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ABSTRACT 

 

Social movements facilitated by online communication platforms such as social media 

are known for their sudden appearance and rapid mobilization. But there has been a lack of 

studies examining the potential for social influence to mobilize support for activist organizations 

in the online realm. This study bridges the gap by examining individuals’ willingness to 

participate in different forms of collective activities (e.g., online versus offline, low- versus mid- 

versus high thresholds) upon receiving invitational messages from different sources online 

through a communicative framework for collective action and “online connective action.” 

An online between-groups, post-test-only experiment was carried out, manipulating for 

message sources (e.g., close personal circles, distant social network, experts and authority 

figures, organizational sources) and controlling for dispositional variables (e.g., personal 

involvement with activism and issue, ideological orientation, attitude toward activism, and 

perceived efficacy). Data was collected from 422 undergraduates enrolled in a large southeastern 

university in the United States.  

Findings revealed that messages passed by members in one’s close personal networks are 

significantly more influential than those passed by less personal sources. Individuals also 

expressed greater willingness to participate in online forms of collective activities (e.g., provide 

donations, sign e-petitions, post comments, relaying the message, “Like” the message,  “Follow” 

the online group, etc.) as compared to offline ones (e.g., participate in public demonstrations, 

distribute campaign materials, use campaign items in public, etc.). Interestingly, contrary to prior 

postulations, findings showed that individuals were more willing to participate in online 
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activities that compromised certain levels of privacy as opposed to anonymous ones.  An online 

source influence model for collective action was then tested and forwarded in this study. 

 Discussions elaborated on the significance of the “personal” nature of influence for 

collective action and the diminishing role of the organization in the online realm; suggesting the 

possible proliferation of grassroots activism propelled by today’s socially networked online 

environment. From an interpersonal communicatory effects viewpoint, the findings also provided 

evidence on the importance of a communicative approach in explaining online collective action 

beyond the discursive perspectives that are widely adopted by prior studies.
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 The Internet, particularly social media, is widely credited for recent activism 

developments, from the successful Arab Spring movement in 2010, dubbed “Revolution 2.0” 

(Lim, 2012, p. 232), to the massive participation by hundreds of thousands of protesters in the 

Spanish 15M Indignants movement in 2011 that was “conceived and organized online” 

(Hughes, 2011, p. 408), to the most recent, and still active, #Occupy Movement that has inspired 

“outbursts of protests around the globe” (Juris, 2012, p. 260; Waldram, 2011).  

 Activism is generally referred to in the literature as activities organized and carried out by 

a group of like-minded individuals and usually aimed at changing the status quo or advocating a 

cause (e.g., human rights, environmental protection) (Cammaerts, 2007; Kahn & Kellner, 2004). 

As such, activism encompasses social movements and usually involves challenging traditional 

authorities in society (e.g., government, administrative bodies) so as to bring about some kind of 

social change (Harlow & Harp, 2012; Tarrow, 1994; Tilly, 1978). Central to activism is the 

leveraging of intricate networks of individuals and groups with shared collective identities for 

the recruitment, coordination, and mobilization of individuals toward the attainment of social or 

political goals (Diani, 1992; Klandermans & Oegema, 1987).  

 The present study seeks to examine individuals’ willingness to participate in these calls 

for collective action upon receiving the messages online. Specifically, this dissertation tests 

whether different sources in the online environment have varying potential to affect individuals’ 

willingness to participate in different forms of collective activities.  
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The potential for these online technologies to connect people, provide information on 

societal issues, reach and recruit targeted audiences, and mobilize participants for action are 

instrumental to activism efforts and has been widely documented in the literature. These 

capacities can be attributed to the fact that online communication permits higher speeds and 

lower communication costs (Diani, 2000; Myers, 1994), and can collectively be perceived as the 

most basic of affordances provided by the Internet for activism. Some scholars have further 

shown how the online environment also opens up virtual spaces for participation (Ward & 

Gibson, 2009), which have been found to foster newer forms of activism (e.g., “hacktivism,” 

“smart mobs”) (Denning, 2001; Rheingold, 2003). Others have argued that the potential of these 

online spaces in facilitating activism may be because of their ability to widely publicize 

information and foster discussion of alternative viewpoints that would not otherwise be possible 

through traditional mass media channels filtered by gatekeepers (McLeod & Hertog, 1999; 

Postmes & Brunsting, 2002).   

These developments, propelled by the Internet, have thus raised serious concerns and 

piqued the attention of scholars in communication and social movement studies. Several studies 

have been conducted to uncover more specific factors to explain how the Internet has encouraged 

the growth of, and facilitated, the processes of activism. For example, social networking sites 

were found to be “the most common entrance to activism online,” especially among youths 

(cited in Harlow, 2011, p. 229). Studies have also shown how the certain features (e.g., e-

petitioning, donation tabs, contact emails) and functions (e.g., making available information on 

the cause(s), logistics, and training) of activist websites and blogs enable individuals to easily 

contribute to organized collective activities 

(e.g., Bakardjieva, 2012; Carty, 2011; Earl, 2006; Tatarchevskiy, 2011). Others have paid more 
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attention to the roles and functions of social media and showed how individuals are drawn to 

collective participation by seeing large numbers of other cause “followers” 

(Asur et al., 2011; Tonkin, Pfeiffer, & Tourte, 2012), by having the ability to comment and 

“Like” the cause or related comments (Harlow, 2011), and by engaging in dialogue with other 

sympathizers (Maireder & Schwarzenegger, 2011). These studies are by no means exhaustive of 

the extensive literature that has investigated the Internet’s potential in aiding activism and social 

movements.  

 There is, however, a lack of studies that have examined the potential of interpersonal and 

social influence in the online realm to affect individuals’ willingness to contribute to collective 

action. This is unfortunate, considering that in today’s densely networked online environment, 

individuals are likely to receive information about, and invitations to participate in, collective 

action for a particular cause. Collective action here refers to “joint actions taken by two or more 

people in pursuit of common ends,” which are usually “public goods” that can be enjoyed by 

others in society (Chamberlin, 1974; Marwell & Oliver, 1993; Tilly, 1978, p. 84). Such messages 

may come from a variety of online platforms, such as emails, websites, blogs, and social 

networking sites (e.g., YouTube, Twitter, Facebook). They can also come from a variety of 

sources, such as one’s friends, family members, or people one may not know personally.  

The need to examine these sources of influence is heightened, considering that socially 

networked digital platforms have made social sources of information and discussion an integral 

component of an individual’s daily diet of information, especially among the young (Lenhart, 

Madden, Macgill, & Smith, 2007).  Furthermore, as posited by 

Klandermans and Oegema (1987), the campaign efforts of activist groups to recruit and mobilize 

participants for social movements rely heavily on passing along information and motivating 
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individuals, for which social and personal networks serve as important agents. In other words, 

“potential participants have to be informed and recruited before they can actually participate” 

(Hooghe et. al., 2010, p. 406), and “being asked” to participate is an important factor that 

determines individuals’ participation in these collective activities (Verba, Schlozman, & Brady, 

1995). While a number of studies have investigated the potential of face-to-face communication 

(Norris, 2006; Rosenstone & Hansen, 1993) and the difference between these direct contacts and 

online ones (Hooghe et al., 2010) in terms of how they influence individuals’ levels of 

participation, a review of the literature revealed no studies that compared the potential of 

different sources in the online realm.  

