-
ers 2008) although the interplay between lobbying and media strategies has also 
been explored (Trapp and Laursen 2017).

It is important to note that the distinction between economic, political and media 
resources as well as between internal and external resources is theoretical. Empiri-
cally speaking these resources might be even strongly correlated. An organisa-
tion might for instance have a large staff in terms of internal economic resources 
thanks to public core funding which provides a stable budget as external economic 
resource, for instance. The point of distinguishing the types of resources that can be 
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considered internal to civil society and external is in other words to capture diverse 
ways in which CSOs can become resourceful.

The indicators allow us, in fact, to measure access to specific types of resources 
that could be strategically used by the organisations to gain influence. None of 
them gives the organisations automatically any power or influence. Most types of 
resources could even be argued to be attached to specific mechanisms that could 
inhibit the organisations capacity to wield power or influence. One of the clearest 
examples is the risk for co-optation when CSOs, due to power asymmetries in rela-
tion to public authorities, tend to adapt their goals to be more in line with their coun-
terparts (Najam 2000). This mechanism could be relevant concerning both political 
and economic resources as organisations might trade access to policy-making and/or 
public funding with being more compliant with public authorities (cf. Mosley 2012; 
Verschuere and De Corte 2015; Scaramuzzino and Scaramuzzino 2017).

In the case of followers on social media as an indicator of internal media 
resources, it captures CSOs’ interaction with adherents in a semi-public space. The 
fact that the number of followers on social media is potentially vulnerable to manip-
ulation by the companies running the media platforms, should of course be critically 
taken into account. Even when it comes to traditional media exposure as an external 
media resource, quantitative measures should be carefully considered considering 
the possibility that not all media coverage can be considered as a resource for CSOs.

The fact that access to resources might have ambiguous impact on CSOs’ stra-
tegic action does not however necessarily mean that their capacity to influence is 
compromised, they might in fact also function as incentives to act (e.g., Child and 
Grønbjerg 2007; Neumayr et al. 2015). It is also reasonable to assume that organisa-
tions that tend to accumulate different types of resources and hence diversify their 
resource dependency have an advantage compared to organisation that only rely on 
one or two types.

Based on these indicators we argue that it is possible to characterise organisations 
by operationalising relevant indicators of resources. The four steps for employing 
MMRSC approach are as following:

• Step 1: setting the boundaries of the civil society sector to be studied
• Step 2: choosing the indicators considering the relevance of resource types
• Step 3: operationalising the indicators
• Step 4: measuring resource stratification

Step 1: drawing boundaries

As in all attempts to map empirical phenomena, the issue of drawing the boundaries 
of a given research object is essential. The first and most obvious boundary to be 
drawn in a study of resource stratification in civil society is the one between civil 
society and other spheres of society. The internationally recognised definition of 
CSOs (Salamon et  al. 2004) is based on five criteria. They should be organised, 
separated from the state, not having profit-distribution as their primary purpose, 
self-governing, and voluntary. This definition clearly defines civil society, both in 
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relation to the state and the market, as a separate sphere or sector but also as a sphere 
populated by organisations (cf. Ahrne 1996).

Even though this definition is well established, it still needs to be operationalised 
in specific contexts and for specific organisations. For some types of organisations, 
for instance associations of individuals with not-for-profit purposes, their inclusion 
might not be problematic. However, concerning other organisations such as trade 
unions, business organisations, associations of municipalities and regions, and polit-
ical parties, it is still debatable to what extent they should be considered part of the 
civil society sector. The associational form would clearly place these organisations 
in the civil society sector although the interests they represent would for some of 
these organisations be of the business sector (e.g., for employers’ organisations) or 
of the public sector (e.g., for associations of municipalities). In a few previous stud-
ies of political elites, however, we find some categories of organisations that could 
be included in a broad definition of CSOs (e.g., Salamon et al. 2004), such as politi-
cal parties, major interest organisations, professional associations, trade unions, 
and religious institutions (e.g., Best and Higley 2018). These leaders are, however, 
understood as being part of the political elite in the mentioned studies, based on a 
definition of power related to the political sphere.

