
VU Research Portal

Online and offline political participation under repression: Iranian Green Movement
supporters between two elections, 2009-2013
Honari, A.

2019

document version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Link to publication in VU Research Portal

citation for published version (APA)
Honari, A. (2019). Online and offline political participation under repression: Iranian Green Movement supporters
between two elections, 2009-2013. [PhD-Thesis - Research and graduation internal, Vrije Universiteit
Amsterdam].

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            • You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal ?

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

E-mail address:
vuresearchportal.ub@vu.nl

Download date: 24. May. 2023

https://research.vu.nl/en/publications/16f0f876-f238-4fde-9dfe-eee66e85b2c5


 

4 

Emotional and instrumental drivers of activism in 
repressive contexts: A panel survey on offline and online 
political participation in the Iranian Green Movement8 

 

Abstract 

This paper investigates why social movement activists in authoritarian contexts engage in off- 
and online political activities, using unique three-wave panel data on Iranian Green 
Movement (IGM) supporters gathered before and after the 2013 presidential elections. We 
first demonstrate that, while the intensity of political activities varied over four years (2009-
2013), online and offline activism went hand in hand. In contrast to the ‘negative erosion 
effect’ of online participation, we show instead that activists who participate in online 
activities are more likely to participate in offline activities too and vice versa. Second, we 
investigate which factors drive IGM supporters’ off- and online political participation under 
severe repression. We interestingly find that perceived repression does not have any negative 
effect on engagement in offline activities. Furthermore, our results show that while 
individuals’ perceptions of efficacy play a major role in adopting online activities, positive 
emotions (feelings of hope) significantly drive individuals to participate in offline activities. 
Our results thus highlight interesting differences in motivations of online and offline activism 
in repressive contexts. 

Keywords: Protest Participation, Online Activism, Participation Motives, Perceived 
Repression, Iranian Green Movement, Authoritarian Contexts 
  

                                       
8 A slightly different version of this chapter (coauthored with Bert Klandermans, Jasper Muis, and 
Jacquelien van Stekelenburg) has got R&R for publishing in an international academic journal. 
Ali Honari designed the initial study, collected the data, conducted analyses and wrote the 
manuscript. Jacquelien van Stekelenburg, Bert Klandermans and Jasper Muis contributed to the 
development of the research idea and the design of the initial study and  provided valuable 
feedback on several revisions of the manuscript.   
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4. Emotional and instrumental drivers of activism in 
repressive contexts: A panel survey on offline and online political 
participation in the Iranian Green Movement 

4.1 Introduction 

Why do people participate in off- and online activism under repression? How does 
the Internet (online political participation) relate to the streets (offline political 
participation)? Debates on these questions flared up when the Arab uprising unfolded 
(Farrell, 2012; Tufekci & Wilson, 2012).  

On the one hand, it is accepted wisdom that the low cost of communicating and 
organizing political activities on the Internet is conducive to political activism under 
severe repression (Howard P. N., 2011; Shirky, 2008). On the other hand, it has been 
argued that the use of the Internet for political activities might perhaps increase users’ 
sense of personal satisfaction, but these ‘slacktivist’ activities (Christensen, 2011) 
have no effect on, or could even substitute ‘real-life’ political participation (Gladwell, 
2010; Morozov, 2009). An important assumption of the substitute hypothesis is that 
activists’ needs can be fulfilled with different means. If people perceive an activity 
such as signing an online petition just as effective as its offline equivalent, it makes 
sense that online actions reduce the likelihood to engage in the original ‘real-life’ 
activity (Schumann & Klein, 2015).  

The scholarly literature has already provided valuable insights into the socio-
psychological drivers of political participation and interplay between offline and 
online political activism, but it still suffers from two important limitations. First, 
despite some notable exceptions, most research has been conducted in Western 
democracies, involving relatively risk-free forms of political participation (Ayanian 
& Tausch, 2016; Breuer, Landman, & Farquhar, 2015) – the role of repression is not 
taken into account. Second, previous studies have mainly relied on cross-sectional 
data. For instance, Boulianne’s (2015) meta-analysis of 36 studies on the link 
between social media use and political participation includes only 6 studies that rely 
on panel data (which are all gathered in well-established democracies). Panel data 
are better suited than cross-sectional to establish causal relationships (Vissers & 
Stolle, 2014). This paper addresses both limitations in the literature.  
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In this study on the case of IGM, we examine why people embark on off- or online 
political activities under state repression. IGM challenged the Iranian government for 
four years, through different forms of activities, both off- and online, despite severe 
repression. Along with unprecedented street demonstrations in post-revolutionary 
Iran, online activism flourished, to the extent that commentators referred to it as 
“Iran’s Twitter Revolution” (Iran's Twitter revolution, 2009).  

First, we investigate whether engagement in off- and online activities are related to 
each other. Next, we investigate different underlying factors that could drive people 
to both forms of political participation (online and offline). It is argued that repression 
is a crucial factor in accounting for the rise and decline of political participation in 
non-democratic contexts (for reviews see: Davenport, 2005; Earl, 2011a). However, 
we remarkably find that perceived repression has no impact on engagement in neither 
offline nor online activities. 

In addition to repression, we focus on affective (emotional) and effective 
(instrumental) drivers for political participation (for reviews, see van Stekelenburg 
and Klandermans, 2013; van Zomeren, Spears, Fischer, & Leach, 2004). We 
acknowledge that ‘one may expect that the motivational dynamics underlying the 
different [forms of] protests are different’ (van Stekelenburg & Klandermans, 2013, 
p. 887). That is, we argue and demonstrate that whereas offline participation is more 
strongly associated with emotional drivers, online participation is more importantly 
driven by instrumental motivations.   

