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“To vote or to boycott?” Explaining the tactical shift of 
Iranian Green Movement supporters in the 2013 
presidential elections15 

 

Abstract 

The unexpected shift of Iranian Green Movement (IGM) supporters from boycotting to voting 

in the 2013 Iranian presidential elections decisively shaped the surprising victory of Rouhani. 

This paper seeks to explain this tactical shift. We claim that persuasion at the grassroots level 

explains the emergence of widespread consensus among social movement supporters on 

electoral participation. Our unique panel data of IGM supporters reveal that voters more 

actively encouraged others to follow their example than boycotters. We furthermore found that 

the decision to abandon boycotting was accompanied by an increase in the perceived efficacy 

of elections as a means to influence Iranian politics. These outcomes have important 

implications since pro-democracy activists often face competing tactical choices in collective 

mobilization. 

Keywords: Political Participation, Authoritarian Contexts, Persuasion, Efficacy, Election 
Boycott, Iranian Green Movement, Electoral Participation, Social Movements    

                                       
15 A slightly different version of this chapter (coauthored with Jasper Muis) has got R&R for 
publishing in an international academic journal. Ali Honari and Jasper Muis equally contributed 
to this paper. Ali Honari designed the initial study, collected the data, wrote the methods section, 
conducted the analyses, and wrote the contextual background. Jasper Muis drafted the main parts 
of the introduction, theory section and conclusion of the initial manuscript. Ali Honari and Jasper 
Muis both contributed to the interpretation and writing up of the results. Both conducted 
additional analyses and made several thorough revisions of the whole manuscript.  
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5. “To vote or to boycott?” Explaining the tactical shift of 
Iranian Green Movement supporters in the 2013 presidential 
elections 

5.1 Introduction 

To vote or boycott elections? This question frequently preoccupies people who seek 
democratic change in so-called “hybrid” or “competitive authoritarian” regimes that 
hold manipulated elections to legitimize their rule as democratic, such as Zimbabwe, 
Venezuela, and Russia  (Frankel, 2010; Levitsky & Way, 2010; Lindberg, 2006). 
Also in Iran, pro-democracy movement supporters struggle with this dilemma  
(Kadivar, 2012; Rieffer-Flanagan, 2013).  

Until relatively shortly before the presidential elections on June 15, 2013, many 
Iranian Green Movement (IGM) supporters, the social movement that emerged in the 
aftermath of the disputed presidential elections in 2009, expected that elections would 
be rigged and intended to boycott. Moreover, many felt morally obliged to boycott 
the elections because of the brutal crackdown of the protests in 2009. At the same 
time, however, the perceived efficacy of each tactic influenced their decision, as one 
of our respondents pointed out: 

“Speaking from a moral perspective [...] it was hard to decide to participate, 
given the bloody crackdown on the protesters after the previous elections. 
What is more, there was widespread doubt about the efficacy of the elections 
given the possibility of election-engineering. On the other hand, I reckoned 
boycotting the elections to be completely ineffective.” (M, 36, Tehran, 
student) 

To everybody’s surprise, the moderate Hassan Rouhani won with 50.9% of the vote. 
At the end of May 2013, two weeks before the elections, polls had still indicated that 
Rouhani was one of the least popular candidates (with 3% of the vote).16 His triumph 
would have been inconceivable without support from IGM. Hardly anyone had 
forecasted such a decisively high turnout among opposition supporters. Almost 
overnight, many pro-democratic Iranians changed their mind and decided to vote. As 
our online surveys among IGM supporters will show, in February 2013, four month 
before the elections, approximately 53% of them intended to boycott the elections, 

                                       
16 This poll (N=15,000) was conducted on May 26th by the Research Center of IRI. 
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/interactive/2013/06/2013611135620419515.html 
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about 41% was still undecided about whether to participate, and only 6% intended to 
go voting. In June 2013, the actual turnout rate among our respondents had increased 
to a stunning 75%.  

How to explain this tactical shift from boycott to voting? This paper will address this 
puzzle by examining panel data on IGM supporters during the election campaign. Its 
central question is how to explain the remarkable shift from intentions to boycott to 
electoral participation among the supporters of IGM during the 2013 election 
campaign.  

As Bayat (2013) explains, both repression and the use of social media have 
conditioned IGM into an “unstructured,” “leaderless” organization – a model of 
activism that also characterized the Arab uprisings in 2011. We argue that the last-
minute boost of electoral support for Rouhani among IGM supporters was largely 
generated bottom up. Following Meredith Rolfe (2012), we can label our theoretical 
framework a “conditional choice approach”. It assumes that individual decisions to 
vote depend on the (expected) decisions of others (cf. Biggs 2003). Many studies in 
both the political science and social movements’ literature have illustrated this 
phenomenon (Klandermans, 1984; Kuran, 1995; McAdam, 1986; McClurg, 2004; 
Siegel, 2009). This paper builds on this scholarship and aims to make two 
contributions.  

First, social movement scholars often neglect the electoral channel and focus on the 
more contentious forms of collective action (McAdam & Tarrow, 2010). This void 
is remarkable, since competitive authoritarian regimes increasingly experience what 
Beaulieu (2014) calls “electoral protests.” Such election-related protests encompass 
demonstrations and electoral boycotts around election times. Both protests and 
electoral mobilization of social movements can enhance democratization and unseat 
incumbents (Beaulieu, 2014; Bunce & Wolchik, 2006; Howard & Roessler, 2006). 
We thus consider boycotting or taking part in elections an essential part of the 
“repertoire of contention” (Tilly, 1978) of social movements in repressive regimes. 

In doing so, we address a lacuna in most prevailing work on electoral behavior and 
turnout: since it mainly studies Western democracies, it focuses on one type of 
participation, namely voting (Rolfe M. , 2012; Sinclair, 2012). However, for pro-
democracy activists in repressive regimes, the flip side of voting is not just apathetic 
non-voting. For them, it implies an alternative tactic that also involves social 
mobilization. Two mutually exclusive tactical choices are at stake here: participation 
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in electoral politics or participation in contentious protest tactics (i.e. boycotting). 
We thus need not just account for the rise of electoral participation, but also have to 
explain why boycotting lost out, despite the widespread popularity it enjoyed 
initially.  

Second, little is known about choices of social movement supporters among available 
tactics. It is unclear what factors shape their tactical choices. Rolfe (2012, p. 14) 
asserts that “mobilization clearly influences turnout, but the individual-level 
mechanism is left largely unspecified in the current literature”. She suggests that 
exposure to political discussion increases the likelihood of voting, regardless of the 
conversational content. This argument is used to explain voting behavior under 
‘normal’ democratic circumstances. In contrast, we argue that talking politics with 
others and awareness of upcoming elections do not necessarily lead to voting when 
elections are contested and two different tactics can be chosen. We contend that 
persuasion crucially matters in communication with others about politics.  

We argue that people choose one tactic over another on the basis of their perceptions 
about efficacy and tactic legitimacy (Biggs, 2013). Those two factors are typically 
shaped by social interactions. Debates thus revolve around the question whether 
participation in unfair elections is a legitimate way to push for democratic change. 
Equally important, efficacy matters, since the power of numbers is decisive: people 
must act in concert in order to exercise any influence (Biggs, 2003), whether through 
voting or boycotting.  