In the online world, individuals are presented with a myriad of activities they can do to 

contribute to the cause. These include online forms of actions (e.g., signing e-petitions, writing 

letters and emails, affiliating and “Liking,” relaying information) and offline ones (e.g., joining 

street actions, disseminating campaign materials, wearing campaign-related apparel) (Gurak & 

Logie, 2003; Vegh, 2003), each with varying threshold levels for participation (Van Laer & Van 

Aelst, 2010). The present study thus aims to fill this void in literature by empirically examining 

the potential of different online sources, ranging from personal to impersonal, in influencing 

peoples’ willingness to participate in different types of collective activities in support of an 

activist campaign. The present study will also contribute to the collective action literature by 

extending the investigation into the different forms of collective activities that individuals can 

become involved with, and how these activities rank among each other in terms of individuals’ 

willingness to participate. 
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Youth involvement 

One of the concerns raised with regards to the proliferation of activism aided by Internet 

technologies is the tenacious involvement of the younger generation. This group of young adults, 

also referred to as “Millennials,” is between16 and 29 years old (Howe & Strauss, 2000), and 

their involvement in activism has been widely documented in the literature. 

Marzouki and colleagues (2012) reviewed the literature on successful social movements in the 

20
th

 century, such as the 1974 Carnation revolution in Portugal, the South African revolutions of 

the 1990s, and the 2009 Iranian green movements, and showed how participation by youths is 

among the key contributing factors to the success of those movements. Some scholars, on the 

other hand, have opined that young individuals today are, by and large, disengaged from civic 

and political affairs, citing their lack of interest and “alienation from the institutions and 

processes of civic life” as the main reasons for this disengagement (Carpini, 2000, p. 345). 

Snider and Faris (2011) concurred that youths can be said to be apolitical and uninterested in 

civic affairs; however, their study on the successful 2011 youth-driven Egyptian protests in the 

Arab Spring movement revealed that youths’ curiosity and susceptibility to the influence of 

friends online and offline can actually lead otherwise uninterested youths to participate in such 

activities.  

Other scholars have also provided evidence along this vein, positing the significance of 

the Internet in aiding youth activism. For example, Thackeray and Hunter (2010) showed how 

the omnipresence of the Internet makes it easy and convenient for youths to participate in civic 

activities, eradicating some of the obstacles, such as the lack of time, opportunity, and 

confidence. Similarly, others found that the widespread youth involvement in the Arab Spring 
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revolution can be attributed to their ability to “cope with new social communication platforms 

such as Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube” (Marzouki et al., 2012, p. 238).  

Therefore, youths’ extensive involvement in activism on the Internet can be attributed to 

the fact that they are generally regarded to be superior in the use of digital communication 

technologies as compared to older generations.  As scholars postulate, these “digital natives” or 

the “Net generation” represent the most active users of online media, and possess the necessary 

skills and knowledge that make them more adept at understanding, adopting, and adapting to the 

continuously evolving digital media technologies (Boyd & Ellison, 2007; DeBlois & Oblinger, 

2007; Lenhart et al., 2007; Prensky, 2001). Others have further noted how these capacities 

provide youths with more opportunities for civic and political activism and engagement 

(Bennett, 2008; Mossberger, Tolbert, & McNeal, 2007), which, among other things, can 

perpetuate the development of knowledge and skills that are more relevant and essential to future 

participation in collective action (Ito, 2010; A. Smith, Schlozman, & Verba, 2009).  

One strand of literature that captures the extent of youth involvement in activism looks 

particularly at the role of student movements. As noted by scholars, university and college 

students have been a significant force in a variety of student movements, ranging from moderate 

to radical forms, and from protests against university administrations to revolutionary acts that 

can “lead to the downfall of governments” (Gill & DeFronzo, 2009, p. 203).  Scholars have, 

from the outset, accounted for the popularity of these campus activities among students. Terming 

these movements “campus activism,” scholars have documented how these activities tend to 

include “campus protests, rallies, debates, and boycotts that provide college youth with 

opportunities for building community and contexts for their exploration of personal growth" 

(Chambers & Phelps, 1993; Hunter, 1988, p. 35), and how they are on the rise with the use of 
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digital communication technologies (Kiesa et al., 2007). In this regard, Herszenhorn (1995) 

highlighted how the New York Times had dubbed the 1990s as the beginning of a new era of 

student movements in the United States as characterized by the enhanced ability to initiate and 

organize multi-campus and nationwide protests facilitated by digital communication 

technologies. Bonchek (1995) captured this situation in a study that showed how students were 

able to organize massive protests involving more than 100 different campuses by basically 

utilizing email and existing social networks.  

 Some scholars use the term “e-studentprotests” to refer to this enhanced ability of 

students to organize and participate in activism as an emerging phenomena that is likely to 

continue in the future (Biddix & Park, 2008). The key component of e-studentprotests is the 

availability of online, networked communities valued by students and youths that they can easily 

tap into to support and maintain any arising movements or activism. For example, the authors 

looked at the living-wage movement among college students across U.S. campuses and showed 

that those involved reported the importance of having a web space to grow and maintain the links 

and connections that had been established with other students. This, in turn, helped create a 

readied community of networked activists that could quickly connect and direct information to 

other students in cases of rapid mobilization of student protestors (Biddix & Park, 2008).  

In another study looking at activism on campus, Maireder and Schwarzenegger (2011) 

analyzed the use of Facebook and Twitter during the 2009 “unnibrent” (“university is burning”) 

protest movement in Austria. The study revealed how the extensive use of social media among 

students led to the occupation of the largest lecture hall at the Vienna Academy of Fine Arts. 

Similar to the rationale provided by Biddix and associates (2008, 2010), the study found that the 

successful mobilization of students in the movement was mainly because of the anchoring of 
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communication “in participants’ interconnected individual and personal (online) networks,” such 

that it facilitated the mobilization of “connected individuals in a set of networked publics” 

(Maireder & Schwarzenegger, 2011, p. 171; Varnelis, 2008). Gerodimos' (2008) analysis of 20 

youth and issue mobilization websites further provided evidence of how the interconnectedness 

among youths created a less “top-down” communication pattern in these online portals that 

provided “more comprehensive, accessible and relevant information and tools” (p. 964). The 

enhanced relevance to “the lifeworld of other young visitors” was found to boost youths’ 

perceived efficacy on the issue of, and motivation for, civic engagement (p. 964).  

Summary 

 The preceding discussion shows that the Internet has the capacity to facilitate, if not 

perpetuate, individuals’ involvement in collective action for activism. More significantly, these 

digital communication technologies are paving the way for increased youth involvement in 

activism, and creating new types (e.g., e-studentprotests), as well as enhancing previous forms 

and venues for activism (e.g., campus, virtual spaces). As this young generation is considered the 

“next great generation” (Howe & Strauss, 2000, p. 4) representing the future of society, their 

propensity for activism, especially with the aid of digital communication technologies and the 

influence from their online social networks, may possibly signal the persistence of this trend in 

collective action (Harris, Wyn, & Younes, 2010). This situation as it pertains to youths warrants 

a closer investigation.  

It is thus timely and important to extend the investigation into the factors that motivate 

one’s willingness to participate in collective action for activism. Specifically, this study seeks to 

test whether receiving messages from different Internet sources that inform them about, and 

invite them to participate in, activism can vary and affect their willingness to participate in these 
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collective activities. The study will also examine the different forms of collective activities that 

individuals can perform (i.e., online versus offline, varying thresholds) and how these activities 

rank among each other in terms of individuals’ willingness to participate. Both questions (i.e., 

source factors and willingness to participate in different forms of actions) have been relatively 

unanswered in current literature. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The purpose of this dissertation is to investigate individuals’ different levels of 

willingness to participate in collective action for a cause on the basis of from whom they 

received the online request for action. It also seeks to explore whether their willingness to 

participate varies according to the kind of action expected of them. Thus, literature from the 

fields of economics, sociology, communication studies, and public relations was reviewed.  