Our first step is to illustrate the changes in the intensity and form (offline versus 
online) of activities over time and assess the interrelation between off- and online 
activism at both the macro-level and individual level. Hence, the first descriptive 
question that we address is:  Q1. To what extent are the intensity of off- and online 
political participation of IGM supporters interrelated? Second, we provide 
explanations for political participation of IGM supporters by examining social 
psychological factors, including perceived repression. Hence, our second research 
question is: Q2. What (de-) motivates IGM supporters to embark on political activity 
(online and offline)? 

To examine these questions, we rely on unique three-wave panel data on IGM 
supporters (N=153) gathered over six months from January to June 2013. Such 
individual level panel data on activists in repressive contexts is hardly available. 
Using panel data and fixed effects analyses of within-person change, we are able to 
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make the strongest causal claims possible outside of experimental designs. In 
addition to the longitudinal design, we also asked retrospective questions on past 
behaviour. We thus covered a relatively long period of time, from the emergence of 
IGM in 2009 to the 2013 election time, when the movement reinvigorated.  

After this introduction we will elaborate on theory and formulate hypotheses, 
followed by a method section. In the result section we will present our analyses. We 
discuss our findings in the last section. 

4.2 Theoretical background 

There is a growing academic interest in explanations for why individuals engage in 
off- and online political participation in repressive contexts (Ruijgrok, 2017). This 
question became more important because people increasingly participate in massive 
protest by using social media in the Middle East and North Africa. Political 
participation refers to voluntary activities of citizens which are targeted at the sphere 
of politics (van Deth, 2014, p. 353). If this takes places in an offline mode we call it 
offline participation, such as street demonstrations and strikes. If it requires 
connection online or takes place on the Internet, we call it online participation. It 
encompasses participation in ‘Internet-based protests’ (such as participation in 
Twitter storms, and signing online petitions), online support for offline mobilization 
efforts (such as sharing online content to encourage others to attend an event or 
support a political activity) (van Laer & van Aelst, 2010; Vegh, 2003), and ‘clicktivist 
acts’ (such as creating a meme and changing a profile picture) (Halupka, 2014). 

4.2.1 The interplay of offline and online political activities 

Since the growing Internet use of social movements, scholarship on the evolution of 
‘repertoires of contention’ (Tilly, 1977) has expanded into Internet research (Rolfe 
B. , 2005). Several studies investigated the interrelationship between ‘new’ online 
activities and established offline activities. When repression matters, studies tend to 
focus on cross-country analysis (Ruijgrok, 2017; Rød & Weidmann, 2015). Micro-
level analysis is rare (Earl & Beyer, 2014). Thus, little is known about the interplay 
of acivists’ off- and online participation in repressive contexts.  

Most of the existing research on the relationship between on- and offline political 
participation has been conducted in Western democracies. To date, two contradictory 
arguments have been made. The ‘stepping stone hypothesis’ (Schumann & Klein, 
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2015) or ‘positive (reinforcement) effect’ argument states that people who engage in 
online activism are more likely to engage in offline protest activities as well and vice 
versa (della Porta & Mosca, 2005; Harlow & Harp, 2012; Enjolras, Steen-Johnsen, 
& Wollebaek, 2012; Vaccari, et al., 2015; Lilleker & Koc-Michalska, 2017). 
Conversely, the ‘substitution hypothesis’ or ‘negative (erosion) effect’ argument 
maintains that people who participate in one activity are less likely to participate in 
the other (van Laer, 2010; di Gennaro & Dutton, 2006; Krueger, 2006). The adherents 
of the ‘erosion effect’ state that online activism distracts activists from offline 
activities. Moreover, they argue that it can be “a type of pacification that might lead 
people to believe they were making more of a difference than they really were” 
(Harlow & Guo, 2014, p. 474). All in all, it is necessary to know whether online 
activists are different from offline activists, and whether off- and online activism are 
shaped by the same driving forces.  

Following Schumann and Klein (2015), we argue that quick and easy – i.e. relatively 
low-cost and low-risk – click-based actions such as liking a Facebook page constitute 
a stepping stone on a ‘ladder of engagement’ that enhance more involving types of 
offline participation, such as attending demonstrations. Valenzuela (2013) discusses 
several mechanisms by which online participation can translate into offline collective 
action: Internet users might be more informed about the latest news, have more 
knowledge about upcoming events, and are more often exposed to messages of social 
movement organizations, either directly or indirectly. Ruijgrok (2017) argues and 
demonstrates that, unlike in Western democracies, the Internet more strongly 
facilitates protests in authoritarian regimes, because information can already flow 
relatively freely in democratic societies. Since we likewise focus on repressive 
contexts, we thus expect that online involvement enhances offline participation: 

H1: Social movement supporters who are more politically active online are more 
likely to engage in offline activities than individuals who are less politically active 
online. 

4.2.2 Driving forces of off- and online political participation 

Social movement scholars and political scientists have long been interested in 
explaining why some people participate in protest and others not. However, in a 
broader context than an event or a demonstration, individuals are not simply 
distinguishable as either participants or nonparticipants. In fact, individuals have a 
repertoire to their disposal, they can choose from an array of activities; consequently, 
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they can be nonparticipant in one form and participant in another form. Therefore, 
the question why individuals participate in political activities should be replaced by 
the question what drives individuals to embark more frequently on one specific type 
of political activity. Studies suggested that different contexts (van Stekelenburg, 
Klandermans, & van Dijk, 2009) and different forms of participation appeal different 
motivational dynamics (Bosi & della Porta, 2012; Klandermans, 1993). We focus 
here on the difference between engagement in off- and online activities. We expect 
that both types of activism could be driven by different motivations.  