We rely on unique longitudinal data on IGM supporters (N=155) gathered before and 
after the 2013 elections to corroborate our argument. Our results demonstrate that 
voters were not more strongly embedded in social networks than boycotters, as the 
voting literature would predict. More importantly, we found that proponents of voting 
more actively persuaded others to follow their example than those who were in favor 
of an electoral boycott. We furthermore found that boycotters who abandoned this 
tactic did so because their perceived efficacy of the electoral channel increased. In 
sum, this suggests that persuasion at the grassroots level can explain why the 
dominant choice to boycott eventually lost out: it spread the conviction that electoral 
participation was the most effective way to push for democratic change. 
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5.2 The Green Movement’s vote-boycott dilemma 

Before we present our theoretical background, we will first discuss the phenomenon 
of interest in more detail: the shift from boycotting to electoral participation. Either 
tactical choice has pros and cons. Vetting processes of electoral candidates – 
undertaken by the Guardian Council17 – make elections in Iran inherently unfair and 
undemocratic. Yet, in practice, elections are significantly important for both political 
contenders (Rieffer-Flanagan, 2013) and citizens (Gheissari & Sanandaji, 2009).  

In 2009, many Iranians considered the presidential elections as an opportunity for 
change, by unseating Ahmadinejad and transferring power to one of the two reformist 
candidates, Mousavi and Karroubi (Bayat, 2013). However, an “electoral coup 
d’état” thwarted this outlook.18 Ahmadinejad won with an overwhelming 63% of the 
votes. Many Iranians declared the elections fraudulent and the Iranian Green 
Movement emerged with the slogan “where is my vote?”. The demonstrations 
escalated into the most extensive street protests since the founding of the Islamic 
Republic in 1979 (McAdam & Tarrow, 2010) and marks “a watershed in the history 
of struggle for democracy in the Middle East” (Bayat, 2013, p. 284). 

The violent crackdown of the protests fundamentally put the significance of elections 
into question. Political contenders perceived the electoral fraud as a message from 
the government that it pursued to transform factional politics into a power monopoly 
and that any competition, even within the arena of electoral politics, was not 
accepted.19 The parliamentary elections in 2012 were perceived by the IGM’s leading 
activists as “meaningless” and “theatrical”.20 IGM’s main formal organization, the 
Coordination Council for the Green Path of Hope, explicitly called for an election 

                                       
17 The Guardian Council is an unelected council that has a supervisory role over elections. All its 
12 members are appointed directly or indirectly by the supreme leader, through the head of the 
judiciary, who is also selected by the supreme leader. 
18 The term “electoral coup d’état” was coined by the reformist party Islamic Iran Participation 
Front, in its statement after the 2009 elections. Islamic Iran Participation Front’s statement on 14 
June 2009 was retrieved from: 
http://www.princeton.edu/irandataportal/elections/pres/2009/groups/iran_participation/Letter-
from-Jebheye-Mosharekate-Irane-Eslami-14.6.2009-t.pdf 
19 See for instance this interview with the former leader of the main reformist party, Islamic Iran 
Participation Front, with Rouzegar newspaper: http://www.kaleme.com/1390/11/16/klm-89795/ 
20 Khatami, former reformist president, claimed: “running in the elections is ‘meaningless’ for 
reformists because the political arena remains closed to open political activity.” See also the 
statement of the Coordination Council for Green Path of Hope about ‘theatrical elections’ 
(December 31st, 2011): http://shora.org/2011/12/post.php 
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boycott and described boycotting as similar to street protests, both aiming to change 
a non-democratic polity.21 Many IGM activists hoped that consensus on an electoral 
boycott could resurrect the movement. However, the last minute decision of Khatami, 
a prominent reformist leader, to vote, sparked a fierce debate and broke the unity.22 
This debate reflects a deeper divide within the Iranian prodemocracy opposition 
between “radicals” and “moderates.” Their views diverge about which tactics to push 
for democratic reforms: contentious movement politics or conciliatory electoral 
politics (Kadivar, 2012). Advocates of a boycott argue that electoral participation 
legitimizes the regime and a flawed election process, whereas advocates of electoral 
participation argue that voting for the lesser of two evils gives at least the opportunity 
to voice through electoral politics. 

At the onset of the 2013 election campaign, there were neither signals that the 
government intended to hold fair elections (Rieffer-Flanagan, 2013; Rivetti, 2013), 
nor societal signals of enthusiasm to participate in the elections. Nevertheless, a 
group of young IGM activists urged Khatami in March 2013 to run in the upcoming 
presidential elections. They believed that a candidate with a strong appeal could 
convince people to vote and reunite the movement factions into one tactic.23 
However, on the last day of the candidates’ registration period, Khatami cancelled 
his candidacy, due to threats and pressure from conservative hardliners. At the same 
time Hashemi, another former president, registered at the very last moment (May 
11th). Major opposition groups, even radicals, welcomed it. Surprisingly, however, 
the Guardian Council disapproved Hashemi’s candidacy soon after (May 21st). This 
decision disappointed many and strengthened the position of radicals vis-à-vis 
moderates. Hereafter, the radical factions launched their boycott campaign, utilizing 
satellite television broadcasts based outside Iran. Less than one week before the 
elections, even some moderate political groups within IGM called for an election 
boycott (June 9th).24 

Meanwhile, young grassroots IGM activists, formed around the “campaign for 
inviting Khatami to candidacy” in March 2013, had been active in electoral campaign 

                                       
21 The statement of the Coordination Council for Green Path of Hope (February 20th, 2012): 
http://shora.org/2012/02/post-21.php. See also “Reformist group calls for boycott of elections”, 
Radio Zamaneh, retrieved from: http://archive.radiozamaneh.com/english/content/reformist-
group-calls-boycott-elections 
22 http://www.theguardian.com/world/iran-blog/2012/mar/05/mohammad-khatami-iran-election 
23 Jalaeipour (2013), “Forty reasons in necessity of Khatami’s candidacy.” 
http://www.rahesabz.net/story/67415/ 
24 http://shora.org/2013/05/post-949.php 
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gatherings and rallies of Rouhani and Aref; the former defined himself as reformist 
and the latter as centrist. As a result of the dispersion of these campaigning activities 
through informal and online networks and of live debates between presidential 
candidates on national television, IGM supporters increasingly focused their 
attention on these two candidates. Grassroots pressured the two candidates to ally and 
stay in the election with a single candidate (Kadivar & Honari, 2015).  

 On June 10th, Aref finally withdrew his candidacy. Subsequently, merely four days 
before the elections, The Advisory Council of Reformists, headed by Khatami, 
announced its support for Rouhani. This decision was made since “the social demand 
for far-reaching effects on the outcome of the elections, in spite of all limitations and 
concerns, had been increased” and “the coalition of two candidates as a public and 
national demand was discussed everywhere”.25  It underlines that this call mainly 
followed the opinion among IGM supporters, rather than that it caused the major 
changes in the minds of many pro-democratic Iranians (Shirazi, 2013).  
We have summarized the most significant events during the 2013 election 
campaign in Box 5.1. All in all, the boycott-vote dilemma left IGM, at the 
organizational level, inert and indecisive until the last days.26 Both camps tried to 
save their “social credits” among the IGM supporters and hesitated to push for a 
tactic that was not fully backed by support from below (Akbari 2013). In this 
situation, we claim, grassroots activism played a crucial role, by breaking the 
silence. To conclude, we seek to explain how boycotting lost out and massive 
electoral participation evolved as a result of social interactions at the grassroots 
level. 

