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Abstract

A growing area of interest within the literature on categorization concerns stigmatized categories, i.e. groups of organizations that are collectively perceived as engaging in controversial practices. Because such practices draw high levels of societal disapproval, which in turn makes the category unattractive to potential new entrants, the processes through which stigmatized categories of organizations form represent a key empirical puzzle. In this paper, we examine stigmatized category formation through an in-depth historical case study of free-standing abortion clinics in the United States. We analyze primary and secondary materials and identify five mechanisms that contributed to the formation of this stigmatized category: entry by de alio organizations championing allied causes; the founding of de novo, specialist organizations by pro-choice advocates; the exit of generalist organizations from abortion provision; an increase in social movement pressure against abortion providers; and finally involuntary specialization of clinics, as customers no longer frequented clinics for other services. These mechanisms contributed not only to the establishment of this stigmatized category, but also to the sharpening of the category boundary through increased categorical contrast that segregated abortion clinics from mainstream medical providers. We conclude by discussing the relevance of our findings for the literatures on stigma and categories.
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