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Abstract	
  

Why	
  are	
  some	
  positive	
  changes	
  prone	
  to	
  being	
  reversed?	
  Although	
  this	
  is	
  an	
  important	
  question	
  

in	
   institutional	
   studies,	
   surprisingly	
   little	
   is	
   known	
   about	
   inherent	
   limits	
   to	
   change.	
   To	
   fully	
  

understand	
  why	
  some	
  changes	
  are	
  prone	
  to	
  reversal,	
  I	
  focus	
  on	
  a	
  particular	
  type	
  of	
  institutional	
  

change,	
   namely,	
   morally	
   right	
   and	
   socially	
   desirable	
   change.	
   In	
   this	
   study,	
   I	
   address	
   this	
  

question,	
   turning	
   my	
   attention	
   to	
   bystanders.	
   Drawing	
   on	
   insights	
   from	
   the	
   literature	
   on	
  

bystander	
  apathy	
  (Darley	
  &	
  Latané,	
  1968;	
  Garcia,	
  Weaver,	
  Moskowitz,	
  &	
  Darley,	
  2002;	
  Latané	
  &	
  

Darley,	
  1969)	
  and	
  common	
  knowledge	
  (Chwe,	
  1998,	
  2001;	
  Clark	
  &	
  Marshall,	
  1992;	
  Lewis,	
  1969),	
  

I	
   introduce	
   the	
   concept	
   of	
   the	
   imagined	
   scope	
   of	
   responsibility:	
   the	
   degree	
   of	
   action	
   or	
  

participation	
   in	
   the	
   process	
   of	
   change	
   to	
   which	
   a	
   person	
   feels	
   compelled.	
   Bystanders,	
   as	
  

ordinary	
   people,	
   are	
   more	
   likely	
   to	
   be	
   influenced	
   by	
   their	
   perception	
   of	
   fellow	
   bystanders’	
  

behavior	
  than	
  by	
  that	
  of	
  activists	
  or	
  institutional	
  entrepreneurs.	
  I	
  argue	
  that	
  the	
  imagined	
  scope	
  

of	
   responsibility	
   of	
   a	
   bystander	
   increases	
   due	
   to	
   the	
   perceived	
   presence	
   of	
   a	
   few	
   active	
  

bystanders	
  within	
  the	
  community.	
  Having	
  observed	
  the	
  actions	
  of	
  those	
  around	
  him	
  or	
  her	
  as	
  a	
  

signal	
  of	
  there	
  being	
  “good	
  types”	
  in	
  the	
  community,	
  a	
  bystander	
  is	
  likely	
  to	
  feel	
  an	
  impulse	
  to	
  

follow	
  the	
  behavior	
  of	
  fellow	
  bystanders.	
  However,	
  the	
  scope	
  of	
  responsibility	
  that	
  bystanders	
  

perceive	
   to	
   apply	
   to	
   themselves	
   decreases	
   when	
   it	
   appears	
   evident	
   that	
   everyone	
   else	
   also	
  

supports	
   the	
   good	
   cause	
   and	
   is	
   ready	
   to	
   act.	
   In	
   such	
   a	
   case,	
   the	
   bystander	
   public	
   is	
   likely	
   to	
  

come	
   to	
   see	
   support	
   of	
   the	
   change	
   as	
   a	
   routine	
   performance	
   and	
   is	
   likely	
   to	
  withdraw	
   their	
  

support.	
   I	
   test	
   my	
   thesis	
   using	
   original	
   data	
   on	
   44,204	
   individuals	
   obtained	
   from	
   the	
   Danish	
  

Frihedsmuseets	
   modstandsdatabase	
   (The	
   Freedom	
   Museum's	
   Resistance	
   Database)	
   in	
   the	
  

context	
  of	
  the	
  displacement	
  of	
  Danish	
  Jews	
  during	
  WWII.	
  Considering	
  the	
  society-­‐wide	
  desirable	
  

change	
   of	
   breaking	
   official	
   rules	
   to	
   help	
   people	
   on	
   the	
   run,	
   I	
   conduct	
   multinomial	
   logistic	
  

regressions	
  to	
  predict	
  bystanders’	
  help.	
  