                                       
25 Announcement number 4, Advisory Council Reformists. 10 June 2013, 
http://www.khatami.ir/fa/news/1176.html 
26 See also the report of Radio Free Europe on the 2013 elections and opposition dilemma on May 
03, 2013: http://www.rferl.org/content/iran-election-president-/24975986.html 
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Box 5-1 Timeline of Iranian presidential election campaign 2013 

 

5.3 Theoretical background 

It is unlikely that boycotting lost out because individuals independently came up with 
the same idea that voting provided a better alternative. Indeed, we concur with Biggs 
(2005) that people often engage in political behavior because they expect others will 
do so as well, not because their grievances or political conditions have fundamentally 
changed. Biggs’ (2005) study is about an activity that resembles boycotting: 

 Feb 10: Survey Wave 1 (duration: three weeks) 

Mar 8: a group of young reformists and Green Movement activists started a 
campaign to urge Khatami, a prominent leader of the reformists, to run as a 
presidential candidate. It released a statement titled ‘Forty reasons for the 
necessity of Khatami’s candidacy’. 

 Apr 12: Survey Wave 2 (duration: three weeks) 

May 7: The official registration of candidates began.  

May 11: End of registration time | Khatami declined to register due to threats and 
pressure from hardliners | Hashemi, former president and influential moderate 
politician, registered at the very last moment. 

May 21: Final list of candidates was announced | Hashemi disqualified by the 
Guardian Council. 

May 24: Official campaigns of eight candidates began. 

May 31 – Jun 7: Three live presidential debates on National TV (IRIB) were 
held.  

June 9: The Coordination Council for Green Path of Hope, the Green 
Movement’s highest decision-making body, called for boycotting. 

June 10: Aref, who defined himself as reformist candidate, withdrew from the 
presidential race. | the Advisory Council of Reformists, organized and headed by 
Khatami, announced its support for Rouhani, the moderate independent 
candidate.  

June 11: Khatami declared support for Rouhani. 

June 13: End of electoral campaigns. 

June 14:  Election Day. 
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participation in strikes. Social influence also holds for other non-institutionalized 
political activities, such as joining riots or demonstrations (Diani & McAdam, 2003; 
Klandermans, 1984; Myers, 2000; Opp & Kittel, 2010). Kurzman (2004), for 
instance, presents evidence that during the 1979 Iranian Revolution, people were 
more likely to participate in protests if they felt that many others would do the same.  

Scholars studying electoral turnout likewise rely on the notion of conditional choice: 
people condition their decision to go voting on the expected choices of those around 
them (Rolfe M. , 2012). American studies showed that friends and neighbors 
encouraged one another to go to the polls on election day (McClurg, 2004) and field 
experiments showed that voting could spread from person to person (Nickerson, 
2008). 

At the heart of social influence are social networks, through which information or 
ideas are transmitted (Burt, 1987). If people do not receive information about others, 
they obviously can never imitate them (Myers, 2000). When the behavior in question 
is costly or controversial, individuals need to hear information or observe behavior 
from a sufficient amount of friends before they copy the ideas or behavior in question 
(Centola & Macy, 2007; Zhao, 1998). Granovetter (1978) showed how in this way a 
small group of people can trigger a chain reaction, leading to a population-wide 
cascade of participation. The same logic underlies critical mass theory (Marwell & 
Oliver, 1993), revolutionary surprises (Kuran, 1995) and informational cascades 
(Lohmann, 1994). 

At this point, however, it is still hard to understand how so many IGM supporters 
could shift in their opinion. We need to elaborate the conditional choice approach – 
the notion that individual decisions depend on the (expected) decisions of others– in 
three important respects. We will elaborate these three points below. 

5.3.1 The spread of one single behavior versus two competing tactics  

First, we deal with two competing forms of collective action. Consequently, IGM 
supporters not only face a collective action problem, but also a coordination problem: 
they need to consider the actions of other potential participants. For this reason, we 
need to complement conventional theories on how social networks matter. Social 
movement scholars have shown that social embeddedness, such as talking politics 
with friends and memberships in protest-encouraging groups, enhances engagement 
in protest activities (Klandermans, 1984; Opp & Kittel, 2010). Likewise, Rolfe 
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(2012).  demonstrates that people are more likely to vote when elections become a 
more relevant topic of conversation with friends, family and colleagues. Although 
particularly face-to-face mobilization and appeals to social pressure are effective in 
increasing turnout, mass media and online social networks allow for the possibility 
of social influence through much more dispersed collectivities than personal 
networks (Bond, et al., 2012). Since eventually voting prevailed, we could presume 
that those who proclaimed to go to the ballot were more socially embedded than 
boycotters – and could thus potentially influence a wider group of people in their 
networks. This yields our first hypothesis: voters were more socially embedded than 
boycotters (H1). 

5.3.2 The distinction between information and persuasion 

The second way in which we extend the conditional choice model is that we point 
out that the effect of social embeddedness is not self-evident. It is hard to predict 
beforehand which type of participation (voting or boycotting) will increase: this 
depends on which tactic is promoted by the actors in social networks. People need to 
persuade, rather than just inform others. It is not sufficient to talk about politics with 
friends in your network: they need to convince you. Oliver and Myers (2003) stress 
that there is a crucial distinction between communication and influence. 
Communication is simply the dissemination of information. Influence entails that 
people’s opinions change in the direction of those with whom they are in contact. 
This distinction is also stressed by Sinclair (2012), who finds that social ties are 
affecting political behavior through norms or social influence, rather than through 
information.  

The extent to which people actually differ in their efforts and capability to persuade 
others in their social network has received only scant attention. Empirical work has 
repeatedly shown that “being asked” is a key determinant of political participation 
(Verba, Schlozman, & Brady, 1995), but research has ignored the active part of the 
spread of political protest: asking others (Walgrave & Wouters, 2014). Walgrave and 
Wouters (2014, p. 1673) aptly remark that “if people were only mobilized while not 
mobilizing others in turn, mobilization would peter out quickly after one round of 
asking and many possible participants would not be reached.” In a similar vein, we 
argue that the social influence of so-called “first movers” – people that 
unconditionally vote, regardless of what other people decide (Rolfe M. , 2012) – 
spilled over to people who were convinced to follow their behavior. Likewise, we 
assume that people who were persuaded by boycotters to protest against 
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“meaningless” elections, spread their message further in their social circles. In sum, 
our second hypothesis is: voters were more active in trying to persuade others to 
follow their example than boycotters (H2). 

5.3.3 The distinction between actions and ideas  

The section above brings us to our third point: diffusion can be either behavioral or 
ideational (Givan, Roberts, & Soule, 2010). We deal with ideas that spread, not actual 
actions. Before election day, individuals were unable to observe how many others 
undertook a certain collective action. We thus need to theorize about how people’s 
norms and beliefs about tactical choices are molded. Here, social networks 
importantly matter (Passy & Giugny, 2001). It becomes for instance more likely that 
you take part in a demonstration when a friend argues for the justness of the action 
and asks you to join (McAdam, 2003). Social embeddedness thus affects individual 
parameters, such as perceived effectiveness and the assessment of the risks of 
collective action. These parameters “are constantly redefined by individuals, a 
process that is strongly shaped by social relations” (Passy & Giugny, 2001, p. 130). 