The choice as to where to draw the boundary in this regard should ultimately be 
guided by a substantive research problem. In our study of civil society elites, the 
decision to rather strictly distinguish the civil society sector from the market and 
public sectors has been guided by the need to exclude the economic and political 
elites for analytical reasons. From an elite research perspective, it is about drawing 
the horizontal boundaries of the elites (e.g., Hoffmann-Lange 2018), i.e., the bound-
aries that separate different types of elites, for instance the economic elite from the 
political elite.

In our definition of CSOs, we have hence excluded the following types of organi-
sations: political parties, employers’ organisations, and organisations representing 
industrial sectors dominated by public organisations or private for profit organi-
sations. In our understanding, the leaders of these organisations would rather be 
considered as parts of the business or the political elites. One exception has been 
organisations representing employers and producers in the civil society sector (e.g., 
welfare service producers, cooperatives, schools) which have been included in our 
study as these interest organisations are representing the interests of the civil society 
sector with service provision function.

When it comes to other interest organisations such as trade unions, organisations 
representing professions (e.g., lawyers and doctors) we have chosen to exclude them 
from our definition. In a classic distinction of interest organisations between ‘pro-
ducers’ (employers’ and workers’ organisations) and ‘users’, (e.g., pensioners’ and 
disability organisations) (see Beyers 2004) we have, as often in studies of civil soci-
ety, excluded the first category and included the second.

Another way of drawing the boundaries can be based on geographic or admin-
istrative levels. In many countries, the civil society sector has tended to organise 
hierarchically following the state’s governance structure (Einarsson 2012; Skocpol 
2003). CSOs hence tend to be organised, for instance, locally, regionally, nationally, 
or at a European or international level (Johansson et al. 2018). Often these structures 
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are based on so-called meta-organisations (Ahrne and Brunsson 2005), i.e., associa-
tions of organisations. Our mapping of resource-rich CSOs at the national level in 
Italy, Poland, Sweden, and UK and also at a European level has mostly led us to 
meta-organisations, i.e., federations of member-CSOs often themselves organised at 
a lower geographic or administrative level.

Boundaries can also be drawn based on policy areas or the fields of activity of 
the CSOs. The International Classification of Non-profit Organisations (ICNPO) 
offers an example of how CSOs can be divided into different areas of activities 
(Salamon et al. 2004) and can be used to draw the boundaries for mapping. In our 
study, we have included CSOs involved in at least one of the following policy areas: 
Age, Charity, Culture, Disability, Environment, Gender equality, Human Rights and 
Democracy, Migration and ethnic groups, Religion, Sports and leisure. Given the 
diversity in the type of CSOs and their sheer number, we deemed choosing a number 
of specific policy areas as a necessary step to be able to map the resource-rich CSOs.

Drawing these boundaries is a rather difficult task, especially in the civil soci-
ety sector, which entails a great diversity of organisational forms (e.g., associations 
and foundations) and aims (e.g., advocacy, service production and community build-
ing). Our choices of inclusion and exclusion criteria have been guided by our inter-
est in civil society elites and have provided us with a population of CSOs including 
many different types such as solidarity organisations, sports associations, cultural 
organisations, environmental organisations, international aid organisations, users’ 
and patient organisations, and organisations representing non-profit welfare service 
providers. Other research questions would have motivated drawing the boundaries in 
different ways, with more expansive or a narrower definition of CSOs.

While drawing the boundaries of civil society is a task that any study of the 
civil society sector has to deal with, our contribution lies in developing a method 
for mapping CSOs based on a set of different types of resources, allowing to study 
resource stratification. In our method, drawing boundaries is not merely a necessary 
task for making the mapping of CSOs in a given context manageable. The deci-
sion-making process in drawing the boundaries also has consequences for how to 
operationalise the six resource indicators that we have identified. For instance, many 
external resources, in terms of funding, access to policy processes, and to media, are 
bound to specific policy areas. The civil society sector in many countries is organ-
ised also according to different policy areas, issues or interests to be represented, 
which becomes relevant when we discuss resources that are internal to civil society. 
Once again, a given substantive research question will guide the decisions about set-
ting these boundaries.