The literature review will begin by highlighting the relevant theoretical underpinnings in 

the collective action paradigm, following which, the communicative approach to online 

collective action (Bimber, Flanagin, & Stohl, 2005; Flanagin, Stohl, & Bimber, 2006) and the 

notion of online “connective action” (Bennett & Segerberg, 2012) will be elaborated on as the 

conceptual frameworks in which this study frames its investigation. This study also holds the 

assumption that individuals are “cognitive misers” and, when faced with an abundance of 

information and a multitude of different message sources online, they will tend to utilize 

heuristic cues in attributing credibility and reliability to the different sources and messages 

passed along by the sources (Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Sundar, Knobloch-Westerwick, & Hastall, 

2007). These cognitive evaluations will then influence their willingness to accept the messages 

(i.e., heuristic cueing) and their intention to contribute to the collective action for the cause 

propagated by the sources. This situational aspect of online message processing and its related 

factors, as they pertain to the study, will be discussed accordingly in the following section.  

 Four pertinent message sources are identified as the main actors in recruiting, 

coordinating, and mobilizing individuals for collective action based on prior findings from the 
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collective action, social movement, activism, and political communication literature. They are 

people constituting: (1) one’s close personal network; (2) one’s distant social network; (3) 

experts and authority figures; and (4) organizational sources. The study hypothesizes that the 

more personal the source is to the individual, the more willing he or she is in contributing to the 

collective action. Following this, the different repertoires for collective action that can be 

completed online and offline are highlighted, and their different thresholds for participation 

discussed. Here, the study hypothesizes that the lower the participation thresholds for an activity, 

the higher the likelihood that individuals will be willing to do it.  

Finally, the literature review will discuss the various intervening variables (e.g., cognitive 

effort and motivation, perceived source credibility) and the study’s rationale for controlling the 

influence of individuals’ personal dispositions and inherent attitudes (e.g., personal involvement, 

ideological orientation, perceived efficacy, and cognitive motivation) that can affect the 

relationship between the main variables tested in the study. The various hypotheses and 

questions examined in this study, and the proposed source-influence model for collective action 

to be tested, are then presented at the end of the literature review. 

Collective Action theory 

What began as Mancur Olson's (1965) synthesis of an economic perspective of the 

“public good” with the rational-based argument of why different individuals may decide to work 

together in obtaining this “public good,” collective action theory has been utilized by social 

scientists to explain diverse phenomena involving common interests as an outcome. Scholars 

have applied it to explain individual and group actions in achieving shared outcomes in online 

auction sites (Kollock, 1999), discussion forums (Rafaeli & LaRose, 1993), public polling 

(Acevedo & Krueger, 2004), and relationship formation between different organizations 
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(Flanagin, Monge, & Fulk, 2001), to name a few. But collective action theory is most widely 

applied to situations that involve a struggle or conflict with an opposing group or ideas such as 

activism and social movements (Tarrow, 1994). In simple terms, as Downton and Wehr (1998) 

put it, collective action theory is concerned with why people choose to join or not join a 

movement or protest. 

 Providing the logic for action, collective action theory posits that protests and 

demonstrations represent an orchestrated effort of groups in employing strategies and mobilizing 

resources toward achieving their goals (Gamson, 1990, p. 130). This requires groups to leverage 

existing communication structures and utilize them in the best manner possible to diffuse tactics 

into the hands of participants (McAdam, 1983), especially among loosely bounded communities 

of individuals (McAdam, 1995). Collective action thus requires that two or more people combine 

and coordinate their efforts toward achieving the same collective good (Marwell & Oliver, 

1993), which may or may not require a struggle with another or opposing group (Postmes & 

Brunsting, 2002).  

Successful collective action efforts must satisfy three basic criteria: (1) identify the 

individuals with relevant experience and potential interests in the collective outcome; (2) 

communicate messages in a “common” manner that is perceivable by the targeted individuals; 

and (3) integrate and synchronize various actions toward the outcome (Bimber et al., 2005). 

Collective action can be viewed from the organizational or individual level.  When individuals 

decide to contribute to collective action, they can do it on two levels—solitary and communal 

(Postmes & Brunsting, 2002). Solitary actions are those that can be carried out by individuals on 

their own (e.g., letter writing). Communal actions are actions that require the involvement of 

more than one actor (e.g., mass petitioning). Nonetheless, Postmes and Brunsting (2002) 
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contended that both types of actions can be considered forms of collective action since they are 

aimed at “achieving a collective outcome” (p. 291). 

Resource mobilization paradigm. Sociologists examining social movements have used 

the theory of collective action to investigate the recruitment, coordination, and mobilization of 

individuals. A resource mobilization paradigm in sociology was developed in this strand to 

explain the strategic mobilization of specific resources (e.g., people, ideas, technology, tools) to 

accomplish different sets of objectives for a common goal (Klandermans, 1984). The theory 

holds central the notion of human agency and individual autonomy to participate in collective 

action (McAdam, 1983; McCarthy & Zald, 1977; Tilly, 1978). The main tenet of resource 

mobilization that mirrors collective action is that individuals participate as group members and in 

actions toward common outcomes, primarily through rational choice. Social movements are thus 

seen as rational and organized means of collective action (Buechler, 1993; Jenkins, 1983; 

McCarthy & Zald, 1977) where individuals can expect to participate only if the incentives for 

participation outweigh the disincentives for not doing so (Cook, 1984; Finkel, Muller, & Opp, 

1989). Resource mobilization is thus concerned about how movements form and individuals 

engage in collective action toward achieving the goals of the movement.  

The resource mobilization perspective has, at the meso-level, the centrality of social 

groupings or organizations that facilitate individuals’ engagement in the pursuit of common 

outcomes (Carroll & Hackett, 2006); at the micro-level, mobilizing structures and actors (e.g., 

leaders, affiliates, members) make up the move to action. This echoes Diani and McAdam’s 

(2003) views on the different levels of collective action (e.g., organizational, individual). The 

organizational view looks at how groups are affected by the larger socio-political context (e.g., 

laws, leadership) that affects the mobilization of resources. The individual view emphasizes the 
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strategic importance of personal network relationships and connections in “framing” an 

individual’s perspectives and attitudes toward the cause and, subsequently, collective action. The 

individual, micro-level view provides the scope for the present study.  

A comprehensive framework under the rubric of the resource mobilization paradigm was 

provided by McAdam, McCarthy, and Zald (1996). In it, three factors were forwarded to explain 

how groups organize and mobilize individuals. They are opportunity structures, mobilizing 

structures, and framing processes. Scholars looking through the lens of “opportunity structures” 

have been interested in how political situations give rise to movements and the recruitment and 

mobilization of members, which occurs when an opening presents itself within a political system 

(e.g., social conflicts, contentious laws) in conditions of resource availability. Tarrow (1994) 

emphasized the importance of “political opportunity” for collective action to begin taking shape, 

and that the closing of the opportunity tended to mean the end of collective action efforts. When 

this occurs, individuals’ recruitment and mobilization tend to discontinue (e.g., conflict resolved, 

laws changed) (Downton & Wehr, 1998; McAdam, 1999).  

Some scholars have extolled the strength of the “political opportunity” perspective in 

structuring patterns of collective action that arise because of some conflict of interest or political 

struggles that enable researchers to analyze the phenomena in terms of organizational dynamics, 

institutionalized actions, and inter-group relations (McCarthy & Zald, 1977; Oberschall, 1973; 

Tilly, 1978). Others, on the other hand, have criticized the political opportunity concept for its 

ambiguous and opportunistic notion because, in retrospect, it can mean any socio-political 

situation that helped movements mobilize or accomplish its goals (Goodwin & Jasper, 1999). 

This led to subsequent calls by key political process scholars to increase the emphasis on 

resource mobilization instead toward a more relational (e.g., interpersonal, identification) and 
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dynamic (e.g., continuous process of communication and situating movement in relevant times 

and places) process (McAdam, Tarrow, & Tilly, 2003). 

