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Abstract
• “Common sense” arguments for participation in movements like the environmental movement 
often refer to grievances, or beliefs, as key factors that give rise to participation. However, 
structural analysts have demonstrated that neither discontent nor ideology are sufficient 
conditions to explain social movement participation. Rather, while discontent and beliefs might 
help to define those who can potentially be mobilized, individuals need to be connected to other 
movement participants in order to become active. I explore the relationship between social 
network ties and participation in the Canadian environmental movement. Data are from a self 
administered questionnaire, collected from nation‐wide probability sample of environmental 
organization members. Results show that ongoing participation is positively associated with 
having weak ties to individuals in a range of environmental organizations. This effect is net of 
positive effects for identification with the movement, and the respondent’s NEP score, on 
participation. Ongoing participation is also positively associated with range of ENGO
memberships. Past participation is the strongest statistical predictor of network embeddedness
(for range of weak ties, range of strong ties, and range of memberships). Thus I argue that both 
“social selection” and “social influence” effects are in play. People develop ties through their 
participation, and are more likely to participate in new activities because of their ties. I will 
discuss the mechanisms underlying these patterns, and discuss practical implications of these 
insights.
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Introduction


• “Common sense” arguments for participation in movements like the 
environmental movement often refer to grievances, or beliefs, as key 
factors that give rise to participation. 


4








• However, structural analysts have demonstrated that neither 
discontent nor ideology are sufficient conditions to explain social 
movement participation. 


• Rather, while discontent and beliefs might help to define those who 
might potentially be mobilized, individuals need to be connected to 
other movement participants in order to become active.
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Introduction


• In this talk I will explore the relationship between social 
network ties and participation in the Canadian 
environmental movement amongst “rank and file” 
environmental organization members. 


6








• Data are from a self administered questionnaire, collected 
from nation‐wide probability sample of environmental 
organization members.
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Environmentalism in Canada


• The environmental movement has been described as 
one of the most important of the Twentieth Century 
(Castells 2004). 


• Various commentators have described the 
environmental movement as one of the most 
important social movements in Canada.


8








Environmentalism in Canada


• E.g., Greenpeace was formed in Vancouver, Canada, in 
1971 and has gone on to become one of the world’s 
most high profile environmental organizations. 
Initially, Greenpeace was concerned with nuclear 
weapons testing, and then whaling. 
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Environmentalism in Canada


• Within Canada, environmental movements have campaigned 
around a variety of issues. 


• From the 1980s through the 2000s there were high profile 
campaigns over protecting old growth forests. 


• A number of campaigns have focused on protecting wilderness 
areas and protected areas, endangered species, and so on 
(Wilson 1998, Tindall 2002, Magnusson and Shaw 2002).
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Environmentalism in Canada


• In recent years there has been much focus on addressing 
global warming and climate change issues (Davidson and 
Gismondi 2011, Saxifrage et al. 2012). 
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• Part of this involves resisting the expansion of bitumen 
extraction in the Alberta Oil Sands, and expansions of 
pipelines for transporting bitumen. These are but a few of 
the diverse range of issues that environmental movements in 
Canada have responded to.
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Networks and Collective Action


• Network Explanations Versus Other Types of Explanations


• Social networks versus social media.
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Networks and Collective Action


Network Mechanisms: 


• Communication


• Information


• Social Influence


• Identity Formation
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Networks and Collective Action


Some methodological issues:


• Whole Network Versus Ego‐Network Data.


• Challenge of Obtaining Whole Network Data.
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An Ego Network.
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A Whole Network with Relatively High Density (50%).
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Networks and Collective Action


• One‐Mode Versus Two‐Mode Data.
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A Whole Network (one mode data) with Relatively Low Density (5%).
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The Relationship Between the Network Centrality of Environmentalists, and the 
Frequency of Media Citations.








Networks and Collective Action


• High Risk/Cost versus Low Risk/Cost Activism


– The present study is low/medium risk/cost. Theory suggests that 
different types of ties (as defined by tie strength) are more or less 
important depending upon cost and risk.
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Networks and Collective Action


Weak Ties Versus Strong Ties.