Several studies showed that state repression led social movements shift from one type 
of activity to another (Lichbach, 1987; Francisco, 1996). State repression – for 
brevity ‘repression’– refers to any obstacles and threats by authorities in order to 
restrict political participation (Davenport, 2005). Perceived (online/offline) 
repression refers to the perception of individuals of obstacles and threats by the state 
to online/offline activism. 

Activists’ choices are influenced by perceptions of the costs of participation (Meyer 
& Tarrow, 1998). However, even within a movement, individuals perceive repression 
differently and respond to repression in different ways (Sullivan & Davenport, 2017). 
Nevertheless, at the core of this study is the expectation that repression will deter 
activists from off- and online political participation. Thus, the study’s second two 
hypotheses predict a negative effect of perceived repression on political participation: 

H2a and b: Social movement supporters who perceive higher offline (online) 
repression are less likely to engage in offline (online) activities. 

Activists may not choose their political activities solely on the basis of perceived 
repression; other participation motives also matter. There is already an extensive 
literature, mostly based on research in Western democracies, on why people are 
motivated to participate in collective action. Scholars have argued and demonstrated 
that there are two pathways to participation, namely affective motivations and 
perceptions about effectiveness (for a recent review, see Klandermans, 2015). Tausch 
et al. (2011) label these the ‘emotion and efficacy routes’ to collective action. In a 
similar vein, the ‘dual pathway model’ of Van Zomeren et al. (2012; 2004) 
distinguishes group efficacy and group-based anger as two core paths to collective 
action. Hence, in line with Brunsting and Postmes (2002), who investigate 
participation motives in online versus offline collective action among Dutch 
environmental activists, we distinguish affective motivations (emotions) and 
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perceptions about effectiveness (efficacy). Thus, in addition to perceived repression, 
we focus on perceived efficacy and emotions.  

Similar to previous studies (Klandermans, Van der Toorn, & Van Stekelenburg, 
2008) we distinguish individual efficacy and group efficacy. It refers to the 
expectation about the probability of success of individuals’ own contribution 
(individual efficacy), respectively the expectation about group success to achieve 
their goal by adopting a certain choice (collective/group efficacy). Both expectations 
influence individuals’ decision to participate in a protest (Klandermans, 1984; Opp, 
2009). The few studies on the choice between off- and online activities found that 
efficacy matters (Harlow & Harp, 2012; Brunsting & Postmes, 2002; Jung, Kim, & 
de Zúñiga, 2011). Harlow and Harp (2012) showed that activists in the US and Latin 
America participate in online activities as they believe these activities are effective 
and can translate into offline activism. For people whose driver of political 
participation is efficacy, one can expect that, under repression, online participation is 
more appealing than offline, as online participation provides the possibility of 
decreasing risks/costs of activities so increasing the number of participants 
(DeNardo, 1985). A stronger positive influence of efficacy on online activities than 
on offline activities has been found in Brunsting and Postmes’ study (2002), whereas 
Lilleker and Koc-Michalska (2017), who make a distinction between intrinsic 
motivations (related to self-efficacy) and extrinsic motivations (related to expected 
rewards), do not find differences in individual’s drivers of online versus offline 
participation. Kende et al. (2016) argued that instrumental use versus affirmative use 
of social media encourages online rather than offline participation. Thus, we 
hypothesize that:  

H3: Individual and group efficacy have a positive influence on both off- and online 
activities. 

H4: Individual and group efficacy play a stronger role in online participation than 
in offline participation. 

Additionally, we can expect that different emotions may differently affect the two 
sorts of political participations (offline/online). As Goodwin, Jasper, and Polletta 
(2000, p. 79) posit “movements may stick with certain tactics, even when they have 
become relatively ineffectual, because of their emotional resonance – and they may 
adopt new tactics for the same reason”.  
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Many scholars emphasized the role of anger in motivating people to take to the streets 
(Klandermans, Van der Toorn, & Van Stekelenburg, 2008). Others added hope as 
driving emotion to political participation (Castells, 2012), particularly in repressive 
contexts. Pearlman (2013, p. 392) argues that both anger and hope are ‘emboldening 
emotions’, which increase an individual’s likelihood of political action, even when 
faced with government repression. Aminzade and McAdam (2001, pp. 31-32) argue 
that “anger is not likely to produce organized collective action, but rather other 
(usually individual) forms of resistance and/or expressions of discontent. It is only 
when anger gets joined with hope that the forms of action we normally associate with 
social movements and revolutions are apt to take place.” Thus, we hypothesize that 
both negative (anger) and positive (hope) emotions stimulate activism (Jasper, 2011, 
p. 298). 

Emotions are socially constructed (Jasper, 1998). One could argue that emotions as 
drivers of individuals to participate in political activities will be stronger when 
constructed and collectively shaped through offline interactions and towards offline 
actions rather than online interactions and behaviours. For instance, Alberici and 
Milesi (2013), showed that online discussions undermine the effect of anger on 
willingness to participate. We expect therefore that emotions are a stronger driver of 
offline participation.   

H5: Social movement supporters who feel more negative (anger) and positive (hope) 
emotions are more likely to engage in off- and online activities. 

H6: Emotions play a stronger role in offline participation than online participation. 

4.3 Method and data 

4.3.1 Population, sampling strategy and data9 

The target group of our study were IGM supporters. They form the mobilization 
potential of the movement (Klandermans & Oegema, 1987). IGM has no hierarchical 
structure and formal organization with affiliated members. In terms of the 
background of its supporters, many characterize the movement as urban based middle 

                                       
9 For the details of sampling strategy and survey data see the Introduction of this dissertation. 
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class (Amanat, 2012; Honari, 2013; Khosrokhavar, 2016). 10 

IGM’s supporters predominantly consists of  highly-educated, and technology-savvy 
youth. Social networking sites, e-mail exchange, news websites etc. played a pivotal 
role in the emergence and sustainment of the movement. The heavily reliance of IGM 
on online mobilization is observed by many scholars (Aday, et al., 2010; Honari, 
2013; Rahimi, 2011; Wojcieszak & Smith, 2014). 