This is where McAdam and associates' (1996) “mobilizing structures” postulate becomes 

helpful. Mobilizing structures are referred to as “collective vehicles, informal as well as formal, 

through which people are recruited and engaged in collective actions” (p. 3). These “vehicles” 

can be both tangible and intangible resources such as money, space, time, legitimacy, and trust in 

leaders and organizations (Jenkins, 1983). Other scholars have iterated the importance of “social 

structures” as a pertinent “vehicle” in the mobilization process. Social structures include formal 

configurations such as organizations, groups, and churches, as well as informal configurations 

such as friendships and networks (Garrett, 2006). This is echoed by several researchers who 

emphasize the strategic importance of “networked” social relations (Crossley, 2002; Diani & 

McAdam, 2003), and the significance of “personal reference framing” of issues (Snow & 

Benford, 1988) in moving the “social vehicles” toward action. More recently, scholars have 

begun to look at these “vehicles” as they pertain to the Internet and information communication 

technologies. A prominent perspective is that it is business interests that drive these technologies 

(Sassen, 2002); in turn, the technologies have propelled the growth of movements in an 

economic sense by providing the resources and a readily accessible platform to a wider audience 

(Garrett, 2006; Loudon, 2010). Others have looked at these technologies as “vehicles” that aid 

communication across time, space, and place in the most economical and efficient manner for 

mobilization (Klein, 1999).  

A critique of the theory of collective action and, by extension, the resource mobilization 

approach, is that they are not able to satisfactorily explain why individuals may choose to act 

toward achieving a shared outcome or join movements when they do not receive any individual 
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benefit (Feree, 1992; Mueller, 1992). Others claim that this approach neglects the importance of 

“identity,” over-emphasizing that individuals are self-interested rather than altruistic or social-

oriented (Mueller, 1992; Tarrow, 1994).  Still, others have found the logic of collective action 

unhelpful in explaining recruitment and commitment at the micro-level. For instance, 

Buechler's (1993) study on the women’s movement showed that, even when faced with few 

resources and overwhelming costs of participation, it still benefited from intense individual 

recruitment and commitment toward the cause. The finding supported Hartsock's (1985) 

ontological critique of the rational-choice logic of collective action theory in that it neglects the 

more relational, communal, and emphatic motivation for individuals’ participation in collective 

action. In other words, there may be social processes involved in one’s willingness to participate 

in collective action (c.f. associating with a collective identity), and that these may be more 

influential than calculated net benefits as a foundation for social activism (Buechler, 1993; 

Melucci, 1989). In short, scholars call for an increased understanding of the relational and social 

aspects of mobilizing individuals toward collective action, especially in the realm of online 

communication. The present study aims to extend this investigation.  

The non-participation dilemma. One of the problems with the logic of collective action 

is that rational, cost-calculating individuals would rather not make any personal sacrifices or 

contribute to a group’s effort if they can get to enjoy the benefit of the outcomes equally with 

others by not doing anything (Olson, 1965). This notion of the free-rider also plagues the 

resource mobilization perspective in social movements. When activism acts toward achieving a 

set of collective benefits for a group within society, these benefits automatically become public 

goods. This means that all members of the organization get to enjoy the fruits of the movement’s 

labor, regardless of whether they actually participated in the movement (Olson, 1965).  In other 
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words, the rational, self-interested individual will ordinarily not participate in collective action, 

especially those that pose high personal risks (McAdam, 1986; Zald, 1992), if he or she is able to 

obtain the collective benefits of the movement regardless of participation.  

Free-riding is, however, not the only reason for non-participation. Other reasons that have 

been uncovered are individuals’ disagreement with aspects of the movements’ methods or 

ideology, the perceived risks involved in participating (Downton & Wehr, 1998), and not being 

motivated enough to participate and choosing to engage in a wait-and-see outlook (Walsh & 

Warland, 1983). Others have forwarded reasons why otherwise “rational” individuals would 

choose to participate in collective action even if the costs outweigh the benefits. These include a 

strong personal conviction and moral alignment with the cause, as well as gratifying solidarity 

incentives with others involved with the cause (Fireman & Gamson, 1979; Gamson, 1990). 

Additionally, free-riding “is a pertinent explanation only in the motivational stage where costs 

and benefits are weighed” (Klandermans & Oegema, 1987, p. 529). It may not apply to 

individuals who have already been involved in forms of collective action. This problem may also 

be less pertinent if they perceive the outcome to be uncertain.  

The role of the Internet for collective action. While some scholars have highlighted a 

free-riding paradox between group membership and actual participation in which individuals are 

least likely to support activist groups with large and established member organizations 

(McCarthy & Zald, 1977; Oberschall, 1973), Lupia and Sin (2003) showed that this assumption 

may actually play out differently on the Internet. The authors found that the ease and low cost 

associated with communicating with others over the Internet may actually motivate individuals 

to participate in collective action where there is a greater possibility of interacting with more 

“latent and personally identifiable clusters” in these groups (p. 329). For instance, individuals 
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tend to contribute to collective action toward a broader collective goal if the specific act that they 

need to do is personally valued and appreciated by people who are close and important to them 

(Karau & Williams, 1993; Lim, 2012). Rafaeli and Raban (2005) further showed that the 

interactivity of online communication facilitates reciprocal behavior and enables one to receive 

feedback from others on small personal acts (e.g., commenting on discussion forums). This is a 

strong factor in increasing selective incentive for the act as well as the individual’s perceived 

self-efficacy, especially if the feedback is appreciative and supportive in nature. 

Others have questioned the motivation for free-riding since the notion of “public good” in 

the online sphere and what it entails for individuals toward achieving this online has undergone 

changes. For instance, the openness and permanence of shared knowledge online can be deemed 

a “collective outcome” or “collective intelligence” in which individuals face lower boundaries in 

contributing to this public good (Bennett & Segerberg, 2012; Bimber et al., 2005; Levy, 1999). 

The collective act that requires one to move from private to public space is more ubiquitous yet 

simpler online (e.g., joining a visible group online) as compared to offline acts (e.g., being face-

to-face with other people). The free-riding dilemma is thus being challenged with regard to the 

Internet in that individuals who would traditionally not participate in collective action are now 

finding it easier to do so online, and their motivation to contribute to collective action online is 

heightened when the cause involves groups of people with whom they are acquainted.  

  A main postulate in Olson's (1965) theory of collective action is that large organizations 

do not automatically lead to an individual’s willingness to participate or necessarily lead to 

greater success than smaller organizations. This means that smaller groups are as capable, if not 

more capable, of achieving success as large organizations, because smaller groups are usually 

closer knit and possess a greater sense of solidarity and common identity among members. In 
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this sense, the communality of smaller groups makes for stronger commitment and trust among 

different members, which translates, among other things, to more determined and committed 

actions toward a goal. This view is, however, challenged with the Internet, which has shown the 

capacity for large and global organizations to attract and mobilize large masses of individuals 

and is a strong reason why recent social movements involving the Internet have been successful 

(e.g., #Occupy Wall Street, Arab Springs revolution).  

 One reason for these new forms of participation is that collective action on the Internet 

usually needs only to involve “loosely coupled networks without financing or a fixed decision-

making structure” (Bimber et al., 2005, p. 370). With the Internet, individuals’ participation in 

activism is multiplied because there is less dependence on the central coordination efforts of 

formal organizations, which are usually limited in resources (Bennett, Breunig, & Givens, 2008; 

Diani & McAdam, 2003; Lupia & Sin, 2003). This leads to transformed types of collective 

action, one where the traditional formal organizational brokerage and group leadership qualities 

that used to create the boundaries for individuals (i.e., resources, identification) are dissolved and 

are no longer strong motives for individual participation. Instead, the likelihood that individuals 

will participate is now largely dependent on rational decision-making processes, such as by 

mentally calculating the benefits, costs, and consequences of participation (Tarrow & McAdam, 

2005), apart from the perceived effectiveness of the actions to be taken (Brunsting & Postmes, 

2002).   