Biggs (2013) argues that adopting certain tactics is most importantly shaped by 
feasibility, efficacy and legitimacy. Feasibility refers to structural constraints. For 
instance, unemployed people cannot choose to strike. It is not relevant for our study, 
since Iranian citizens are entitled to vote and can also opt to abstain. Perceived 
efficacy entails that people must act in concert in order to exercise any influence. A 
single opposition vote is not very effective. Likewise, a single individual boycott 
makes no sense and one worker alone cannot strike (Biggs, 2003). Tactic legitimacy 
implies that protesters do not necessarily find all means of action rightful. For 
instance, although most Americans accepted the goals of the civil rights movement, 
approval of some tactics employed – such as sit-ins and boycotts – was highly 
questionable (Olsen, 1968). Knowing about a successful or effective tactic is thus not 
a sufficient cause to adopt it (Biggs, 2013). A tactic has to resonate with beliefs, 
values, and cultural frames (Soule, 2004). In Max Weber’s terminology, efficacy 
refers to instrumental rationality (choosing X because it is more effective), whereas 
legitimacy refers to value rationality (choosing X because of a conscious belief in an 
imperative value, independently of its prospects of success or effectiveness).  

To conclude, our third hypothesis is: perceived efficacy and legitimacy of the 
electoral route accounts for different tactical choices IGM supporters made (H3).We 
discuss the specifics of our data and operationalizations to assess our three 
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hypotheses below.  

5.4 Research design 27 

5.4.1 Data 

After including only eligible respondents of 18 years and older in our sample and 
excluding respondents living outside Iran, we thus gathered the following three 
datasets: W1 (N=743), W3 (N=723), and the panel data (N=155). We will get back 
to the descriptives and limitations of our panel data – which we will principally rely 
on in our analysis for this paper– after we have explained the measurements. 

5.4.2 Dependent variables 

Table A1.2 in the appendix provides detailed information on the question wording 
and answer categories of all variables.28 Our main interest is which tactic people 
adopted (voting or boycotting), and, equally important, when they made a firm 
decision to do so. Concerning the voting intention (asked in W1 and W2), besides 
yes/no, respondents could report they were undecided. In W3 we registered reported 
voting behavior. Besides, we also asked the participants’ decision timing with the 
items “When did you firmly decide to participate in the elections (in Farsi: 
moshārekat dar entekhābāt)?” and “When did you firmly decide boycott the elections 
(in Farsi: adam-e moshārekat dar entekhābāt)?”, which answer categories consisted 
of six periods (i.e. T1- T6).   

In the third wave, we also asked both voters and boycotters why they participated or 
did not participate. This question was open-ended. The answers reveal that the 
overwhelming majority of the non-voters indeed abstained for political reasons. We 
can thus safely label them as “boycotters”. Only 2 respondents reported that they did 
not cast a vote for other reasons.   

5.4.3 Independent variables 

Following Andrews and Biggs (2006), we distinguished three forms of social 
embeddedness: membership in organizations, informal social networks, and (social) 
media. To measure formal embeddedness we asked respondents whether they had 

                                       
27 For the detail of research design and the data see Introduction and section 3 in Chapter 4. 
28 For the original Farsi version of the questionnaire see: http://IranPolPartResearch.org . 

http://iranpolpartresearch.org/
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been actively involved in a list of 12 organization types in the previous two months. 
We merged these items into three types of organizations, namely political groups, 
interest groups (such as student’s organizations and women’s organizations), and 
non-political groups (such as charity organizations). Active involvement in each of 
these three organization types is a dummy variable (1=yes; 0=no).  

Second, informal embeddedness refers to the networks of ordinary life, such as 
contacts with relatives, friends, and colleagues. We used three items: “When you get 
together with your friends, relatives, or fellow workers, how often do you discuss 
politics?”, “How many people in your circle of friends [/colleagues/family] criticize 
the current political situation in Iran?” and “How many people in your circle of 
friends [/colleagues/families] have been politically active in the previous two 
months?”. We decided not merge these items, as they correlate weakly.  

Third, online embeddedness consists of two items, which capture being politically 
active online and having politically active others around you: “In how many political 
groups, pages, and circles in online social networks are you an active member?” and 
“How many people in your circle of friends in online social networks such as 
Facebook, Google+ are politically active?”. Furthermore, we asked respondents 
which sources they relied on to follow the political news. We label this variable media 
source for political news. Respondents could choose from a list of 13 distinct sources. 
We selected the four most important, namely national TV, internet news websites, 
online social networks, and satellite TV.  

Persuasion refers to the extent in which individuals stimulated others to follow their 
example. In the third wave we asked: “To what extent were you active in encouraging 
others to participate (in Farsi: moshārekat) in the elections?” and “To what extent 
were you active in encouraging others to boycott the elections (in Farsi: adam-e 
moshārekat dar entekhābāt)?” 

We gauged perceived legitimacy of radical versus moderate tactics with the following 
question: “To improve the aforementioned situation of Iran, which tactics do you 
support for change?” Respondents had to choose a position on a five-point scale for 
three adjective pairs representing moderate (5) versus radical (1) tactics: “reformist” 
versus “revolutionary”, “non-violent” vs. “violent”, and “long-term” vs. “short-
term”.  

Next, the perceived efficacy of electoral politics is measured on a five-point scale by 
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two questions: “To what extent do you think that elections contribute to the solution 
of political problems in Iran?” and “To what extent do you think that your vote 
matters?”. The answers ranged from “not at all” (1) to “very much” (5).   

Finally, we asked several general background characteristics. Political interest was 
measured with the item “How interested are you in politics?”, whereby the four 
answer categories ranged from “not at all” (1) to “very interested” (4). We measured 
group identification by asking respondents to what extent they identified with the 
IGM, whereby they could choose from “not at all” (1) to “very much” (5). We also 
asked respondents how they felt when thinking about the situation in Iran. Following 
Castells’ (2012) argument that anger and hope translate grievances into collective 
action, we focus on these two emotions. Respondents’ current or completed 
education, subjective social class, age, gender, and town of residence were asked as 
socio-demographic background characteristics. The socio-demographic descriptives 
of our samples are provided in Table A3.1 in the appendix. 

5.5 Results  

Figure 5.1 and 5.2 depict the shift from boycotting to voting. They reveal a 
remarkable increase in the number of respondents who opted for the electoral route 
between February and June 2013. The right-most bar in Figure 5.1 (W3) shows that 
about three quarters of our respondents went to the ballot on election day (76.1%). In 
contrast, the central bar (W1) shows that in February 2013 only 6.5% of the 
respondents intended to vote. In April (W2) this figure had risen to 15.5%, but 
boycotters still clearly outnumbered those who intended to vote: at that time, 
approximately 40% of the respondents intended to boycott the upcoming elections. 
The remainder of the IGM’s constituency was still indecisive whether to vote or 
boycott. 