To reach IGM supporters and recruit respondents for the survey, I  relied on the same 
online networks and means that are usually used for mobilization. I replicated 
mobilization attempts of IGM to mobilize IGM supporters to participate in my 
questionnaire. Key activists, bloggers, and administrators of well-known Facebook 
pages were asked permission to distribute the online questionnaire. To assure 
respondents that participation would be safe, the distributers used some encouraging 
and trusting phrases. In total, dozens of  influential activists were involved in 
distributing the questionnaire. The questionnaire was also advertised in one of the 
influential IGM website (IranGreenVoice.com).   

The survey was conducted in three waves in 2013: in Feb, April, and June. In 
February 2013, I asked respondents to write down their e-mail address to track them 
for later waves. Of the 1051 respondents who completed the survey, 500 provided 
their e-mail address. In the subsequent two waves, the survey was sent to the list of 
e-mail addresses acquired from the first wave. Of the 500 targeted respondents, 40% 
participated again in both the second and third wave. Moreover, in the last wave, 
shortly after the presidential elections in June 2013, the questionnaire was also 
distributed in the similar way as the first wave. In total, 1050 participants (including 
the panel) completed this survey.  

In total, I thus gathered three datasets. I only included eligible respondents of 18 years 
and older in our sample and excluded respondents living outside Iran, which yields 
the following datasets: Panel Data (N=153), W1 (N=743), and W3 (N=732). 

We will rely on the panel survey, but if applicable we cross-validated our findings 
with the two larger cross-sectional samples to check the robustness of our results. 

                                       
10 Although it is debated whether the middle-class character of the movement either stems from 
the demography of the country, with 70% of the population under 30 years old (Dabashi, 2011) or 
is because the movement ignored the demands of the lower classes (Khosrokhavar, 2016). 



72 │ Online and offline political participation under repression   
 

 
 

4.3.2 Potential limitations and strengths of the data 

The sampling strategy appears appropriate for our research purpose. We not only 
build trust among respondents, since about half of the initial sample provided us their 
e-mail addresses, but we also reached IGM supporters successfully. Almost all 
participants either voted for opposition candidates (Mousavi and Karroubi) (80.0 %) 
or boycotted (17.4%) the 2009 elections – only 2.6% supported the reformists’ 
opponents, Ahmadi Nejad and Rezaei. In 2013 virtually everybody either voted for 
Rouhani or boycotted the elections (99.1%). Furthermore, the vast majority (84.9%) 
reported that they participated in political activities in the aftermath of the 2009 
elections. The respondents are relatively young (M = 33.10, SD = 7.92), highly 
educated (47.0% have a Bachelor’s degree or are currently Bachelor’s student and 
34.2% have a Master’s degree or are currently Master’s student), and mostly live in 
Tehran (60.0%) and other large cities (14.2%). The self-indicated social class of the 
respondents is overwhelming upper middle class (44.5%) and lower middle class 
(43.9%) (see Table A4.1 in appendices). We aim at both very active and less active 
supporters (i.e. to have variation in our dependent variable), but obviously it is 
difficult if not impossible to recruit respondents who are not active in any social 
networks whatsoever. 

Table A4.2 in appendices shows that attrition is no concern, since those who dropped 
out do not differ significantly from the other respondents. T-tests of the sample means 
for 153 panel respondents and 228 respondents who dropped out revealed that age 
was the only variable with a statistically significant difference (p < .05); the dropped 
respondents were 2.06 years younger on average. The ANOVA test also shows that 
respondents who provided their email addresses did not perceive less online 
repression than those who refused to do so. Moreover, waves one and three (larger 
datasets) consist of similar groups in terms of socio-demographics and general 
background characteristics (see Table A4.1 in appendices).     

Needless to say, it is hard to tell to what extent our convenience sample accurately 
represents the total population of IGM supporters. However, we argue that under the 
current circumstances it is the best possible; we are not aware of any comparable 
panel survey among IGM supporters. The young, well-educated, and city dwellers 
are probably overrepresented in our survey, but we lack any population parameters 
of IGM supporters to compare our sample statistics with. Given the fact that IGM 
activists heavily relied on online social networks, it made sense that we pursued to 
reach IGM supporters through these channels. 



Emotional and instrumental drivers of activism in repressive contexts │ 73 

 

 
 

Most importantly, representativeness is not our main goal. The main goal of this 
paper is to test theoretical propositions about what predicts political participation; no 
representative sample is necessary for this goal (Opp & Roehl, 1990, p. 528). 

4.4 Variables and measurements 

Table A1.2 in the appendix provides detailed information on the question wording 
and answer categories of all variables (for the original Persian version of the 
questionnaire see: http://IranPolPartResearch.org. 

4.4.1 Political participation 

Past political activities (off-/online). At wave one, we asked respondents about their 
past political activities (How often they were involved in off-/online activities, for  a 
list of distinct periods). Moreover, at wave three, we asked new respondents (N=558) 
to report their past activities from about January 2013 to June 2013.  

Recent political participation (off-/online). In each wave of the survey respondents 
were asked to report ‘how often did you participate in each of the following off-
/online activities during the previous two months’.  For offline activities 22 items 
were included and for online activities 16 items, including different forms of protests 
and mobilization attempts. Answers were measured for each item on a 5-point scale 
varying from ‘never’ to ‘very often’.  