	
  

	
  

	
   The	
   main	
   contribution	
   of	
   this	
   study	
   is	
   its	
   clarification	
   of	
   how	
   socially	
   desirable	
  

institutional	
   change	
   can	
   be	
   reversed,	
   an	
   issue	
   which	
   prior	
   studies	
   have	
   tended	
   to	
   skirt.	
   The	
  

assumption	
  that	
  new	
  behaviors	
  potentially	
  become	
  institutions	
  has	
  led	
  us	
  to	
  expect	
  for	
  change	
  a	
  

binary	
  outcome	
  of	
  either	
  success	
  or	
   failure	
   (Battilana,	
  Leca,	
  &	
  Boxenbaum,	
  2009;	
  Greenwood,	
  

Suddaby,	
  &	
  Hinings,	
  2002),	
  leaving	
  a	
  void	
  in	
  the	
  research	
  on	
  the	
  chance	
  that	
  change	
  is	
  reversed.	
  

The	
  present	
  study	
  enriches	
  current	
  research	
  on	
  institutional	
  change	
  in	
  this	
  area.	
  Furthermore,	
  it	
  

provides	
  promising	
  avenues	
  for	
  future	
  research	
  on	
  the	
  role	
  of	
  bystanders	
  in	
  undoing	
  apparently	
  

successful	
   institutional	
   change.	
   The	
   prevailing	
   account	
   is	
   that	
   mobilizing	
   a	
   crowd	
   not	
   only	
  

increases	
  the	
  chance	
  of	
  change	
  but	
  also	
  sows	
  the	
  seed	
  of	
   internal	
  contradiction	
  from	
  multiple	
  

institutional	
   orders	
   (Greenwood,	
   Raynard,	
   Kodeih,	
   Micelotta,	
   &	
   Lounsbury,	
   2011;	
   Micelotta,	
  

Lounsbury,	
   &	
   Greenwood,	
   2017).	
   Although	
   acknowledging	
   potentially	
   conflicting	
   institutional	
  

arrangements	
   aids	
   understanding	
   of	
   adverse	
   outcomes	
   of	
   change,	
   those	
   outcomes	
   are	
   often	
  

something	
  new	
  rather	
  than	
  reversals	
  of	
  original	
  changes.	
  In	
  this	
  regard,	
  the	
  identification	
  of	
  the	
  

imagined	
   scope	
   of	
   responsibility	
   complements	
   the	
   literature,	
   because	
   it	
   advances	
   the	
  

understanding	
   of	
   the	
   role	
   of	
   bystanders	
   in	
   systematically	
   diminishing	
   the	
   perceived	
   need	
   for	
  

change	
  and	
  limiting	
  the	
  mechanisms	
  through	
  which	
  socially	
  desirable	
  change	
  can	
  occur.	
  Lastly,	
  

this	
   study	
   provides	
   important	
   insights	
   into	
   the	
   question	
   whether	
   public	
   indifference	
   or	
   even	
  

intolerance	
  will	
   develop	
   as	
   the	
   number	
   of	
   good	
   Samaritans	
   grows.	
   I	
   propose	
   (and	
   empirically	
  

test)	
  that	
  the	
  bystander	
  public	
   is	
  unlikely	
  to	
  assume	
  personal	
  responsibility	
  for	
  a	
  humanitarian	
  

crisis	
  when	
  everyone	
  is	
  aware	
  of	
  the	
  likely	
  support	
  of	
  everyone	
  else.	
  Taken	
  together,	
  the	
  results	
  

of	
  this	
  study	
  have	
  theoretical	
  and	
  practical	
  implications	
  for	
  understanding	
  institutional	
  change	
  in	
  

the	
  context	
  of	
  displacement.	
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