If we consider a longer period of time, the first bar in Figure 5.1 shows that 84.7% of 
our respondents participated in the notorious 2009 presidential elections; a minority 
did not vote (15.3%). By contrast, the second bar shows that an overwhelming 
majority of 94.3% reported that they abstained in the 2012 parliamentary elections. 
It confirms our earlier observation that due to the blatant ballot-rigging and violent 
crackdown of protests in 2009, most respondents deemed electoral participation 
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useless or detrimental to the IGM.29 

Figure 2 shows when respondents who eventually voted decided to do so. The first 
two observations represent the voting intention in February (W1) and April (W2). 
The other observations are based on the measurement of the voters’ decision timing 
in June (W3). We clearly discern exponential growth, which is typically found for a 
process of positive feedback (Biggs, 2005). It supports our claim that the shift was 
generated by bottom-up interactions, rather than that action was mobilized through 
leadership or external events. In the latter approach, Aref’s decision on June 10th to 
withdraw his candidacy and Khatami’s public support for the opposition candidate 
(Rouhani) would feature as the most obvious trigger. However, Figure 5.2 shows that 
the diffusion of voting set in much earlier. Apparently, many had already changed 
their opinion from either boycotting or being indecisive to electoral participation. In 
fact, up to 60% of the voters indicated that they already firmly decided to do so almost 
one week before the coalition of reformists’ candidates. This is hard to understand 
from a top-down perspective because, as we explained earlier, less than one week 
before the elections, even some moderate IGM groups still called for an election 
boycott.   

 
Figure 5.1 Electoral participation (actual and intended) in Iran (2009-2013). 

* Note: In February 2013 (W1) and April 2013 (W2) respondents were asked: Will you vote at the next 
presidential election? 

                                       
29 To check robustness of findings, we have replicated Figure 5.1 based on the larger samples. see 
Figures A5.1 (W1) and A5.2 (W3) in the appendix. 
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Source: Panel Data (N=155).  

 

Figure 5.2 Cumulative percentage of voters who have decided to participate in the elections 
(February – June 2013) 

Source: Panel Data (N=138). 

5.5.1 Who intended to go voting?  

We will now turn our attention to the individual characteristics of voters and 
boycotters. Who was more likely to opt for electoral participation at an early stage? 
We showed that initially, only few IGM supporters intended to vote. Who were they? 
What distinguished them from the boycotters and those who were still undecided? 

Because voting eventually prevailed, one might suspect that those who already 
proclaimed to go to the ballot at the onset of the election campaign were more socially 
embedded than boycotters – and could thus potentially convince a wider group of 
people in their network. However, Table 5.1 shows that in February 2013, the three 
groups (voters, boycotters, and undecided) hardly differ in their social 
embeddedness.30 It depicts the mean scores for each group on a series of individual 

                                       
30 We conducted ANOVA’s to test for significance. In addition, we conducted multivariate 
logistic regressions (results are available on request). We did not present these multivariate 
results, since it leads to similar conclusions and we are mainly interested in the bivariate 
relationships between behavioral intention and individual characteristics. 
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variables.31 Our results reveal that voters only slightly differed on the item “How 
many people in your circle of friends, colleagues and family criticize the current 
political situation in Iran?”. Early adopters of voting were generally embedded in a 
less aggrieved social environment than boycotters and undecided people.  

Table 5.1 Intention in February 2013 (at W1) 

 Vote (N=10) Not vote 
(N=82) 

Undecided 
(N=63) 

Simple 
Effects: F 

df (2. 154) 
Demographics     
  Gender 1.40 (.52) 1.29 (.46) 1.33 (.47) .31 
  Age 29.40 (8.30) 33.90 

(7.71) 
32.75 (7.81) 1.62 

  Education 5.10 (.74) 4.40 (.91) 4.43 (.76) 3.12* 

  Political Interest 3.30 (.82) 2.76 (0.90) 3.13 (.77) 4.41* 

  Social Class 2.40 (1.07) 2.64 (.67) 2.60 (.75) .50 
  Town of Residence 1.60 (.97) 1.80 (1.14) 1.75 (.97) .16 
  Political Socialization 5.00 (1.53) 5.17 (1.05) 5.10 (1.15) .10 
Informal Embeddedness      
  When you get together …  
discuss politics? 

4.10 (.57) 3.94 (.79) 4.00 (.60) .30 

  How many people in your 
circle criticize political 
situation?  

3.20 (1.03) 3.70 (.51) 3.63 (.55) 3.35* 

  How many people in your 
circle have been politically 
active? 

1.90 (0.57) 1.84 (.69) 1.86  (.62) .04 

Formal Embeddedness     
  Political Groups Membership .10 (.32) .10 (.30) .16 (.37) .64 
  Apolitical Groups 
Membership 

.70 (.95) .55 (.74) .60 (.85) .20 

  Interest Groups Membership .20 (.42) .39 (.77) .19 (.43) 1.90 

Online Embeddedness     
  How many people in your 
circle … are politically active? 

1.90 (.57) 2.31 (.66) 2.38 (.71) 2.18 

  In how many political 
groups…  are you an active 
member? 

2.50 (.85) 2.51 (1.05) 2.57 (1.00) .07 

Media source for political 
news 

    

                                       
31 To assess the robustness of these findings based on the panel data (N=155), we have replicated 
the analysis with our larger sample from wave 1 (N=743). The results are depicted in Table A5.1 
in the appendix and yield similar conclusions. Similarly, we also replicated our multivariate 
analyses (results are available on request). 
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  Media source for political 
news (overall) 

3.60 (.97) 4.02 (1.58) 4.43 (1.74) 1.76 

  Satellite TV .30 (.48) .66 (.48) .67 (.47) 2.70+ 

  Newspapers .40 (.52) .18 (.39) .44 (.50) 6.38** 

  Internet News Websites 1.00 (.00) .76 (.43) .84 (.37) 2.13 
  Online Social Networks .50 (.53) .79 (.41) .78 (.42) 2.19 
Politicized Identity     
  Identification with IGM 2.90 (1.52) 3.39 (1.40) 3.84 (1.38) 2.96+ 

Emotions     
  Anger 3.50 (1.27) 4.32 (.86) 3.97 (.92) 5.11** 

  Hope 2.20 (1.32) 1.83 (.87) 2.35 (1.12) 4.80** 

Perceptions about electoral 
politics 

    

  Efficacy 3.05 (1.10) 1.63 (.80) 2.88 (1.03) 41.38*** 

  Legitimacy 4.50 (0.69) 3.70 (1.05) 4.22 (.82) 7.14*** 

* Note: += p < .1. *= p < .05. **= p < .01. ***= p < .001 

Source: Panel Data (N= 155) ; respondents outside Iran and non-political reason nonvoters were excluded. 

Not surprisingly, the results show furthermore that intended voters perceived a higher 
level of efficacy of electoral politics than boycotters. Furthermore, as expected, the 
large difference in legitimacy means that voters generally deemed revolutionary 
tactics less often the right way to bring about political change in comparison with 
boycotters. Interestingly, those who were still undecided in February have 
significantly higher levels of perceived efficacy (MD = 1.30; p < 0.01) and legitimacy 
(MD = 0.58; p < 0.05) than boycotters, whereas they do not significantly differ from 
the voters in this regard (MD = 0.16 and MD = 0.23). Our results also reveal that both 
voters and undecided respondents were less angry and more hopeful than boycotters 
– again, those who were undecided do not significantly differ from voters.  

Table 5.2 depicts the differences between voters, boycotters and those undecided in 
April 2013, which was still about two months before the elections. The group of 
voters has increased, but the findings show that the picture as described above has 
hardly changed.  
 