Overall offline participation for each respondent is calculated by the average of all 
items of offline activities (Cronbach’s α= 0.88) and overall online participation by 
the average of all items of online activities (Cronbach’s α= 0.89). A principal 
component analysis (PCA) conducted on all 38 items on the first large sample 
(N=743) confirms that they tap two dimensions. The scree plot shows a point of 
inflexion at 3, which indicates that we can justify retaining two factors. The factor 
loadings after orthogonal rotation (oblimin) are shown in Table A4.3 (see 
appendices). To illustrate: the items ‘shared political posts in online social networks 
such as Facebook, plus, etc’, ‘Encouraged somebody to attend social-political event 
or support social-political activities by using the Internet (chatting or commenting)’ 
and ‘Liked a Facebook page to support a social-political cause’ load most strongly 
on the online dimension. The items ‘Participated in unauthorized street protest, 
demonstration, march, or rally’, ‘Participated in authorized street protest, 

http://iranpolpartresearch.org/


74 │ Online and offline political participation under repression   
 

 
 

demonstration, march, or rally’, and ‘Shouted allaho-akbar on the roof’ load most 
strongly on the offline dimension.11 

4.4.2 Repression 

To measure perceived repression of each sort of activities (off- and online), in line 
with Opp and Gern (1993), we asked our respondents ‘How likely do you think it is, 
that people who are politically active Off-/Online will face the following threats?’ 
This question was followed by several forms of threats. Answers were measured on 
5-point scales varying from ‘very unlikely’ to ‘very likely’. Perceived offline and 
online repression is calculated by the average of six items of threats for offline 
activities (Cronbach’s α= 0.91) and ten items for online activities (Cronbach’s α= 
0.94), respectively. To avoid multicollinearity and ease interpretation, we composed 
one variable that gauges the overall level of perceived repression (‘total’) and one 
variable that indicates the degree that respondents thought that people face more 
threats from offline activism than from online activism (‘offline more’) – by 
subtracting the level of perceived online repression from offline repression. 

4.4.3 Social psychological drivers 

Efficacy. For the purpose of tapping into choices between off- and online activities, 
we distinguished efficacy of off- and online activities. To measure individual efficacy 
of off-/online activities, we posed the question ‘to what extent do you think that your 
own participation in Off-/Online activities contributes to the solution of political 
problems in Iran?’ Group efficacy is measured by the question asking ‘to what extent 
do you think that Off-/Online activities contribute to the solution of political 
problems in Iran?’ (‘not at all’, ‘not very much’, ‘somewhat’, ‘quite’ and ‘very 
much’). Similarly as with repression, we composed one variable that reflects the 
overall level of perceived efficacy (‘total’) and one variable that indicates the degree 
that respondents consider offline activities more effective than online activities 
(‘offline more’).  

Emotions. We also asked respondents how they felt when thinking about the situation 
in Iran. We included positive emotions (happiness, hope, excitement) as well as 

                                       
11 ‘Encouraging somebody to attend social-political event or support political activities by talking 
face-to-face’ does not fit very well. The activity takes place offline but loads on online political 
activities. Moreover, 'signing petitions or open letters’ and ‘wearing political symbols’ load on 
both, and ‘hacking’ does not load on the two. 
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negative emotions (anger, desperation, frustration, worry). A factor analysis shows 
they load on two dimensions. Positive emotions and negative emotions were thus 
measured by respectively three items (Cronbach’s α= 0.71) and four items 
(Cronbach’s α= 0.82). 

4.4.4 Control variables 

We used the same socio-demographic variables as control variables that have been 
found to be significant factors in political participation in other studies, including 
age, gender, education (Verba & Nie, 1972), subjective social class, and political 
interest (Verba, Schlozman, & Brady, 1995; Best & Krueger, 2005). 

We also control for the degree of social embeddedness. In their study on political 
participation of immigrants, Klandermans, van der Toorn and van Stekelenburg 
(2008) suggest that the more civil society organizations an individual is involved in, 
the more political activities s/he undertakes. We expect that formal and online 
mobilization networks are associated with offline and online political participation, 
respectively. To measure formal embeddedness we asked respondents whether they 
had been actively involved in a list of 12 organization types in the previous two 
months. Active involvement in each of these three organization types is a dummy 
variable (1=yes; 0=no). The scores of this variable thus run from 0 to 12. Online 
embeddedness was measured by “Of how many political groups, pages, and circles 
in online social networks are you an active member?” 

4.5 Results 

4.5.1 Trends in participation of IGM supporters (2009-2013) 

To what extent did the intensity of political participation of IGM supporters change 
over time and, more importantly, did the trends in offline and online political activism 
go hand in hand? Based on the retrospective questions from wave one, Figure 4.1 
plots the means of reported past political activities (offline and online) from the 
period before the 2009 elections (12th June) to two months before the first wave of 
our survey (Jan/Feb 2013). Likewise, Figure 4.2 relies on four retrospective question 
asked in the third wave. It zooms in on the trends in offline and online activism during 
the 2013 election campaign, thus between March and the balloting day (14th June 
2013). 
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The trends in activism of our sample of IGM supporters are consistent with macro 
developments of the movement protests that have been documented in the literature. 
Four periods are distinguishable: 1) The rise of offline and online protests (2009) 
when ordinary citizens undertook various kinds of collective actions, most 
importantly, participating in massive street demonstrations particularly on marked 
calendar days, for about eight months until the end of 2009. 2) Offline protests 
accompanied by online protests (2010-2011). While IGM did not appear in the streets 
after December 2009, several novel and non-violent protest tactics took place on a 
smaller scale, such as writing political messages on cash money or walls. In addition, 
several protests supported by the Internet and/or on the Internet came to the fore in 
this period, such as online campaigning, hacking, civil buycotts (boycotting a 
product), online petitioning (Honari, 2013). 3) The decline of movement activities 
(2011-2013). Offline and online activities decreased drastically mainly as a 
consequence of the house arrest of IGM leaders in the beginning of 2011. Figure 1 
shows that the decrease of the offline activities was most tangible. In this period, 
IGM was frequently criticized by many commentators that it was limited to 
‘ineffective’ online activities (Abadi , 2010; Erdbrink, 2011; Etling, Faris , & Palfrey, 
2010). 4) ‘Electoral uprising’ (2013) (Harris, 2013). After two years of silence on 
the streets, IGM surprisingly rose up again on the eve of 2013 elections (see Figure 
4.2). 12 Movement activists, particularly grassroots and young informal activists 
stood for one of the governmental preselected candidates (Rouhani). The 
organization of the campaigns ran mainly via the Internet, and innovative methods 
and activities of the movement were adopted by electoral campaigns. Most 
importantly, our results show that, at the movement-level, Internet use for protest-
related activities goes clearly hand in hand with offline activism. There is a very 
strong correlation between the observed values (means) of both trends (Pearson 
r=0.91; N=10). 