Step 2: choosing the indicators

Our approach allows adaptation of the indicators proposed in the previous section 
for a specific purpose of a given study and for a specific context. In our study of civil 
society elites, we acknowledge that there are different segments of policy areas in 
which CSOs’ political resources are of importance. Internally to civil society, these 
resources are bound to umbrella organisations that aim to coordinate the interests 
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of its members and speak for them. Externally to civil society, these resources are 
bound to arenas for participation in policy-making processes that are linked to a 
specific policy area. Furthermore, some umbrella organisations aim at speaking for 
the whole civil society sector and specific arenas for participation are addressing 
civil society-state relations. We have hence chosen to operationalise the indicators 
related to specific policy areas and those related to state-civil society relations (i.e., 
the civil society policy area) separately. It means that political resources within 
specific policy areas can be used to gain influence within that specific policy area, 
while political resources within the civil society policy area can be used to gain 
influence on the way in which civil society-state relation are regulated. We have thus 
used two indicators of economic resources and four indicators of political resources.

We have consciously left out the media resources as our study of civil society 
elites was underpinned by an understanding of CSOs’ embeddedness as proximity 
to the state (see Hedling and Meeuwisse 2019). This choice has entailed excluding 
from our sample less formalised organisations that might not have employed staff, 
membership in umbrella organisations, external funding or access to policy-making 
but still be considered influential, for example due to visibility in the public debate 
through their media presence. Given the importance of media’s role in the work of 
CSOs today (Scaramuzzino and Scaramuzzino 2017), this third type of resources in 
our approach might be relevant for many other studies of CSOs.

Step 3: operationalising the indicators

Once relevant indicators are selected, they need to be operationalised. The opera-
tionalisation of each indicator has been guided by relevant literature on the civil 
society sector in each context, aided by consulting country experts and organisations 
representing the civil society sector. The following resources (see Table 1) we have 

Table 1  Resources chosen for each indicator

Indicator Resource

Economic resources—internal Employees and budget
Economic resources—external Public funding and private donations
Political resources—internal (within specific policy 

area)
Umbrella organisations within specific policy area

Political resources—external (within specific policy 
area)

Decision-making within policy area

Political resources—internal (within civil society 
policy area)

Umbrella organisations representing the civil 
society sector

Political resources—external (within civil society 
policy area)

Decision-making with state-civil society relations

Media resources—internal Followers on social media
Media resources—external Claims made in traditional media



 R. Scaramuzzino, J. Lee 

deemed as relevant for measuring each type of resource and hence operationalising 
each indicator in the contexts studied:

These indicators are used, in civil society research, in studies of interest groups 
and social movements as characteristics of specific organisations and actors. The 
number of employees, the size of the budget, the amount of public funding can be 
used as measures of resources and possibly independent variables in the analysis of 
organisational behaviours or outcomes as a dependent variable.

Our operationalisation of the indicators is instead inspired by a set-theoretical 
perspective. When we refer to concepts as “sets” we imply that there are boundaries 
that delimit what is included and what is excluded. Cases might fit within the bound-
aries of the set and hence have membership in it or not (Schneider and Wagemann 
2012). Hence, from a set-theoretical perspective, operationalising indicators entails 
setting boundaries of inclusion and exclusion. For addressing resource concentra-
tion, it means that we operationalise each indicator to define whether a particular 
organisation can be described as having access to disproportionate amount of that 
particular resource and hence being included in the set of resource-rich organisa-
tions or not. Here (see Table 2) we present how the indicators introduced above can 
be operationalised with certain variations across countries. For each indicator we 
have defined specific thresholds, e.g. cut-off points for scale variables, that distin-
guish the haves and the haves-not as two different sets of cases/organisations.1

As the aim of our study of civil society elites was to compare elites across coun-
tries, we have balanced the need for comparability (operationalising indicators as 
similarly as possible across contexts) and for context-sensitiveness (operationalis-
ing indicators in a way that is appropriate for each context). Availability of regis-
try data for resources has also informed our choices in the operationalisation of the 
indicators.

In our study, the economic resources have been operationalised in terms of 
employees (internal) and public funding (external). The political resources have 
been operationalised in terms of participation/membership in umbrella organisations 
(internal) and in committees/consultation (external). The thresholds, for instance as 
for how many employees CSOs need to have to be included in our sample, have been 
chosen to highlight a ‘disproportionate amount’ of a specific type of resource (cf. 
Khan 2012), taking into consideration the level of professionalisation of the civil 
society sector in the specific context. Media resources should be operationalised 
based on context-specific knowledge of what it means to have a disproportionate 
access to for instance social media channels or traditional media. Setting a threshold 