• While there are theoretical grounds to think that weak ties or 
strong ties will be more or less important for particular 
mechanisms, ultimately this is an empirical issue.


• The key distinction is probably: Information versus social 
influence and social support.
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• Weak Ties Versus Strong Ties:


– Communication 


• Information


• Social Influence


• Identity Formation
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Networks and Collective Action


Methodological/Theoretical Problem of Influence Versus 
Selection.


• Individual may participate in social movements because of 
their ties, or they may participate for other reasons and then 
form ties in the context of their participation. (Or most likely, a 
combination of both.)
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Hypotheses
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Central Hypothesis


• Network degree centrality is positively associated with level of 
movement activism.
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Hypotheses


• H1. Past activism is positively associated with current network 
degree centrality.
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Hypotheses


• H2. Current network degree centrality is positively associated 
with current level of identification.
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Hypotheses


• H3. Current level of identification is positively associated with 
current level of activism.
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Hypotheses


• H4. Current network centrality is positively associated with 
current level of activism.
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Figure 1. Hypotheses
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METHODS
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Nation‐wide Survey 
of Canadian ENGO Members


• Data Collected Through a Self Administered Questionnaire from 
members/registered supporters of nine formal environmental 
organizations.


• Probability Sample: Systematic Sample with a Random Start of the 
“Membership Lists” of Nine Organizations.


• N =1227








48


List of Organizations.
• Canadian Wildlife Federation
• David Suzuki Foundation
• Équiterre
• Greenpeace
• Sierra Club of Canada
• Sierra Youth Coalition
• Ecojustice (formerly Sierra Legal Defence Fund)‐ Sierra Youth Coalition
• Wilderness Committee
• WWF Canada








Key Measures


• Level of Activism (Main Dependent Variable)


• Two Mode Weak Tie Degree Centrality.


• Two Mode Strong Tie Degree Centrality.


• Centrality of Organizational Memberships (Affiliations).


• Level of Identification.
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Indicators of Activism
• a. Been a member of an environmental organization, 
• b. Donated money to an environmental organization, other than purchasing a membership, 
• c. Volunteered for an environmental organization, 
• d. Written and sent a letter, fax, or e-mail to a government official regarding an environmental 


issue., 
• e. Written and sent a letter, fax, or e-mail to a newspaper about an environmental issue, 
• f. Written and sent a letter, fax, or e-mail to a company/corporation about an environmental 


issue, 
• g. Written and sent a letter, fax, or e-mail to another organization regarding an environmental 


issue, 
• h. Telephoned a government, company, or other organizational official regarding an 


environmental issue, 
• i. Signed a petition about an environmental issue, 
• j. Attended a community meeting about an environmental issue, 50








Indicators of Activism
• a. Been a member of an environmental organization, 
• b. Donated money to an environmental organization, other than purchasing a membership, 
• c. Volunteered for an environmental organization, 
• d. Written and sent a letter, fax, or e-mail to a government official regarding an environmental 


issue., 
• e. Written and sent a letter, fax, or e-mail to a newspaper about an environmental issue, 
• f. Written and sent a letter, fax, or e-mail to a company/corporation about an environmental 


issue, 
• g. Written and sent a letter, fax, or e-mail to another organization regarding an environmental 
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• h. Telephoned a government, company, or other organizational official regarding an 


environmental issue, 
• i. Signed a petition about an environmental issue, 
• j. Attended a community meeting about an environmental issue, 51








Indicators of Activism (Continued).
• k. Attended a rally or protest demonstration about an environmental issue, 
• l. Participated in an information campaign for the general public about an environmental 


issue,
• m. Made a presentation to a public body about an environmental issue, 
• n. Given a lecture on an environmental issue to a school group or voluntary organization, 
• o. Served as a representative on an advisory board formed around an environmental issue, 


p. Purchased a book, t-shirt, poster, mug or other merchandise from an environmental 
organization, 


• q. Boycotted a product or company because of environmental concern, 
• r. Worked to elect someone because of their views on the environment, 
• s. Voted for someone because of their environmental views, 
• t. Any Other Activities (that you have done to help conserve the environment?)
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Network Measures