                                       
12 To check the robustness of our findings, we have replicated the means in Figure 1 and 2 based 
on the larger samples (see Table A4.4 in appendices). 
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Figure 4.1 Off- and online participation in the Iranian Green Movement (2009-2013) 

*note: The data gathered from the first wave of our survey W1 (January 2013, N= 153)  

 

Figure 4.2 Off- and online participation in the Iranian Green Movement (the electoral 
campaign period) 

*note: The data gathered from the third wave of our survey W3 (June 2013, N= 153) 
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4.5.2 The relationship of off- and online participation of individuals 

To what extent are off- and online participation also interrelated at the individual 
level? Table 4.1 shows correlations between individual engagement in off- and online 
activities, (we use the individual scores behind the mean scores displayed in Figure 
4.1, but left out the first observation, since IGM only emerged during the 2009 
elections). It reveals that off- and online activities of individuals are significantly 
positively correlated in each time period: IGM supporters who were more engaged 
in online activities more often participated in offline activities than respondents who 
were less engaged in online activities, and vice versa. We also find positive values 
for all cross-lagged corrections, which implies, for instance, those activists who were 
more active on the streets during the 2009 post-election upheavals, were also more 
active online at the end of 2012. 

 

Table 4.1 Offline and Online Activities over time: Correlations and Descriptive Statistics (N 
= 153) 

 Offline Activities Online Activities 
Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

Offline Activities          
1. Period 0: During 

electoral campaigns -        
2. Period 1: After 2009 

election till Jan 2010 0,74*** - 
      

3. Period 2: 2010 0,50*** 0,75*** -      
4. Period 3: 2011 – 

2012 0,32*** 0,43*** 0,60*** - 
    

Online Activities         
5. Period 0: During 

electoral campaigns 0,64*** 0,46*** 0,28*** 0,08 
-    

6. Period 1: After 2009 
election till Jan 2010 0,60*** 0,68*** 0,47*** 0,21** 0,78*** 

-   

7. Period 2: 2010 0,51*** 0,64*** 0,62*** 0,33*** 0,53*** 0,77*** -  
8. Period 3: 2011 – 

2012 0,33*** 0,41*** 0,47*** 0,56*** 0,18* 0,39*** 0,63*** 
- 

Mean 5,12 4,98 3,84 2,48 4,37 5,02 4,08 3,31 
SD 2,80 2,78 2,78 2,29 2,81 2,86 2,69 2,46 

*** Correlation is significant at the 0.001 level (2-tailed). 
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

All in all, this clearly supports hypothesis 1 about the positive  relationship between 
online activism and engagement in offline activities is consistent with findings of 
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other studies; for instance that during the Tunisian revolution activists who were 
active online were also active offline (Breuer, Landman, & Farquhar, 2015). At the 
same time, it contradicts the erosion effect of online activism (van Laer, 2010; di 
Gennaro & Dutton, 2006).13 

Yet these bivariate correlations might be spurious. As we explained in the 
theoretical background, additional explanatory variables could influence both forms 
of participation simultaneously. Therefore, including the independent variables 
derived from our hypotheses and controlling for background characteristics, we 
move on to a multivariate model using our panel data in the next section. Before 
doing so, we present the descriptives and correlations of all variables in our panel 
regressions in Table 4.2.14 

                                       
13 We again have replicated Table 4.1 based on the larger sample (see Tables A4.5 in appendices).  
These results lead to the same conclusion.  
14 For the sake of brevity, the waves are merged and individual-period (N=459) is the unit of 
observation. 
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Table 4.2 Correlations and Descriptive Statistics of variables in 
three waves (February, April, and June 2013) (N = 153) 
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4.5.3 Perceived repression, participation motives and off- and online 
activism 

To what extent is off- and online participation of individuals explained by perceived 
repression and participation motives? To investigate this question, panel regression 
analyses were carried out (Allison, 2009). We examine off- and online political 
participation separately and focus on activism during the 2013 election campaign. As 
we explained in the methods section, the three-wave panel data covers the period 
between December 2012 and June 2013 (N=153).  

Table 4.3 presents the results. We first assess both between-person and within-person 
variation (random effect model) and show how these are related to off- and online 
participation. 

We find a negative effect of perceived repression on online activities, but there is no 
effect for offline activities. Hence, Green Movement members and activists who 
perceive more repression are not more or less politically active on the streets than 
others (H2 is partly rejected). It is important to note here that we should not overreach 
this conclusion about the insignificance of repression: findings might differ if we 
would investigate the whole Iranian population.  