1 In practice, this process is highly time-consuming, resource-intensive, and requires good contextual 
knowledge to determine adequacy and reliability of data sources. The UK can serve as an illustrative 
case here. The indicator we chose in order to measure political resources in terms of external recognition 
was whether a CSO had access to the top-level political leaders, such as ministers. We departed from 
the UK government’s data on lobbying across eight relevant government departments for our selected 
policy areas. We arrived at the final inclusion criteria for the indicator—CSOs that had at least 2 or 
more ministerial meetings during 2019—after several rounds of scanning the data and based on the 
observation that the difference in the number of organisations that had 2 or more meetings and only 1 
meeting was significant. We also consulted experts on interest groups’ influence in the UK.
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for number of followers on Twitter or number of mentions in newspapers would 
be a viable solution. Analysis of media resources can generate different answers 
to the question of which organisations have the most resources in civil society and 
allow including less formalised actors such as social movements, more fluid and 
contingent forms of networks, and influencers (Santilli and Scaramuzzino 2024).

In the case of our study of civil society elites, we were interested in identifying 
a set of resource-rich CSOs whose leaders could be considered as part of a civil 
society elite in accordance with the positional method of elite identification. This 
aim resounds with an interest in mapping which organisations can be considered 
being the resource-rich and possibly most powerful in a specific field. The mapping 
presupposes that we, as researchers, do not a have a before-hand available list of rel-
evant organisations and that we are interested in excluding smaller organisations that 
do not have access to the resources or that control a very small amount of it. Basi-
cally, we were interested in the ‘haves’ rather than the ‘have-nots’.

In mapping a population of resource-rich organisations in each national con-
text, using the indicators introduced in the previous section, we have adopted an 
‘inclusive’ approach. We aimed at identifying a broad population of organisations 
by including all of the organisations that have entered the sample by fulfilling at 
least one of the conditions for inclusion that stems from each indicator specified 
in Table 2. A more exclusive approach could include only the CSOs that fulfil at 
least two or even three of the conditions (Santilli and Scaramuzzino 2024). From the 
point of view of our aim of studying civil society elites, it made sense to choose an 
inclusive approach as the correlation between organisational resources and the elite 
status of the leaders could not be taken for granted. We did not want to risk exclud-
ing relevant organisations whose leaders might be considered an elite only because 
they did not fulfil more than one indicator. Furthermore, some of the national con-
texts we studied presented a weaker stratification of resources, with very few organi-
sations fulfilling more than one indicator, which would have produced a very small 
sample of CSOs for these countries.

Step 4: measuring resource stratification

While operationalisation of the conditions of inclusion allows us to identify for each 
indicator which CSOs can be considered as resource-rich (e.g., as those that have at 
least 50 employees) and which not, compiling the lists of organisations for different 
indicators provides us with the opportunity to measure resource accumulation by 
specific organisations and stratification within a given civil society context. By accu-
mulation we mean CSOs that tend to amass disproportionate amount of resources 
for more than one type of resource. By resource stratification, we mean the hierar-
chical structure that emerges within civil society due to accumulation of multiple 
types of resources.

In all five contexts in which we have applied the approach, we find certain over-
laps between the populations of CSOs that are identified as resource-rich with each 
of the indicators. It means that some CSOs are identified as resource-rich organisa-
tions based on more than one indicator. The number of indicators by which a given 
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CSO is identified can be viewed as a measure of the accumulation of different types 
of resources that the organisation controls. We call this measure the ‘elite score’. 
This elite score can range between zero and the total number of indicators that are 
considered and operationalised in each context. If an organisation entered our popu-
lation of the most resourceful CSOs by fulfilling a condition for inclusion for one 
indicator, the organisation received a score of 1. If an organisation entered our popu-
lation by fulfilling the conditions for inclusion for two indicators, the organisation 
received a score of 2, and so on. In other words, it is an unweighted additive index 
where each indicator contributes equally to the total elite score a given organisation 
is assigned with. As presented in Table 2, the conditions for inclusion for our indica-
tors are operationalised in different ways, depending on the data availability as well 
as on the specific characteristics of different indicators. The elite score thus allows 
us not only to map out CSOs but also to discern the patterns of resource concentra-
tion and stratification. In our case, as we were interested in the civil society elite 
as leaders of resource-rich organisations, we did not include CSOs that would have 
scored zero.