Table 5.2 Intention in April 2013 (at W2) 

 Vote 
(N=24) 

Not vote 
(N=61) 

Undecided 
(N=70) 

Simple 
Effects: F 

df (2. 154) 
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Demographics     
  Gender 1.33 (.48) 1.31 (.47) 1.31 (.47) .02 
  Age 29.54 

(4.89) 
33.38 (7.50) 34.17 (8.60) 3.27* 

  Education 4.67 (87) 4.33 (.87) 4.50 (.83) 1.52 
  Political Interest 3.21 (.93) 2.59 (.96) 2.97 (.83) 5.10** 

  Social Class 2.58 (.78) 2.67 (.80) 2.57 (.67) .27 
  Town of Residence 1.46 (.78) 1.90 (1.14) 1.83 (1.09) 1.49 
  Political Socialization 5.57 (.87) 5.30 (1.11) 4.87 (1.25) 3.44* 

Informal Embeddedness     
  When you get together  …  discuss 
politics? 

4.13 (.90) 3.72 (.85) 3.97 (.70) 2.82+ 

  How many people in your circle … 
criticize …? 

3.58 (.65) 3.56 (.72) 3.66 (.53) .43 

  How many people in your circle … have 
been politically active? 

1.88 (.74) 1.89 (.69) 1.77 (.74) .46 

Formal Embeddedness     
  Political Groups Membership .21 (.41) .05 (.22) .06 (.23) 3.51* 

  Apolitical Groups Membership .63 (.82) .45 (.67) .42 (.73) .67 
  Interest Groups Membership .38 (.65) .32 (.62) .20 (.55) 1.37 
Online Embeddedness     
  How many people in your circle … are 
politically active? 

2.29 (.55) 2.29 (.78) 2.22 (.78) .10 

  In how many political groups…  are you 
an active member? 

2.83 (.87) 2.50 (.95) 2.49 (1.01) 1.19 

Media source for political news     
  Media Source for political news (overall) 4.21 

(1.53) 
3.95 (1.54) 4.20 (1.49) .51 

  Satellite TV .54 (.51) .61 (.49) .71 (.46) 1.49 

  Newspapers .50 (.51) .16 (.37) .24 (.43) 5.46** 

  Internet News Websites .96 (.20) .79 (.41) .87 (.34) 2.22 

  Online Social Networks .75 (.44) .79 (.41) .73 (.44) .18 

Politicized Identity     
  Identification with IGM 3.50 

(1.56) 
3.00 (1.43) 3.74 (1.38) 4.47* 

Emotions     
  Anger 3.42 

(1.28) 
4.43 (.83) 4.01 (.99) 9.48*** 

  Hope 2.33 
(1.13) 

1.59 (.78) 2.20 (.94) 9.35*** 

Perceptions about electoral politics     
  Efficacy 3.40 (.85) 1.38 (.60) 2.65 (.92) 71.18*** 

  Legitimacy 4.60 (.71) 3.56 (1.21) 4.31 (0.68) 15.29*** 

Note: += p < .1. *= p < .05. **= p < .01. ***= p < .001 
Source: Panel Data (N= 155) 
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5.5.2 Who voted and who boycotted?  

Now let us consider the actual elections in June 2013. What distinguishes those who 
decided to vote from the boycotters? Table 5.3 shows the means of the two groups 
(voting and boycotting). The results are largely in line with previous findings. First, 
they reveal again that people who prefer moderate tactics had a higher propensity to 
vote than those who deemed radical tactics more legitimate. And we observe again 
that boycotters are angrier, whereas people who voted were more hopeful about 
Iran’s current situation. 

The remarkable conclusion concerning our first research question, about the role of 
social embeddedness, is that several of the “usual suspects” did not affect the 
likelihood to cast a vote. Our findings indicate that voters were generally not more 
strongly embedded in social networks than boycotters. For instance, voting is 
unrelated with membership in organizations, and the share of politically active people 
in one’s social network does not have an impact either, neither offline nor online. 
However, voters were more active and more involved in active networks: they 
discussed politics more often with others, and more often engaged in political groups 
on social media. Furthermore, following the political news via newspapers and online 
social networks is positively associated with electoral participation. People who were 
less inclined to closely follow the news might not have fully caught the last-minute 
uproar around the electoral uprising.32  

To conclude, it seems that voters were more actively involved in political groups and 
political discussions, and more closely followed the news. This leads us to our second 
research question about convincing others.   
 

Table 5.3 Actual decision at elections in June 2013 (at W3) 

 Vote 
(N=118) 

not vote 
(N=37) 

Simple Effects: 
F 

df (1. 153) 
Demographics    
  Gender 1.35 (.48) 1.22 (.42) 2.25 

                                       
32 Again, we have replicated the analysis with our larger sample in June (N=723; see Table A5.2 
in the appendix). The results largely lead to the same conclusions. Some differences that were 
manifest yet small now prove to be statistically significant: the usage of internet news websites is 
associated with voting and younger people were more inclined to vote. 
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  Age 32.48 (7.62) 35.24 (8.16) 3.57 
  Education 4.52 (.83) 4.27 (.90) 2.37 
  Political Interest 3.05 (.80) 2.68 (.97) 5.52* 

  Social Class 2.57 (.74) 2.74 (.71) 1.28 
  Town of Residence 1.79 (1.13) 1.84 (1.07) .05 
  Political Socialization 5.21 (1.20) 5.05 (1.05) .35 
Informal Embeddedness    

  When you get together … discuss politics? 4.06 (.64) 3.76 (.60) 6.43* 

  How many people in your circle criticize political 
situation? 

3.59 (.59) 3.57 (.69) .05 

  How many people in your circle have been 
politically active? 

2.36 (.77) 2.11 (.74) 2.99 

Formal Embeddedness    
  Political Groups Membership .16 (.37) .11 (.31) .62 

  Apolitical Groups Membership .41 (.74) .30 (.57) .68 
  Interest Groups Membership .50 (.86) .46 (.84) .06 
Online Embeddedness    

  How many people in your circle are politically 
active? 

2.53 (.77) 2.24 (0.76) 3.80 

  In how many political groups are you an active 
member? 

2.67 (.97) 2.00 (1.00) 13.22*** 

Media source for political news    
  Media source for political news (overall) 4.71 (1.76) 3.68 (1.43) 10.56** 

  Satellite TV .60 (.49) .65 (.48) .26 
  Newspapers .36 (.48) .08 (.27) 10.92** 

  Internet News Websites .88 (.32) .78 (.42) 2.21 
  Online Social Networks .84 (.37) .68 (.48) 4.78* 

Politicized Identity    
  Identification with IGM 3.98 (1.16) 2.49 (1.47) 41.39*** 

Emotions    
  Anger 3.23 (1.16) 4.19 (0.91) 21.31*** 

  Hope 3.19 (1.08) 1.78 (.79) 53.61*** 

Perceptions about electoral politics    
  Efficacy 3.55 (.86) 1.83 (.80) 120.80*** 

  Legitimacy 4.50 (.65) 3.48 (1.20) 44.63*** 

Note: += p < .1. *= p < .05. **= p < .01. ***= p < .001 

Source: Panel Data (N= 155) 