• For this analysis we rely on data collected through a 
matrix question where we asked “relational questions” 
(the columns) with regard to 15 organizations (the rows).
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Network Measures
The particular relational questions we focus on here are:


• 1) # of organizations the respondent is a member of, 


• 2) # number of organizations in which the respondent knows an 
acquaintance (weak tie) who belongs to the group, 


• 3) # of organizations in which the respondent has a close friend or 
relative who belongs to the group.
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Level of Movement Identification


Respondents were asked about the extent to which they 
agree with the following statement: 


• You identify yourself as a member of the environmental 
movement. This measure is based on a five point scale, 
where response categories varied from completely 
disagree = 1, to complete agree = 5.
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RESULTS


• Based on OLS Multiple Regression analysis.
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Table 1: Multiple Regression Analyses Explaining Two-Mode Weak 
Tie Degree Centrality. (Standardized Regression 
Coefficients.)


Length of Membership -.05


Female (=1) -.01


Age -.07


Years of Education .04


Personal Income -.03


Past Activism .32****


R2 .12****


Adjust R2 .11


N 863


Notes: * p. ≤ .05, ** p. ≤ .01, *** p. ≤. 005, **** p. ≤ .001
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Table 1: Multiple Regression Analyses Explaining Two-Mode Weak 
Tie Degree Centrality. (Standardized Regression 
Coefficients.)


Length of Membership -.05


Female (=1) -.01


Age -.07


Years of Education .04


Personal Income -.03


Past Activism .32****


R2 .12****


Adjust R2 .11


N 863


Notes: * p. ≤ .05, ** p. ≤ .01, *** p. ≤. 005, **** p. ≤ .001








Results. Table 1. DV Weak Ties


• The more active an individual has been in the past, the greater 
the number of weak ties they have. 


(# of different organizations where they have a weak tie).


59








60


Table 2: Multiple Regression Analyses Explaining Two Mode Strong 
Tie Degree Centrality. (Standardized Regression 
Coefficients.)


Length of Membership .08*


Female (=1) .06


Age -.09*


Years of Education .06


Personal Income .04


Past Activism .16****


R2 .05****


Adjust R2 .04****


N 863


Notes: * p. ≤ .05, ** p. ≤ .01, *** p. ≤. 005, **** p. ≤ .001
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Table 2: Multiple Regression Analyses Explaining Two Mode Strong 
Tie Degree Centrality. (Standardized Regression 
Coefficients.)


Length of Membership .08*


Female (=1) .06


Age -.09*


Years of Education .06


Personal Income .04


Past Activism .16****


R2 .05****


Adjust R2 .04****


N 863


Notes: * p. ≤ .05, ** p. ≤ .01, *** p. ≤. 005, **** p. ≤ .001








Results. Table 2. DV Strong Ties


• The more active an individual has been in the past, the greater 
the number of strong ties they have. 


(# of different organizations where they have a strong tie).
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Table 3: Multiple Regression Analyses Explaining Two Mode ENGO
Membership Degree Centrality. (Standardized Regression 
Coefficients.)


Length of Membership .15****


Female (=1) .08*


Age .14***


Years of Education .10***


Personal Income .09*


Past Activism .21****


R2 .13****


Adjust R2 .13****


N 863


Notes: * p. ≤ .05, ** p. ≤ .01, *** p. ≤. 005, **** p. ≤ .001








64


Table 3: Multiple Regression Analyses Explaining Two Mode ENGO
Membership Degree Centrality. (Standardized Regression 
Coefficients.)


Length of Membership .15****


Female (=1) .08*


Age .14***


Years of Education .10***


Personal Income .09*


Past Activism .21****


R2 .13****


Adjust R2 .13****


N 863


Notes: * p. ≤ .05, ** p. ≤ .01, *** p. ≤. 005, **** p. ≤ .001








Results. Table 3. DV Membership Degree Centrality


• The more active an individual has been in the past, the greater 
the number of ENGO affiliations they have (memberships). 


(# of different organizations where they have a membership).


• Also, in this model all of the control variables have significant 
effects. Though this is of less interest at the present moment.
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Table 4: Multiple Regression Analyses Explaining Level of 
Identification with the Movement. (Standardized Regression 
Coefficients.)