In following, we discuss other ways in which the Multi-dimensional Measure of 
Resource Stratification in Civil society (MMRSC) can be used in empirical studies 
of the civil society sector as well as some of the results of our study of civil society 
elites.

Possible applications of the MMRSC approach

One possible application in studies of civil society is to characterise organisations 
based on their access to different types of resources. It could be interesting to com-
pare the relevance of different types of resources for organisational behaviour. By 
summing the indicators in an elite score, as we have done, the measure can func-
tion as an index that allows researchers to address resource accumulation by spe-
cific organisations. In this case, it might be interesting to also include organisations 
that do not control any type of resource to a large extent. These organisations would 
score “zero” on our elite score. The elite score can be then used as an independent 
variable in any study that aims at explaining organisational behaviour or outcome 
(e.g., advocacy strategies and influence) by means of access to different types of 
resources. Our civil society elite survey study, for instance see Lee and  Scaramuz-
zino (2024), shows that leaders of CSOs with the elite score higher than three have 
access to larger social networks and to more arenas for influence than the leaders of 
organisations with elite score two and one.2

The set-theoretical perspective used in the construction of elite score hence 
allows to create an index-like measure of resource accumulation, counting for the 
number of resource types that organisations control disproportionately (i.e., above 

2 These results come from a survey study carried out among leaders of resource-rich organisations in all 
five contexts. The survey was answered by 897 leaders. For more information about the study see Lee 
and Scaramuzzino (2024).
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the threshold). Of course, this dichotomous approach on the haves and the have-nots 
comes with the drawback, in that some nuances can become lost when it comes to 
scale-based variables (e.g., staff and budget).

In civil society studies, our approach can also serve as a crucial step in study-
ing resource concentration and stratification in the civil society sector. Studies 
might focus on one particular context or aim at comparative analyses of structures 
of resource stratification in different contexts. The latter could help us understand 
different patterns of stratification in relation to different historical, political, and cul-
tural development. For instance, one could explore the role of different civil society 
regimes or systems of interest representation in structuring resource stratification in 
the civil society sector.

The following table (Table  3) shows the resource stratification for each of the 
contexts in our study:

The distribution of organisations across the elite score indicates patterns of strati-
fication in all of the five contexts forming a pyramid structure, with a few CSOs in 
each context with higher scores and the majority of the CSOs with lower scores. In 
some contexts, however, we observe a more clearly hierarchical structure (Italy, Swe-
den and the EU), compared to the others (Poland and UK). Other ways of addressing 
accumulation of different types of resources might also be used, for instance assign-
ing different weights to the indicators, based on theoretically informed assessments 
of their relative importance in specific contexts. Researchers could also probe possi-
ble ways in which different types of resources are positively or negatively correlated 
with each other addressing which types of resource accumulation have a cumulative 
effect and which types of research show more of a trade-off effect. The same would 
be relevant for assessing the relevance of different resources that would fit within 
the same type, such as budget and employed staff. If strongly correlated it would be 
relevant to include only one of them. Otherwise, a combination would be to prefer.

Systematic mapping of resource-rich organisations also opens up a possibility to 
compare the resource-rich organisations (i.e., the ‘organisational elite’) identified 
through the indicators with the rest of organised civil society in a given context. This 
would be an innovative way to shed a light on the implications and consequences of 
resource stratification in civil society, for instance related to the role of resources for 
organisation, participation, and influence in civil society.

Table 3  Distribution of CSOs across elite score in each national context

Score Italy (1–5) Poland (1–6) Sweden (1–5) UK (1–6) EU (1–5)

6 – 1 – –
5 3 1 7
4 11 3 10 6
3 31 27 39 13 34
2 138 79 72 63 106
1 111 324 272 358 154
Total N 294 434 394 434 307
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While the power structure of the civil society sector is interesting, it is also rel-
evant to look at the organisations that hide behind the numbers. For each context, we 
have a large set of organisations characterised by an elite score showing how many 
types of resources they have a disproportionate control of. This allows comparative 
analyses of landscapes of elite organisations across contexts, for instance looking at 
the types of organisations, the policy areas they are engaged in, or their ideological 
orientation.