Furthermore, our results underline our earlier claim that the motivational dynamics 
of off- and online activities differ. There is a notable difference in motivations 
between off- and online activism. Remarkably, efficacy is not related with offline 
activism. In contrast, individual efficacy of online activities positively affects the 
level in which people engage in online activities (H2 is thus partly supported). We 
find that the more they deem participation in offline activities more effective (than 
online activism), the less they engage in online activities. At the same time, this 
implies that the more IGM activists perceive that their participation in online 
activities matters, the more they engage in online activities. We do not find a similar 
effect for offline participation. To conclude, our findings thus confirm the greater 
importance of perceived efficacy in online activities (H3 is supported). 

Furthermore, as we expected (H5), our results show that positive emotions are drivers 
of offline activities, while no significant relationships can be found between emotions 
and online activities. Hence, interestingly enough we do not find any effect of 
negative emotions. We come back to this remarkable finding in the conclusion.  

Finally, Table 4.3 reaffirms the positive significant relationship between online and 
offline political participation of IGM supporters.  
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Table 4.3 Dependent Variable: Online/offline Political Participation; Panel Data, N=153, 
Observations=459 

 Random effect Fixed effect 

 Online Political 
Participation 

Offline Political 
Participation 

Online 
Political 
Participation 

Offline 
Political 
Participation 

Demographics     
  Gender 0.025 (0.35) -0.061 (1.36) _ _ 
  Age -0.001 (0.11) 0.005 (1.87) _ _ 
  Education -0.014 (0.63) -0.006 (0.41) -0.003 (0.09) 0.003 (0.13) 
  Social Class -0.031 (0.93) -0.003 (0.14) _ _ 
  Political Interest 0.123 (3.76)*** 0.014 (0.64) 0.087 (1.73) -0.028 (0.78) 
Social Embeddedness     
  Online Embeddedness 0.234 (5.54)*** 0.033 (1.11) 0.183 (3.65)*** -0.016 (0.43) 
  Formal Embeddedness 0.038 (1.96)* 0.061 (4.75)*** 0.020 (0.83) 0.037 (2.18)* 

Instrumentality (Efficacy)     
  Collective Efficacy (total) -0.014 (0.88) 0.015 (1.37) 0.006 (0.03) 0.010 (0.80) 
  Collective Efficacy (offline 
more) 0.022 (0.96) 0.017 (1.09) 0.021 (0.85) 0.005 (0.26) 

  Individual Efficacy (total) 0.017 (1.08) 0.016 (1.44) 0.006 (0.35) 0.013 (1.01) 
  Individual Efficacy (offline 
more) -0.095 (3.64)*** 0.013 (0.68) -0.073 (2.58)* 0.001 (0.04) 

Emotions     
  Positive Emotions 0.010 (0.30) 0.050 (2.23)* -0.009 (0.26) 0.072 (2.84)** 

  Negative Emotions 0.011 (0.36) -0.015 (0.73) -0.028 (0.84) 0.008 (0.33) 

Perceived Repression     
  Perceived repression (total) -0.041 (2.13)* 0.015 (1.11) -0.061 (2.51)* 0.027 (1.53) 
  Perceived repression (offline 
more) 0.013 (0.45) -0.024 (1.17) -0.001 (0.02) -0.013 (0.53) 

Political Participation     
  Online Political Participation  0.322 (11.27)***  0.323 (8.57)*** 

  Offline Political Participation 0.687 (11.22)***  0.623 (8.57)***  

Wave     
  2 -0.078 (2.09)* -0.062 (2.35)* -0.088 (2.36)* -0.070 (2.59)** 

  3 0.043 (1.01) 0.001 (0.05) 0.040 (0.92) 0.003 (0.10) 
(Constant) 0.314 (0.89) 0.319 (1.39) 0.866 (2.36)* 0.451 (1.70) 

In addition, we performed panel regressions that only take within-person variation 
into account (fixed effect model) (see last two columns in Table 4.3). This allows us 
to assess how changes in independent variables affect changes in our dependent 
variables over time (Allison, 2009; Corrigall-Brown, 2012). Discarding the between-
person variation has a huge advantage, since it allows each individual to act as 
‘statistical control for himself or herself’, controlling for all time-invariant correlates, 
including those that are unobserved. For instance, we found that positive emotions 
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are associated with offline participation, but based on random effect models we 
cannot be sure whether this relationship is caused by some unmeasured underlying 
variable that influences both emotions and participation, such as certain personality 
characteristics. With fixed effect models (within-individual regressions), however, 
we can have more confidence in a causal interpretation of our results. Our random 
effect models would still provide useful information if a significant effect would drop 
to zero in the fixed-effect model. It would still mean that, cross-sectionally, IGM 
supporters who felt more hopeful participated more, but the coefficient should then 
not be interpreted as evidence that positive emotions directly increase participation. 

Yet, the fixed effect results largely resemble our previous findings. We find that an 
increase in the perceived efficacy of offline activities significantly decreased online 
participation. Moreover, as expected, an increase in perceived repression deterred 
activists from online participation. It however did not have any significant effect on 
offline activism. Hence, individual changes in perceived repression did not affect 
one’s offline participation behaviour. Furthermore, we find that an increase in formal 
embeddedness enhances offline participation, and an increase in online 
embeddedness increased online participation. We also find a significant relationship 
between positive emotions and offline participation again. Hence: people participated 
more offline than they themselves did at an earlier period, when they experienced an 
increase in feelings of hope. In sum, our results imply again that the underlying 
motivations of offline and online participation differ. 