Female (=1) .01


Age .10***


Years of Education .06


Personal Income -.18****


Weak Ties Degree .03


Strong Ties Degree .10**


ENGO Memberships Degree .16****


R2 .08****


Adjust R2 .08****


N 1005


Notes: * p. ≤ .05, ** p. ≤ .01, *** p. ≤. 005, **** p. ≤ .001
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Table 4: Multiple Regression Analyses Explaining Level of 
Identification with the Movement. (Standardized Regression 
Coefficients.)


Female (=1) .01


Age .10***


Years of Education .06


Personal Income -.18****


Weak Ties Degree .03


Strong Ties Degree .10**


ENGO Memberships Degree .16****


R2 .08****


Adjust R2 .08****


N 1005


Notes: * p. ≤ .05, ** p. ≤ .01, *** p. ≤. 005, **** p. ≤ .001








Results: Table 4. DV: Level of Identification
Network explanatory variables:


• Weak ties: NS. (No significant effect for weak ties.)


• Strong ties: + (Those with a greater number of strong ties, identify 
more strongly with the environmental movement.)


• Memberships: + (Those with a greater # of organizational 
membership affiliations, identify more strongly with the 
environmental movement.)
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Results: Table 4. DV: Level of Identification
Control variables:


• Age +. (Older respondents identify more strongly with the 
movement.)


• Income: ‐. (Respondents with greater income identify less 
strongly with the environmental movement.)
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Table 5: Multiple Regression Analyses Explaining Level of Activism. 
(Standardized Regression Coefficients.)


Length of Membership .14****
Female (=1) .02
Age -.15****
Years of Education .10***
Personal Income -.05
Weak Ties Degree .20****
Strong Ties Degree .01
ENGO Memberships Degree .16****
NEP Scale .07*
Level of Movement Identification .33****


R2 .31****
Adjust R2 .30****
N 900


Notes: * p. ≤ .05, ** p. ≤ .01, *** p. ≤. 005, **** p. ≤ .001
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Table 5: Multiple Regression Analyses Explaining Level of Activism. 
(Standardized Regression Coefficients.)


Length of Membership .14****
Female (=1) .02
Age -.15****
Years of Education .10***
Personal Income -.05
Weak Ties Degree .20****
Strong Ties Degree .01
ENGO Memberships Degree .16****
NEP Scale .07*
Level of Movement Identification .33****


R2 .31****
Adjust R2 .30****
N 900


Notes: * p. ≤ .05, ** p. ≤ .01, *** p. ≤. 005, **** p. ≤ .001








Results: Table 5. DV: Level of Activism
Network explanatory variables:


• Weak ties: +. (The greater the # of orgs one is tied to through weak 
ties, the more active they are.)


• Strong ties: NS. (The effect for strong ties is non‐significant. Thus 
the effect of strong ties on activism is indirect, via identification.)


• Memberships: +. (The greater the # or org memberships one has, 
the more active they are.)


• Identification: +. (The more strongly one identifies with the 
environmental movement, the more active one is. This is the 
strongest statistical predictor of level of activism.)
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Results: Table 5. DV: Level of Activism
Control variables:


• Length of Membership: +. (Important Control.)
• Age: ‐. (Younger people are more active. Consistent with some 
past research, probably a “biographical availability” effect.)


• Education: +. (Consistent with much past research, those with 
greater formal education are more active.)


• NEP Scale: (Key control variable. As expected, a positive effect. 
However, what is more interesting, is the effect for Weak Ties is 
net of NEP, and the betas for both Weak Ties and Identification 
are stronger than the coefficient for NEP.)
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Intervening processes


• While I have documented network statistical effects on 
activism, network don’t do anything by themselves – rather 
they provide a structure or conditions that influence other 
mediating processes. Let’s take a look at a few of these.
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Intervening Processes


• Of use for exploring intervening processes, I have data on 
several interpersonal interaction variables, and on sources of 
environmental information.