The expectancy value model further distinguishes among three types of cost-benefit 

motivation that individuals rationally weigh before participating in collective actions: goal 

motivation, social motivation, and reward motivation (Klandermans, 1984). Goal motivations 

basically refer to individuals’ expectations how effective the actions are toward achieving the 
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goal. Social motives depend on how individuals might perceive the reactions of significant others 

when participating in the act, and how personally important these reactions are to them. Reward 

motives refer to practical costs (i.e., tangible or intangible) such as time and money that 

individuals may have to forego by participating. According to the author, a thorough, rational 

decision-making process will include weighing all three motives, although individuals may place 

different weight on different motives depending on their predispositions and how important they 

regard certain motives. 

The advent of social networking technologies on the Internet has prompted scholars to 

emphasize investigating the role of social expectancy in influencing individuals’ likelihood of 

participating in collective action. Studies have shown that the flexible and loose-structured 

nature of organizations on the Internet leads to great success in the recruitment and mobilization 

of individuals for collective action through the process of “relational diffusion” 

(Bennett, Breunig, & Givens, 2008; Tarrow & McAdam, 2005). This process relies on the use of 

“personal networking strategies,” where individuals are strategically informed of, and recruited 

for action by, their peers (p. 272). Others have found community networking and interpersonal 

communication networks to lead to looser and flatter hierarchies, making it easier for individuals 

to volunteer for a cause (Graber, Bimber, Bennett, Davis, & Norris, 2004), and giving rise to 

more fluid and entrepreneurial forms of activism (Bennett et al., 2008; Bimber et al., 2005). 

Postmes and Brunsting (2002) showed how people “rely on their internalized group 

memberships and social identities to achieve social involvement” when relating to a cause and 

participating in collective action over the Internet (p. 290). Similarly, 

Reicher, Spears, and Postmes (1995) demonstrated how inter-group dynamics (e.g., membership 

group versus opposing group) is able to strengthen in-group identity.  
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A tradition of social movement studies was developed to examine the central role of 

identity in collective action and the integral nature of social and interpersonal influences in the 

collective forging of common identity (Cohen, 1985; Eder, 1985; Melucci, 1996). For example, 

the new social movement paradigm looks at the types of movements and organizations that 

operate in cyberspace as those that are “generally understood to be small, decentralized, and 

democratic in their structure; cyclical and diffuse in their temporal arrangement; and action 

driven toward identity construction in their orientation” (Huesca, 2001, p. 421). This perspective 

puts the power in the hands of individuals who are deemed autonomous actors interested in 

controlling the process of meaning creation, their right to form and realize their identity, and 

their freedom for creativity in the formation of community and social relationships (Melucci, 

1996). In short, from this perspective, theorists see collective action as the quest for personal and 

group identity and of ideological conviction, which cannot happen without the involvement of 

socially networked individuals (Castells, 1997; Klandermans & Tarrow, 1988).  

This approach, with its central emphasis on the social construction of symbolically 

meaningful collective identity for participants, differs from the resource mobilization paradigm, 

which focused on meaningful calculations of the costs and benefits for participating in collective 

action (Bakardjieva, 2012; Buechler, 1993). Proponents of the new social movement paradigm 

extol the straightforward and dependent relationship between collective identity and movement 

participation (Hunt & Benford, 2004; Klandermans, Snow, Soule, & Kriesi, 2004) and postulate 

that it is essentially the collective creation of a united “we” by different individuals that makes 

collective action successful (Melucci, 1996).  

Studies in this perspective have drawn from social identity theory (Kelly, 1993; S. C. 

Wright, Taylor, & Moghaddam, 1990) and revealed that individuals’ perception of in-group 
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members and the group’s relationship with other activist groups is a reliable predictor as to 

individuals’ motivation and intention to participate in collective action (Simon et al., 1998; 

Stekelenburg & Klandermans, 2007). Lim (2012) contends that such identification can only grow 

out of communication with others. For instance, individuals first “needed to recognize that other 

individuals share the same grievances and goals” (p. 234). In this regard, the Internet helps in 

increasing the visibility of these common characteristics among different members by 

“accentuating social identity” and “common characteristics” in an environment of reduced social 

cues (Postmes & Brunsting, 2002, p. 300; Spears, Postmes, & Lea, 2002). Other scholars have 

expanded on the role of online social networks in creating a sense of collective identity for 

collective action. For instance, Diani (2000, 2003) proposed the network model to recognize the 

potential of social networks in online communication to create solidarity and commonness 

among members; Van de Donk, Loader, Nixon, and Rucht (2004) emphasized the importance of 

these networks because of the reduced organization-based brokerage of information in the flatter 

structured information space online. Atkinson (2008) further identified the affordances of 

interactivity in online communication as a key facilitator in social networks for the creation of 

collective identity.  

Along these lines, Lindgren and Lundström (2011) looked at the contribution of 

collective identity from the creators, supporters, and users of the WikiLeaks website through 

Levy's (1999) idea of “collective intelligence,” where knowledge and information resources from 

a variety of users are pooled. The authors found that interpersonal relations and hierarchy in the 

form of “social or honor codes” are still present in this oft-touted egalitarian networked 

collaborative structure (p. 1002). For instance, those deemed to be experts are given more 

authority in terms of the credibility of the information and the number of supplementary 
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information and replies received. Findings from Harlow and Harp's (2012) analysis of user-

created Fan pages and Groups in social networking sites further support the notion of social 

perception of hierarchy and authority in collective activities. For instance, postings from 

administrators and more active members seemed to elicit greater response from other members. 

Administrators and leaders make the decision on who gets accepted into the groups and whether 

postings and discussion threads stay on the public discussion board.  

Other studies have also shown how an acute sense of “collective identity” in online 

groups persuades people to join online forms of action, as well as offline ones. For example, 

Wojcieszak's (2009) interviews with members of neo-Nazi online groups showed that the strong 

sense of solidarity encouraged members to keep up with actions related to the group, both online 

and offline. Similarly, Hara (2008) showed how, with the website MoveOn.org, individuals 

increased their participation in elections and offline demonstrations purely through the strong 

sense of community created by members online, even without face-to-face interaction. Harlow 

and Harp (2012) examined the communicative artifacts of activist groups in the United States 

and Latin America on social networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter and found that the 

activities and discussions held on these sites were directed toward the creation of strong 

collective identities specific to the different activist groups. They reasoned that, even though the 

strong sense of collective identity may have led to collective action (e.g., demonstrations, 

petitions), nevertheless, a combination of online and offline actions is needed to impact any form 

of social change.  

It should be noted that most of the studies involved individuals who had largely already 

participated in the group activities or possessed strong personal affiliation with the group. 

Collective identity may thus be a strong explanation for why these people participate in action 
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and maintain their affiliations with the groups, but it does not necessarily explain otherwise-

unaffiliated individuals’ willingness to participate in the group’s collective action. Studies by 

della Porta (2005), as well as Bennett, Breunig, and Givens (2008), questioned the viability of 

“collective identity” as a strong determinant of individuals’ participation in collective action, 

especially in the Internet age. The authors found, in the context of global justice movements 

facilitated by the Internet, that identification with specific groups and causes tended to be 

fleeting. For instance, the existence of “multiple-movement identities” among “heterogeneous 

bases of individuals” makes it difficult for individuals to commit to a collective sense of purpose 

and to a single movement or group, especially globally networked ones 

(della Porta, 2005, p. 186).  

 In sum, the preceding discussion highlights the usefulness of collective action theory as 

an overarching framework for explaining an individual’s motivation for participating in 

collective action. While the theory is useful in explaining both meso- and micro-level aspects of 

collective action, researchers have tended to focus on the meso-level. The present study extends 

the investigation at the micro-level, looking at how individuals may be influenced to participate 

in collective action. The foregoing discussion has also highlighted how the Internet has given 

rise to new challenges and new forms and processes of collective action. In addition to the 

rational-based process of deciding whether to participate, another integral factor in individuals’ 

willingness to participate in collective action is the pertinence of social and interpersonal 

influences. For example, Klandermans and Oegema's (1987) postulation of the social expectancy 

for collective action is very much unexplored in the resource mobilization paradigm literature, 

particularly in the online realm. Another example is the role of social influences in the creation 

of a common collective identity online for collective action.  
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Overall, the discussion has highlighted the key theoretical underpinnings and reasons in 

explaining an individual’s likelihood to participate in collective action. The ensuing section will 

focus the discussion on conceptual works that address more specifically the problem being 

investigated in the present study:  the communicative approach in collective action and the 

concept of “connective action” on the Internet.  