5.5.3 Who tried to persuade others? 

Which group of people was the most active in their efforts to convince others? 
Remarkably, we find large differences in this respect: voters reported to have been 
much more active (M = 3.75, SD = 1.09) than boycotters (M = 2.21, SD = 1.22) in 
mobilizing others to participate in the elections and to boycott, respectively. 
Naturally, people could only persuade others to follow their example after they made 
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a firm decision themselves. Therefore, using the panel structure of our data, we group 
our respondents, based on their intention in February (W1) and actual decision in the 
elections (W3). We distinguish the following four groups:33 

Group 1 (n=10): persistent voters (vote intention – voted) 
Group 2 (n=57): voting adopters (undecided – voted)   
Group 3 (n=51): converters (boycott intention – voted) 
Group 4 (n=31): persistent boycotters (boycott intention – boycotted) 

Figure 5.3 shows that persistent voters were most actively encouraging others to vote 
as well (M = 4.40, SD = 0.97). By contrast, persistent boycotters were the least active 
in encouraging others to follow their example (M = 2.13, SD = 1.08). The other two 
groups (undecided–voted and boycott intention–voted) score in between these two 
extremes. Obviously, particularly this last group had less opportunity to persuade 
others to vote, since at the onset of the campaign they were themselves still in favor 
of boycotting. It is interesting to note that after all, even these people who turned 
around their opinion from boycotting to voting were generally more persuasive than 
the hardcore boycotters. 
 

                                       
33 Only 13 respondents shifted from undecided to boycotting. For more details, see Table A5.3 
(appendix). 
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5.5.4 How did perceptions of efficacy and legitimacy change?  

As explained in the theoretical background, we claim that two perceptions are 
typically shaped by social interactions: perceived efficacy and tactic legitimacy. To 
what extent did they shape one’s decision about voting and boycotting? We have 
already illuminated that these factors were associated with the intention or decision 
to either vote or boycott (Tables 5.1, 5.2 and 5.3), but will now scrutinize these two 
variables in more detail.34  

Interestingly, the perceived efficacy of the electoral route starkly increased between 
February and June 2013 from 2.24 to 3.14 (t = 10.15, df = 154, p < 0.01). The 
perceived legitimacy of electoral tactics also increased (from 3.96 to 4.26; t = 4.62, 
df = 154, p < 0.01). This difference is smaller, but this makes sense. Already in 
February 2013, IGM supporters generally deemed moderate, rather than 
radical/revolutionary tactics much more legitimate. 

Figure 5.4 and 5.5 show how efficacy and legitimacy changed over time for the four 
different groups we distinguished earlier – the corresponding significance tests can 
be found in Tables A5.5 and A5.6 (appendix). In line with earlier observations, group 
2 (undecided –> voted) does not differ much from group 1 (the persistent voters). 
Judged from the similarity in perceptions about electoral tactics in February 2013, 
we could have foreseen that virtually all people who were undecided would 
eventually choose to vote. 

The most interesting group consists of those who initially intended to boycott the 
elections, but eventually decided to cast a vote (group 3). This group experienced a 
remarkable rise in perceived efficacy, from 1.75 to 3.39. Only at a slightly (yet 
significantly) higher level as the persistent boycotters in February, their optimism 
about the electoral route steeply increased within a few weeks, and made them much 
more similar to the persistent voters in this respect. Hence, many of the radicals, one 
could argue, fundamentally changed their disposition. Their conversion is thus 
understandable for two reasons: they already perceived somewhat more efficacy than 
the persistent boycotters in February, and moreover their perceived efficacy 
increased significantly over time, both between W1-W2 and W2-W3 (see Table A5.5 
in appendix). The increase between February and April is clearly much smaller. This 
makes sense, because during the first period not all converters had already changed 

                                       
34 The overall means of all variables for the three waves are depicted in Table A5.4 (appendix) 
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their mind yet. In fact, we observe comprehensive differences in the changes in 
perceived efficacy between February and April: it increased for about half (N=23) of 
the converters who became undecided (MD = 0.52; p < 0.01), but even slightly 
decreased for the other half (N=26) that still intended to boycott (MD = -0.23; p < 
0.10). Only 2 of them already turned to voters in that stage.  

It is important to highlight these significant changes during the first period (i.e. 
between W1 and W2), because our measurement of respondents’ attitudes in the third 
wave, immediately after the elections, is potentially contaminated. Individuals 
probably took the election outcome into account when they filled out the 
questionnaire. Contributing to Rouhani getting elected might have propped up 
people’s efficacy and legitimacy. Indeed, people would probably have considered the 
electoral path less effective and acceptable if the regime would have rigged the 
elections for a hardliner.  

 
Figure 5.4 Differences in election/vote efficacy over time comparing groups 
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Figure 5.5 Differences in legitimacy of tactics over time comparing groups 

A second point we return to is the top-down versus bottom-up explanation. We have 
argued that grassroots mobilization most importantly accounts for the increased 
electoral efficacy and corresponding rise in electoral participation, rather than macro 
factors such as the actions of the presidential candidates and IGM’s leadership, and 
the responses of the Iranian regime. Thus far, our quantitative evidence corroborated 
our claim, but did not reveal much insight in the perspective of IGM supporters 
themselves. Therefore, we conclude with qualitative evidence, drawn from the 
answers on the open-ended questions. Scrutiny of this material enhances our 
understanding of the processes at work during the run-up to the elections and 
strengthens our confidence in the findings that we have discussed above. 

5.6 Qualitative evidence: why people voted or boycotted? 

As noted earlier, in the last wave of our survey, we asked respondents why they voted 
or not voted.20 The answers were coded by a research assistant and 20% was 
randomly checked by the first author. The qualitative analysis supports our claim that 
opinions were shaped by persuasion at the micro-level (our second research 
question), thereby spreading the idea that voting was effective and legitimate during 
the run-up to the elections (our third research question). At the same time, the results 
show that the surprising election outcome itself and governmental / organizational 
effects at the macro-level play a minor role in explaining the changed perceptions 
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about electoral tactics. 

Of the 271 mentioned reasons to vote (answers can contain multiple reasons), only 
26 (9.6%) were categorized as a macro effect, such as pointing to leaders’ messages, 
the coalition of reformist candidates, or the actions or personality of candidates. 
Among non-voters, of the 88 mentioned reasons, 12 (7.3%) were categorized as 
macro dynamics of not voting, such as the disqualification of Hashemi and statements 
of (party) leaders. In contrast, the answers of voters revealed a high frequency of 
mentioning efficacy (N=71, 26.2%) and legitimacy of elections and voting (N=61, 
22.5%). This shows that legitimacy and efficacy are significantly associated with the 
decision to vote or abstain. The pivotal role of these two factors in the decision-
making process is reflected in answers such as: “I’m sure that the election is a way 
to reform government, even if gradual and long-run, it is effective.” (M, 25, Isfahan, 
journalist), “I believe that if we want a peaceful, effective and low-cost way to 
achieve our demands, voting is the proper alternative!” (M, 25, Tehran, engineer), 
and “As a reformist, I belief in gradual and step-by-step reforms.” (M, 36, Mashahd). 
The importance of perceived efficacy for undertaking action can be nicely illustrated 
by this explanation of a voter: “The destiny of the country is written by each and 
every individual; and I am one of them” (F, 25, Tehran, translator).  