• These include:


75








Intervening Processes


Interpersonal Interaction:
• Others encourage R to protect the environment.
• Frequency of talking with others about environmental issues.
• Others encourage R to participate in the environmental 
movement.
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Intervening Processes


Sources of Information:


• Friends and family are a source of environmental information.
• ENGOs are a source of environmental information.
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Intervening Processes


• We would expect all of these to be correlated with the main 
dependent variable, level of activism.


• We would also expect them to be correlated with either the 
interpersonal tie variables (weak ties, strong ties), or with 
organizational affiliations (memberships).


• Table 6 shows some key bivariate correlations.
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Table 6. Bivariate Correlations Amongst Network Variables, Activism, and Key Intervening Variables.


2 Mode
Weak Tie
Degree


2 Mode
Strong Tie


Degree


2 Mode
Memberships


Degree


Activism
Past
Year


Others Encourage R to Protect the 
Environment .18**** .14**** .07* .30****


Frequency of Talk about Environmental 
Issues .14**** .15**** .13**** .44****


Other Encourage R to Participate in the 
Movement .17**** .11**** -.00 .33****


Family and Friends are a Source of 
Information .13**** .14**** -.04 .06*


ENGOs are a Source of Information .12**** .09**** .14**** .33****


Notes: * p. ≤ .05, ** p. ≤ .01, *** p. ≤. 005, **** p. ≤ .001
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Table 6. Bivariate Correlations Amongst Network Variables, Activism, and Key Intervening Variables.


2 Mode
Weak Tie
Degree


2 Mode
Strong Tie


Degree


2 Mode
Memberships


Degree


Activism
Past
Year


Others Encourage R to Protect the 
Environment .18**** .14**** .07* .30****


Frequency of Talk about Environmental 
Issues .14**** .15**** .13**** .44****


Others Encourage R to Participate in the 
Movement .17**** .11**** -.00 .33****


Family and Friends are a Source of 
Information .13**** .14**** -.04 .06*


ENGOs are a Source of Information .12**** .09**** .14**** .33****


Notes: * p. ≤ .05, ** p. ≤ .01, *** p. ≤. 005, **** p. ≤ .001








Results of Bivariate Correlations (Table 6).


• As expected, we find that all of these intervening variables are significantly 
correlated with level of activism.


• They are also, all significantly correlated with weak ties and strong ties.


• Three of the five variables are correlated with organizational affiliations. 
However, one of the non‐sig variables would not necessarily be expected 
to have an effect (family and friends as a source of information). And, the 
variable we would most expect an affect for (ENGOs as a source of 
environmental information) is significant.
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Results of Bivariate Correlations


• So overall, this gives substantial support that network ties 
foster interpersonal interaction, and the transmission of 
information about environmental issues, which in turn seem to 
play a role in participation.
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Conclusions and Main Contributions:


• Thus there appears to be general support for the 
hypothesized association between network centrality and 
level of activism, though weak ties and strong ties seem to 
have distinct effects.
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• Weak tie centrality, and centrality of organizational affiliations 
(memberships) have direct effects on activism, while strong tie 
centrality has an indirect effect via identification.


• There evidence of a distinct selection effect. (The effect of past 
activism on the network variables.)
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Conclusions and Main Contributions:


• The main effect of interest is net of some key control 
variables such as NEP. 


• This increases our confidence, somewhat, that the effect is 
not just spurious.
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• Also this study provides a methodological innovation by using 
two‐mode data to overcome the challenge of collecting whole 
network data.


• (This has been done on numerous times for organizational 
memberships, but not for interpersonal ties.)


86








87








A Few Publications From This Empirical Study Have 
Been Produced Thus Far:


• Stoddart, Mark C.J., D.B. Tindall, and Kelly L. Greenfield. 2012. 
"’Governments have the Power’? Interpretations of Climate 
Change Responsibility and Solutions among Canadian 
Environmentalists.” Organization and Environment 25(1)39‐58. 


88








Articles from this Study
• D.B. Tindall and Joanna L. Robinson. In Press. "The Concept of Social 
Movement and Its Relationship to the Social Movement Society: An 
Empirical Investigation." Protest and Politics: The Promise of Social 
Movement Societies, edited by Howard Ramos and Kathleen Rodgers. 
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