Conceptual framework 

The communicative approach in online collective action space (Flanagin et al., 2006) 

frames the role of interpersonal communication in persuading individuals to participate in 

collective action. Bennett and Segerberg's (2012) work on “connective action” provides further 

insights on how these interpersonal sources play out in online networked communication, 

potentially influencing individuals’ willingness to contribute to collective action. The ensuing 

discussion will elaborate on these two concepts and show how they help inform our 

understanding of why different online message sources (impersonal to personal) may influence 

an individual’s willingness to participate in collective action.  

A communicative approach. Flanagin and associates (2006) posited a communicative 

approach for understanding collective action within the online space underlain by the main 

principle that “collective action is a communicative phenomenon” (p. 32). This approach 

requires one to look at two distinct factors: (1) the mode of interaction that leads to, and 

facilitates, outcomes (personal to impersonal); and (2) how engagement between participants is 

borne and carried (entrepreneurial to organizational). Essentially, the two dimensions constitute 

features of human communication that can help explain individual behavior in collective 

action—“how people interact with one another and the opportunities afforded them toward 

achieving shared outcomes” (p. 30).  
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In the first dimension (i.e., the mode of interaction), the authors explained the role of 

interpersonal communication by bringing forth the largely impersonal nature of offline actions 

such as demonstrations and protests. They contend through Granovetter's (1973) “strength of 

weak ties” that individuals’ motivation to participate in these offline activities is impersonal in 

nature, and that any forms of social benefit or relationships formed during these activities are 

secondary to achieving the common goals. However, the mode of online interaction, in social 

networking sites for example, may make interpersonal relationships and affiliation with others 

more important for collective action. In other words, consistent with 

Klandermans and Oegema's (1987) social motives for collective action, the ability to connect 

with others in a more personal manner and a stronger interest in personal relationships with 

others may be both a reason for, and a benefit of, engaging in collective action toward shared 

goals. This interpersonal communicative action entails individuals to cross the “private” 

boundary by expressing information or actions online that are observable to others in the 

“public” space (Bimber et al., 2005). 

The second dimension highlights the continuum between entrepreneurial and institutional 

modes of engagement in the online communicative action space. Entrepreneurial refers to 

conditions of low rules and constraint by a central authority allowing individuals to exercise full 

autonomy and creativity in creating and disseminating information pertaining to collective action 

to others freely. On the other end, institutional involvement abides by a set of rules and sanctions 

that are set by a central body or fixed leadership so as to regulate the flow of information and 

opportunities for engagement. An example of entrepreneurial engagement would be the creation 

of a personal blog dedicated to a social cause or activism, while an institutional mode of 

engagement would refer to communication through a controlled and organized website 
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belonging to a central organization such as “top-down government-supported websites or non-

governmental issue organizations’ websites” (Gerodimos, 2008, p. 964).  

The first communicative dimension is more relevant to the present study’s aim in 

examining the influence of online message sources on an individual’s willingness to participate 

in collective action. In this regard, the present study extends the conceptual depth of this 

interpersonal communicative dimension with Bennett and Segerberg’s (2012) idea of 

“connective action” toward understanding the role of message sources (personal to impersonal) 

on individuals’ willingness to participate in collective action.  

Online “connective action”. Bennett and Segerberg’s (2012) conceptualization of 

“connective action” provides a strong rationale for the potential of direct influence from 

interpersonal sources, complementing the communicative approach view of interpersonal mode 

of interaction put forward by Flanagin and his colleagues (2006). Adapting Benkler's (2006) 

logic of digitally mediated content sharing in networked technologies, “connective action” 

explains how the Internet is capable of creating large-scale movement networks across 

boundaries when it is essentially used by fragmented and individualized populations. In it, an 

individual’s willingness to share content is self-motivating, as personally opinionated materials 

tend to be passed on to others who, upon recognizing this, would, in turn, repeat the sharing 

activities with their own ideas to others within the network.  

Two elements of direct “personalized communication” aid in this process of connective 

action. The first is the ease of personalization of ideas and political content. When messages and 

ideas are sent through an individual’s personal networks, others in these networks (e.g., friends, 

colleagues, acquaintances) reformulate the messages and create “action frames” by imbuing 

them with personal ideas and comments that help bridge differences with how the individual may 
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feel about the message and its intent (Benkler, 2006). The second is the ability of social 

communication technologies to enable the sharing of these “action frames.” This process may 

involve messages being passed through several layers of personal networks that “often involves 

further personalization through the spreading of digital connections among personal networks of 

friends or trusted others” (Bennett & Segerberg, 2012, pp. 744-745). In short, these connective 

actions emphasize the dissemination of messages through social communication online by an 

individual’s personal networks that may motivate participation toward collective outcomes by 

“reframing” messages in relevant ways. This diminishes the role of indirect social influence such 

as “strong organizational control or the symbolic construction of ‘we’ through transforming of 

social identifications” in motivating individuals to act collectively (p. 748), and instead 

emphasizes direct influence from interpersonal sources.  

 One way in which connective action propagates activism and movements is in the 

collective aggregation of “personal action frames” (Bennett & Segerberg, 2012). These frames 

are easily created and shared with family, friends and colleagues within one’s online network. 

Adapting Dawkins' (1989) work on memes as network building and bridging units of social 

information transmission is similar to genes in the biological sphere; scholars have likened 

memes as symbolic packets of information that are easily imitated, personally adaptable, and 

widely shared from one person to another in the online social sphere (Bennett & Segerberg, 

2012; Knobel & Lankshear, 2007). This interactive process of social communication increases 

the influential capacity of interpersonal messages in motivating collective action by allowing 

receivers to see how the cause is relevant to their personal circles and, by extension, to them. 

This process is also similar to what new social movement scholars conceptualized as the 

diffusion of power structures, where people pass information to others in their personal networks 
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through multiple communication channels and build communities of common understanding 

aimed toward achieving shared goals (Best, 2005; Stengrim, 2005). 

Communicative approach and Connective action combined. A stream of studies in the 

fields of communication and sociology have looked at the role of interpersonal message sources 

and connective action on the Internet, and how these factors lead to collective action. For 

instance, Bennett, Breunig, and Givens (2008) examined the individual-network bridging 

communication process that led to protests against the Iraq war in 2003. The study compared 

different networking mechanisms, personal networks (e.g., peers, acquaintances) and impersonal 

networks (e.g., socio-political organizations such as churches and peace groups), in protest 

diffusion and the extent to which they affected individual participation. It found that personal 

network ties, facilitated by digital media, provided a far stronger explanation for protest diffusion 

than one’s association with related organizations. The authors reasoned that this greater reliance 

on personal networks is because of a more fluid personal political identity that may have resulted 

from a shift from ideologically based identifications with social organizations (e.g., party groups, 

churches) to more flexible and self-directed political and lifestyle values (Inglehart, 1997), a shift 

that is becoming especially pronounced among younger citizens (Putnam, 2001).  

Scholars have also shown how the non-hierarchical nature of social communication on 

the Internet aids in the spread of action frames and tactics for social movements (Juris, 2008) in 

the manner posited by Roger's (1995) diffusion of innovations (Landzelius, 2006; Strang & 

Soule, 1998). When information is spread across an online, networked community of shared 

interests, it can take on the characteristic of a “rumor” spreading through a community of online 

neighbors (Earl, 2010; Fisher, 1998). For example, Ayres' (1999) examination of the emails and 

discussion boards utilized by protestors of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
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Development (OECD) summit revealed that the dissemination of protest-related information 

among personal networks spread so rapidly that it posed a risk of an “electronic global riot” (p. 