The driving force behind the conversion from being undecided or boycotting to 
voting is the awareness that the pro-democracy movement must first and foremost 
act in concert. The imperative that one should not make choices in isolation is 
manifested by the many references to “solidarity” and “standing together”. For 
instance, one voter explained the reason he participated simply as follows: “Out of 
solidarity with friends and acquaintances” (M, 39, Tehran, engineer). Here is another 
telling example: “I found not voting to be an unfruitful act of undermining solidarity 
among people, which consequences would have been worse than losing in the 
elections” (M, 29, Tehran, art and cinema researcher). 

Several accounts lend support to the claim that the emergence of a united tactic was 
driven by discussions among “the people”, rather than a top-down process. Typically, 
respondents use terms such a “social currents” (in Farsi: Jaryaane ejtemaei) and 
“collective wisdom” (in Farsi: Aghle Jamei). For instance, one respondent notes that 
“people’s moods changed and the collective wisdom of the country showed that they 
could create difficulties for the regime” (M, 33, Tehran, writer); another explained to 
have voted “because a coalition was formed that was the outcome of the collective 
wisdom of the people” (F, 54, Tehran, teacher).To sum up, our qualitative data 
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confirm our argument that opinions were shaped by social influence at the grassroots 
level. It also corroborates the role of perceived legitimacy and efficacy in adopting 
voting. 

5.7 Discussion and conclusion 

Most analysts agree that the large turnout and unified electoral support of the IGM’s 
constituency played a decisive role in Rouhani’s surprising victory in the Iranian 
presidential elections in June 2013. This was not evident beforehand. The IGM is an 
alliance of pro-democratic groups and ranges from those who seek gradual changes 
within the system to those who want radical change relying on contentious politics. 
Along these lines, IGM supporters were divided about whether to participate in unfair 
elections or to boycott them (Kadivar, 2012). At the onset of the 2013 election 
campaign, a majority of IGM supporters intended to boycott the elections in an effort 
to delegitimize the regime and presidential contest. This paper set out to explain the 
astonishing opinion shift from boycotting to voting.  

We can summarize our results in three claims. First, we found that voters – who were 
on average younger than boycotters – were not more socially and organizationally 
embedded than boycotters. Rather, what counted is that they were more involved in 
active networks and more closely followed the news. Second, our findings revealed 
that voters more strongly promoted their tactical choice than boycotters: they were 
generally much more active in encouraging others to follow their example. 
Remarkably, persistent boycotters turned out to be even less active than the voters 
who were initially undecided or proponents of boycotting the elections. In other 
words, even “converted” boycotters eventually put significantly more effort in 
persuading others to vote, than that persistent boycotters engaged in convincing 
others to do likewise.  

Third, we found that IGM supporters’ decisions were significantly related to 
perceived legitimacy and efficacy of the electoral path to change. Those who were 
more strongly conceived of a reformist rather than revolutionary approach to change 
Iran, were more likely to opt for voting. We likewise found that boycotters had more 
doubts about their vote and elections as effective means to influence Iranian politics. 
More importantly, perceptions of efficacy and legitimacy significantly increased over 
time. Yet, we observed comprehensible differences between individuals. Persistent 
boycotters hardly changed their efficaciousness, whereas among those boycotters 
who changed their minds, their initial similar low sense of efficacy significantly 
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increased between February–April and April–June 2013.   

All these findings combined, we conclude that the role of social networks in political 
mobilization is dependent on which ideas are propagated during the social 
interactions in those networks. Persuasion, rather than social embeddedness or flow 
of information per se, can explain the emergence of consensus on voting rather than 
boycotting within a short period of time. Our additional analysis of IGM supporters’ 
own testimonies further underscored our claim that the remarkable tactical shift can 
be best understood by social influence at the grassroots level, rather than by top-down 
mobilization by political leadership. Our qualitative results furthermore indicated 
that individuals realized they needed to unite their actions in order to be effective, 
and indeed increased their hopes when consensus emerged.  

The relevance of our conclusion extends beyond the Iranian case, as it can more 
generally enhance our understanding of the dynamics of contention. More generally, 
this paper build further on a key insight already pointed out by Granovetter (1978), 
that due to social influence, a small group of people can trigger a population-wide 
cascade of participation. We have highlighted that activists are often faced with 
opposing tactical choices and divided about which type of collective action to engage 
in. Obviously, this is not only true for supporters of pro-democracy groups in 
authoritarian regimes. It has long been noted that social movements are often divided 
into moderate and radical factions. Remarkably, however, most theories on 
contentious politics explain when protests emerge, but leave open what form of 
protest is chosen (Opp, 2009; Ward, 2016).  

Second, our results underline that it is too easy to “explain” waves of collective 
behavior by simply referring to threshold models and social networks. Indeed, the 
terms contagion or diffusion are often loosely used to describe the “Arab Uprisings” 
or the proliferation of the Occupy movement. In such accounts, the notion of social 
influence frequently resembles an elevator that can only go up, but never down: 
aggrieved individuals will join demonstrations when the opportunity to do so arises 
and a “critical mass” has started. However, in making their decisions about joining 
collective actions, individuals do not necessarily copy the dominant opinion of others 
in their surroundings. The spread of ideas before actual protests take place is crucial 
too. These ideas most importantly include individuals’ beliefs about what comprise 
sensible and effective tactics: people need to become convinced that certain action is 
efficacious and legitimate. At the same time, they need to be willing and able to 
persuade others.  
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This study is not without shortcomings. We have not delved into the issue of what 
persuasion activities exactly entailed. We have not posed the question what type of 
arguments people used in political discussions, and which messages people for 
instance posted on social media. A possible avenue for future research is to 
supplement evidence from questionnaires with content analysis of digital material. It 
could provide more insight why boycotters were less active. Our findings suggest 
that they were often silent about their opinion. If they spoke out, did they encountered 
more critique than voters, and therefore became less inclined to express themselves?  

The second limitation, as we already pointed out, is that respondents probably took 
Rouhani’s victory into account when they filled out the questionnaire after the 
elections. Rigged elections in favor of a hardliner undoubtedly would have changed 
people’s perceptions. Although we stressed the importance of dynamics of social 
influence on the grassroots level, we do not intend to downplay the role of the 
political setting in which these processes operate. We do not propose to displace 
accounts that rely on the political context: after all, if the elections would have been 
truly democratic and the regime would not disqualify candidates beforehand, the 
debate whether to vote or boycott would not have existed in the first place. The 
context would of course also have been different if Aref and Rouhani had not joined 
forces. We have demonstrated that changing perceptions at the grassroots can explain 
why they were instigated to do so in the first place. As reformist strategist Abbas 
Abdi (2015) explained, at the organizational level the IGM and reformist political 
leaders reinforced the “2013 wave,” rather than shaped it. 

We conclude by stressing again that the formation of a unified electoral bloc was 
very important. As Diamond summarized the role of opposition groups: “While an 
opposition victory is not impossible in a hybrid regime, it requires a level of 
opposition mobilization, unity, skill, and heroism far beyond what would normally 
be required for victory in a democracy” (cited in Bunce and Wolchik 2011: 46). Our 
paper adds to that insight that not only the leadership, but also many ‘ordinary’ 
Iranians Green Movement supporters should be considered heroic. Due to all their 
efforts on the ground to accomplish a more democratic society, they also deserve 
their credits for their contribution to shape the country’s destiny. 

 