4.6 Conclusion and discussion 

The main goal of this paper was to explain off- and online political participation 
under severe repression by using panel data gathered from IGM supporters. We first 
described the evolution of off- and online activism over four years: from the 
emergence of IGM after the 2009 disputed elections until the 2013 elections when 
the movement revived. In contrast to the ‘substitution effect’ or ‘erosion effect’ of 
online activism, the description revealed that, at the movement level, online and 
offline participation evolved hand in hand over time. A dramatic rise in both off- and 
online activism occurred immediately after the 2009 elections when protests against 
the disputed elections erupted. Subsequently, participation in both off- and online 
activities decreased during the following years, although the decline of online 
activism was somewhat less pronounced in comparison to offline activism. This 
period was followed by the drastic rise of both off- and online political participation 
of IGM activists in the run-up to the 2013 elections.  

Individual-level analysis showed that activists who were more active in online 
activities were also more active in offline activities, and vice versa. This finding 
indicates that the activists who were mainly active online in the period of the decline 
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of the movement were largely the same activists who were relatively active on the 
streets in 2009 and 2013. These results support the idea of a reinforcing rather than 
eroding relationship between off- and online activities (della Porta & Mosca, 2005).  

In the second part of our paper, we investigated what motivations drive IGM 
supporters to be politically active off- and online. To explain variation between 
supporters and within-person variability between December 2012 and June 2013, we 
relied on panel regressions. We found that perceived repression had no significant 
effect on participation in offline activities. Interestingly, it was only negatively 
related with engagement in online activities.  

Furthermore, we showed that positive emotions drive people to embark on offline 
activities: when movement activists are more emotionally involved, they are more 
likely to undertake offline activities. While scholars tend to focus on anger as an 
emotional driver of political participation, in particular in repressive contexts, we 
point out that we need to pay equal attention to positive emotions.  

However, emotions are not associated with online activities. Regarding online 
activities, considerations about efficacy are significant drivers of participation. This 
difference can perhaps be explained by the content sharing via online social 
networks. A study on images shared on Twitter during the 2011 Egyptian revolution, 
revealed that Egyptian Twitter users shared more ‘efficacy-eliciting (crowds and 
protest activities)’ than ‘emotionally arousing (violent)’ images through Twitter 
(Kharroub & Bas, 2016). 

The slogan used during the street protests in 2009 – ‘Where is my vote?’ – re-emerged 
during the 2013 election campaign in an adjusted form: ‘I vote!’. Based on our 
findings of the uprising in 2013 we speculate that in the heat of the 2009 post-election 
upheavals, negative emotions also importantly contributed to participation of people 
in street protests and offline activism rather than perceived efficacy, as it has been 
documented and argued in other Middle East uprisings (Pearlman, 2013; Castells, 
2012). Furthermore, our educated guess based on our findings is that at the end of 
2012, when offline repression was at the highest level, activists found the Internet a 
better place to contest the regime, because they found these kind of activities more 
efficacious than offline protesting.  

It is interesting to note that IGM neither deterred nor radicalized, despite sustained 
severe repression. It challenges a considerable body of evidence (Johnston, 2012, p. 
110) that suggests that if repression continues, social movements either deter or 
radicalize (Brockett, 1993). In general, it seems that sustained online activism in the 
absence of offline protest opportunity may explain why movements supporters 
refrain from adopting radicalized and violent tactics after brutal repression. This was 
for instance also found in the context of the Ferguson incidents in the US. Sustained 
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online activism prevented incidents from turning into violent actions and stimulated 
peaceful and nonviolent actions (LeFebvre & Armstrong, 2016).  

Yet, as several scholars have recently emphasized (e.g. Lynch, 2011), online political 
activities in authoritarian contexts have increasingly become unfavourable because 
of the growing practice of state repression on the Internet. Our results suggest that 
when the level of repression is high, choosing online activities depends significantly 
on how activists perceive the efficacy of online activities compared with the efficacy 
of offline activities. The more activists deem online participation efficacious, the 
more likely that they apparently ignore repression or circumvent it. This is in line 
with previous studies that highlight the proliferation of circumventing online 
repression in Iran (Rogers, Weltevrede, Niederer, & Borra, 2012; Wojcieszak & 
Smith, 2014).  

A limitation of this study is that the data has been gathered only through Internet 
channels. However, given the difficulty to gather survey data on political activism in 
Iran, it is reasonable that we recruited respondents via the Internet. To our best 
knowledge, our data are the only data that we actually have from this repressive 
context on these sensitive issues such as repression and political activism.  

Another potential limitation which could have affected the findings would be the 
2013 elections ‘outcome effect’; “the tendency for respondents to adjust their 
cognition of an event to its outcome” (Opp & Gern, 1993, p. 665). Since the third 
wave of the survey (June 2013) was conducted immediately after the elections, which 
result was perceived as a great success of IGM, respondents could have reported 
higher levels of efficacy and more positive emotions at W3, especially if they were 
highly active.  

Also, we should emphasize that while we describe the ebb and flow of participation 
from 2009 to 2013 using a recall method (i.e. questions about past participation of 
individuals), we only surveyed actual participation and motivations of respondents 
in detail over a period of six months prior to the 2013 elections. Factors driving 
participation in 2013 might differ from the factors driving participation in 2009 or 
2010.  

Despite its limitations, our findings have significant implications for the 
understanding of protest activism in authoritarian contexts. Our study, integrating 
social movement studies and online research, provides insight into the dynamics of 
off- and online activities under sustained severe repression. The strengths of this 
study are its longitudinal design and exploration of the micro-level, using appropriate 
data of individuals in a systematic way. The study also provides a new perspective 
on the rise of social movements under repression, which highlights the importance of 
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positive emotions, in particular ‘hope’. While some characterized the Arab uprisings 
as ‘days of anger,’ and others referred to European recent massive demonstrations, 
like the 15 May movement of Indignados, as ‘days of efficacy’ (van Zomeren, Leach, 
& Spears, 2012), our findings suggest that the 2013 IGM electoral uprising was the 
outcome of  ‘days of hope and efficacy’ in times of repression. 