139). He further noted that the diffusion of information was too rapid, which made it impossible 

to stop any actions or reactions by the protestors that were based on unreliable or false 

information.   

 Some scholars have also compared the potential of interpersonal communication in the 

online and offline contexts in influencing individuals toward collective action. For instance, 

Hooghe and colleagues (2010) conducted an experiment to investigate the claim that the 

proliferation of interpersonal communication online may actually lead to a decrease in face-to-

face contact, and that this was the main reason for the decline of individuals’ social capital and 

their willingness to participate in collective action (Stolle & Hooghe, 2005).  The study 

compared the effects of Internet-mediated and face-to-face communication on an individual’s 

susceptibility to mobilization efforts by a fictional activist group. Results showed that online 

communication with one’s personal networks was “more successful in transferring knowledge 

and raising issue salience among respondents” (Hooghe et al., 2010, p. 406). Overall, the authors 

concluded that, contrary to findings in earlier studies, Internet-mediated communication could be 

as effective as face-to-face forms of mobilization (e.g. Norris, 2006).  

In another study comparing the influence of online and offline networks, 

Fisher and Boekkooi (2010) analyzed how the Internet and interpersonal communication played 

a role in the mobilization of participants for the national day of action called Step it Up in the 

United States. The study found that the top two ways in which individuals heard about the event 

and which led to their participation were via the Internet (i.e., email, websites, social networking 

sites) and personal networks (e.g., friends, family members, colleagues). These two methods of 
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recruitment and mobilization accounted for 83.5 percent of participants who were surveyed in 

the study. Consistent with prior findings (e.g., Boase, Horrigan, Wellman, & Rainie, 2006; Diani 

& McAdam, 2003), the results further revealed that participants who had received information 

about the event from their personal networks were more likely to have received them from 

people who were already a part of some social organization. On whether individuals attended the 

offline event alone, the study showed that those who had received news and invitations from 

their personal networks were more likely to go to the event with others.   

Other studies have also looked at the influence of online interpersonal communicative 

and connective acts on specific groups of individuals. For instance, Ganesh and Stohl (2010) 

investigated the communicative agency of individual activists in New Zealand for information 

brokerage using information communication technologies. Brokerage refers to “the linking 

between two or more unconnected actors by a unit that mediates their relations with one another 

and/or with other units” (Tarrow, 2005, p. 190). The study provided empirical evidence of the 

salience of individual-level information brokerage in mediated diffusion of collective action. It 

found that the activists widely used information technology to develop, negotiate their 

involvement in, and communicate their associations with affiliated people and organizations to 

others.  

An important function in this communicative activity is to build relational trust among 

the community of activists as well as potential members. Other studies from the activist 

perspective have examined how the spread of information through online social networks 

impacts activists’ outlook on collective action toward the cause. Oostveen (2010) found that 

emails received from a network of weak supporters and online discussions with individuals 

helped activists sharpen their arguments in support of the cause and create more tailored forms of 
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actions that could be carried out by different groups of people. Similarly, Meikle (2002) showed 

that receiving information from dispersed online networks helped enhance the organizational 

website content, making information more useful for the members and interested public. Another 

study by Garrett (2006) further highlighted a silver lining from these micro-contributions from 

the social network of weak supporters or uninitiated individuals, in that these small actions may 

lead to greater interest and, eventually, a sense of obligation to the cause.  

Closer to the focus of the present study, scholars have also examined the interpersonal 

influence of online communicative and connective acts on youths. Biddix and Park (2008) 

investigated the forms of connective activities carried out by youths involved in the campus 

living-wage movement in the United States. The study found that contacting others in 

interpersonal networks and forming community networks with sympathizers were more helpful 

in disseminating information than the use of websites that were regarded more as “virtual 

brochures” of the movement. And, even on the websites themselves, personal experiences such 

as testimonials and hyperlinking the websites to others online were found to be more influential 

than formal information such as statements of purpose. Thackeray and Hunter (2010) executed a 

series of case studies and analyzed how young people integrated the Internet to recruit others, 

raise awareness and shape attitudes, raise funds, and organize collective action to affect social 

change for health. They found that “peer comments and feedback on the suitability of different 

tactics (e.g. slogan, donation drives) serve to affirm individuals’ participation” (p. 586) and are 

strong motivators for future participation.  

 The studies above highlight the communicative potential of interpersonal sources and 

connective actions in online communication that may influence an individual’s likelihood to 

participate in collective action. While the studies provide extant evidence on the diverse potential 
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of these acts in the individual mobilization process, there is a lack of studies looking at specific 

instances of individuals being invited to participate in collective action. As posited by scholars, 

“being asked” by others to participate in collective action is an important factor in the “micro-

mobilization” context that explains individual participation and future involvement in the cause 

or action (McAdam, 1986; Van Aelst & Walgrave, 2002; Verba et al., 1995). In addition, the 

question asked by early scholars as to which, among the different sources of communication 

(personal and impersonal), is likely to be the most influential factor in an individual’s decision to 

become involved as movement participant (Snow & Benford, 1988) has been left largely 

unanswered.  

The present study thus aims to bridge the gap highlighted above by investigating the 

potential of “invitational acts” stemming from personal and impersonal sources on the Internet in 

influencing individual willingness to participate in collective action toward a cause. Toward this 

end, the present study extends the first dimension of Flanagin and associates’ (2006) 

communicative approach by investigating the potential of different message sources (personal 

and impersonal) in influencing individuals’ willingness to participate in the online collective 

action space. 

Role of message sources 

 Rooted in the Aristotelian notion of “ethos,” almost every persuasive communication act 

has a source as the originator of influence (E. M. Rogers & Kincaid, 1981; Shannon & Weaver, 

1948). A persistent problem, however, is that there is no common view among scholars on what 

constitutes a “source” of a message. For instance, the source could be a person or a collective 

group of individuals (e.g., organizations, institutions) who generate or relay a message, or a 
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medium, such as a newspaper or publication, that generates or transmits a received message 

(Chaffee, 1982; Hass, 1988).  

The Internet further complicates the task of discerning the source of messages. For 

instance, when a user receives a particular message online (e.g., information about the mission 

and activities of an activist group), multiple layers of “source” exist from which the message can 

be deemed to originate. These include the platform (e.g., weblogs, emails), the person who sends 

the message, from where the person gets the message (i.e., online and offline), or the original 

producer of the message. These are but some examples of message “sources” that researchers are 

faced with when discerning the source to be investigated. It is thus crucial for researchers to 

clearly explicate what exactly are the “sources” of message under scrutiny in order to produce a 

more valid comparison among the different sources, especially if an aim of the study is to 

examine the persuasive potential of different message sources. 

The present study thus defines “source” as the people who relay a piece of information to 

others on the Internet. This conceptualization of “source” follows Sundar and Nass' (2001) 

ontological rationale for classifying “sources” in a way that would apply across different media 

and communication channels. For instance, a person would perceive the quality and attributes of 

a particular message from a close friend similarly if he or she had received it across different 

online platforms (e.g., emails, social networking sites). This conceptualization of source also 

applies to the communicative approach of collective action (Flanagin et al., 2006), allowing for 

the comparison between the potential of personal and impersonal sources of messages in 

influencing an individual’s willingness to participate in collective action.  In this regard, a review 

of the literature in the areas of social movement, activism, and civic engagement revealed four 

pertinent types of online sources that tend to be involved in spreading messages and inviting 
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others to participate in collective action. They are, from personal to impersonal: (1) close 

personal networks; (2) distant social networks; (3) experts or authority figures; and (4) an 

organization’s officials. These sources also constitute online actors that tend to carry out 

“invitational acts” and “connective actions” pertaining to collective action (Bennett & Segerberg, 

2012), and their examination further extends scholarly research in the “two-step flow” and 

“diffusion of innovations” tradition in communication and public opinion, where ideas tend to 

flow from one individual to another, thereby influencing the uptake of these ideas among 

different members in the community (Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955; E. M. Rogers, 1995).  