Our approach contributes to elite studies by allowing research on civil society 
elites following the same positional method as in political and business elite stud-
ies yet adapted to the specificities of the civil society sector. The strategic choices 
we have described in our application of the approach should be viewed in this light, 
to identify individual leaders of resource-rich organisations as parts of a civil soci-
ety elites. Using the identified population of resource-rich CSOs, empirical stud-
ies inspired by classical elite studies might then focus on their career trajectories 
(Lindellee and Scaramuzzino 2020; Santilli and Scaramuzzino 2021), their attitudes 
(Lee and Scaramuzzino 2024), etc.

Limitations

The MMRSC approach was designed in the process of mapping the most resource-
ful CSOs in four European countries and at the EU level, in order to identify groups 
of leaders that could be considered civil society elites in each of these contexts. In 
the absence of a well-established comparative method of measuring resource accu-
mulation and stratification among CSOs, we were inspired by a set of theoretical 
perspectives from interest groups, social movement and civil society studies in order 
to empirically capture different dimensions and types of organisational resources 
that are of importance for CSOs.

The results of our empirical mapping of CSOs in different national contexts, 
as well as the method applied as presented in this paper, leave however room for 
improvement and further development. For instance, the validity and reliability of 
the method need to be tested in relation to other substantive research questions and 
to other empirical contexts. The empirical robustness of some of the processes, such 
as selection of indicators, setting of thresholds for inclusion and exclusion of CSOs, 
and creating the index of resource accumulation, could be further elaborated and 
possibly more clearly formalised. Factor analysis could, for instance, provide impor-
tant insights into the relative importance of different resource indicators in a given 
context.

While such formalisation would strengthen the method, it is important to 
acknowledge the fact that the landscape of CSOs is highly complex and takes 
a variety of forms in different national contexts. In fact, we would argue that the 
context-specific diversity of civil society sector limits the possibility to propose a 
priori determined operationalisation of indicators to be employed in the mapping of 
resourceful organisations. Our approach relies instead on strategic choices based on 
careful assessments of specific contexts, considering both country-specific adapta-
tion and the need for comparability.
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Conclusions and discussion

The contribution of the MMRSC is both theoretical and methodological. Theo-
retically, the method draws on discussions about what resources are relevant for 
organisations in the civil society sector. The MMRSC overcomes the challenges 
of grasping the hierarchical structures between organisations that might charac-
terise civil society and yet be difficult to observe, due to diversity in the types of 
resources and the multifaceted ways in which power and influence might manifest 
themselves.

The methodological contribution of the MMRSC as an approach lies in its 
usefulness both for studying the impact of resources of organisational behav-
iour in civil society, mapping CSOs based on resource accumulation, address-
ing resource stratification in civil society and studying elites in civil society. The 
approach allows comparability across contexts at the same time as it does jus-
tice to the diversity of the contexts of civil society and the wide range of aims 
and forms within civil society. The approach can be adapted to different contexts 
as the indicators can be operationalised differently based on the contexts. The 
indicators also allow for different types of resources to be considered important, 
depending on the type of actors that are considered.

Regarding boundaries, indicators of resources, thresholds and conditions for 
inclusion and exclusion, our approach leaves much room for choices for researchers. 
This is in our view one of the strengths of the approach as it allows flexibility and 
makes it applicable in different contexts. It is also, however, a challenge as all these 
choices need to be guided by the research question at hand and in-depth knowl-
edge about the context of the study. How to operationalise political resources is for 
instance dependent on how policy processes look like in that particular context. In 
a country with strong corporative traditions, we might need to look at formalised 
committees, while in more liberal systems we might need to look at registries for 
lobbying activities, or similar. The approach is also developed with an assumption 
of associational freedom, existence of avenues for participation for civil society in 
policy processes and a free media. Applying the approach to more authoritarian con-
texts would likely require other types of resources to be considered.

Following the four steps proposed above means a constant process of exclusion 
and inclusion of CSOs that should be reflected upon. What part of civil society is 
left out by drawing the boundaries and what types of organisations are deemed 
as resource-rich and not based on the indicators chosen should always be care-
fully considered and commented upon. In our study of civil society elites, we 
asked experts in each context to look at our sample and, based on our aim, assess 
to what extent we had missed certain actors they deem part of the organisational 
elites or if they found some actors that should not have been there. This ‘reputa-
tional’ method is often used in elite research alongside the positional method and 
could be used to validate the results of the mapping of the civil society sector.
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