The following sections will highlight the main assumption of the present study positing 

how individuals tend to evaluate source messages from the Internet, after which, the different 

message sources to be investigated in this study are divided into different sections with specific 

discussions on the characteristics of the relevant source influencers and theories that help inform 

the potential for each source in influencing individuals into collective action.  

Individual processing of online messages 

An overarching theoretical framework to help explain individuals’ dependence on source 

characteristics and their potential to persuade is Petty and Cacioppo's (1986) Elaboration 

Likelihood Model. This model posits that individuals go through two routes of cognition when 

processing messages; the central route when the likelihood of message elaboration is high; and 

the peripheral route, when the likelihood for individuals to elaborately process the message in 

their mind is low. Individuals’ reliance on source factors depends on whether they are in high 

elaboration likelihood or low elaboration likelihood. When elaboration likelihood is low, the 

source factors tend to be relatively simple cues for the acceptance or rejection of messages. 

When elaboration likelihood is high, individuals tend to scrutinize the characteristics of the 
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source in greater detail so as to determine the true merits and relevance of the message (Petty & 

Cacioppo, 1984). Another construct determining the ability of source to persuade individuals is 

the quality of the arguments in the message. Arguments are defined as “bits of information 

contained in a message that are relevant to a person’s subjective determination of the true merits 

of an advocated position” (p. 668). The present study aims to examine the influential potential of 

message sources by controlling the message argument quality. In short, the different sources will 

relay the exact same message to the individual. 

As scholars have found, individuals are essentially cognitive misers and, when faced with 

uncertainties and an over-abundance of information online, they are likely to avoid exerting extra 

cognitive effort when determining which messages to pay attention to (Fiske & Taylor, 1991; 

Metzger, 2007; Sundar, 2008; Sundar et al., 2007). In such situations, individuals tend to process 

messages peripherally and apply simple decision rules by utilizing heuristics (Chaiken, 1980; 

Chaiken, Giner-Sorolla, & Chen, 1996; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). Heuristics are regarded as the 

simple rules or strategies that individuals use to help solve problems and make decisions that do 

not demand high mental effort (Cacioppo, Petty, Kao, & Rodriguez, 1986). This is usually done 

through the use of general rules such as ‘scripts’ and ‘schemata’ that have been stored in their 

minds, based on what they have seen or experienced (Abelson, 1976; Bandura, 1977). Individual 

judgments on any particular message are then not based on its content but on heuristic cues, 

which refer to “some salient, easily processed piece of stimulus information that gives rise, 

automatically, to a particular perception and activates a stored decision rule” 

(Chaiken, Duckworth, & Darke, 1999, p. 119). Gigerenzer and Todd (1999) referred to 

individuals’ use of heuristics as the “adaptive” process to achieve optimal balance between 

cognitive effort and reliable outcomes, compelling them to infer the merits of messages “using 
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realistic amounts of time, information, and computational resources” (p. 24). Others postulate 

that the use of heuristics is the default least-effort and least motivated manner of processing 

messages, as opposed to a more systematic manner of processing messages, and not doing so 

means that individuals fail to process the information at all (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993). 

Scholars have since found extant evidence of the reliance on heuristics in order for 

individuals to quickly identify the content that may be of interest and importance to them 

(Resnick & Varian, 1997), an example of which is the widely investigated “bandwagon 

heuristic” or “consensus heuristic” where indications of large number of people supporting a 

particular message serves as cues for individuals to similarly support and pay attention to the 

message (Knobloch-Westerwick et al., 2005; Sundar & Nass, 2001).  Chaiken, Giner-

Sorolla, and Chen (1996) addressed more specifically the social motivation in the application of 

this heuristic by individuals when making decisions based on a message. This is the motivation 

to manage others’ impression of them and to maintain interpersonal relationships by minimizing 

differences and disagreements. However, this applies only when others see an individual’s 

reaction or reply to the message. Otherwise, the belief that the more people who agree with 

particular information, the more important and accurate the information is, becomes an 

explanation for the application of this heuristic (Neuwirth, Frederick, & Mayo, 2002).  

Scholars have also noted the utility of this heuristic in explaining the Internet’s potential 

for mobilizing individuals for collective action. For example, Margetts, John, and Escher (2009) 

showed that the visible information about large numbers of participants positively affected an 

individual’s willingness to participate in collective action, especially in offline forms of action. 

Siegel (2009) further showed how this heuristic can give rise to a bandwagon effect on the 
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Internet for collective action that may mitigate the “decelerating effect” from the free-rider 

problem (p. 124).  

 Another example of a heuristic cue utilized by individuals, and of particular interest in 

this study, is the characteristic of the message source (Hilligoss & Rieh, 2008; Sundar et al., 

2007). The source variable “may directly influence the recipient’s willingness to accept the 

message’s conclusion without necessarily influencing reception or acceptance of argumentation” 

(Chaiken, 1980, p. 752). Early researchers have emphasized this “source-linked information cue” 

for persuasion, where the basis of an individual’s overall impression of the message (e.g., 

reliable, important) and acceptance of it depends primarily on the source’s attributes (N. Miller, 

Maruyama, Beaber, & Valone, 1976). The source dependence heuristic cue thus predicts that 

when a given task is unimportant, individuals are less likely to use additional cognitive 

resources, making message arguments less likely to impact their attitude (Fiske & Taylor, 1991). 

Therefore, “regardless of the amount of information (e.g., the number of supporting arguments) 

in the message, individual attitudes are formed, adjusted, or stabilized by information about the 

message source… where attitude changes tend to be directly related to the perceived credibility 

of the source” (Chaiken, 1980, p. 763).  

Another type of heuristic cue that may be generally applied in understanding the 

importance of a message source, especially in the socially-networked realm of online 

communication, is the use of “social heuristics,” which is underlined by individuals’ increasing 

reliance on social arbitration and collective intelligence for processing and evaluating 

information disseminated in the complex socially-networked environment (Metzger, Flanagin, & 

Medders, 2010). In a focus group study designed to sift out the tendency for individuals’ use of 

social heuristics in evaluating online information, the authors found that individuals seemed to 
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privilege “other’s actions and beliefs” (p. 435) such as personal recommendations and 

endorsements as “new arbiters of information credibility, authority, and trust” (p. 434). This 

dependence on “social proofing” supports previous works that found the reliance on social 

sources capable of undermining information from more traditional authorities 

(e.g., Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004; Flanagin & Metzger, 2007). 

In the same vein, other scholars have also found support for the potential of social 

heuristics to undermine the credibility of more traditional notions of source authority. For 

instance, Hilligoss and Rieh's (2008) interview with youths revealed a more in-depth view of the 

social heuristics employed by individuals. The study revealed that, when faced with an online 

message endorsed by others, individuals employ decisional strategies based on whether the 

source is familiar (e.g., family, friends, colleagues) or unfamiliar (e.g., authority figures, experts, 

organizations). The findings further supported the notion that information from familiar sources 

is potentially more influential than those from unfamiliar sources (e.g., experts), especially if the 

information comes from someone whom the individual personally knows, likes, and trusts.  

With regard to the potential of social heuristics to mobilize individuals for collective 

action, Chadwick (2007) showed that online information “that builds trust is much less likely to 

be the product of a single, authoritative source” (p. 290). Instead, individuals are more likely to 

be influenced into collective action by the “distributed trust” arising from discussions and 

information sharing in an online social community. Mercea's (2012) study further showed how 

this socialization in the environment of “distributed trust” may influence participation from 

individuals who are not affiliated with the networks to begin with. However, the author pointed 

out that these “unaffiliated individuals” may choose instead to “participate in instances of low-
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risk activism before they developed the mindset that would drive them into high-risk protests” 

(p. 155).  

 The preceding discussion has thus shown the likelihood that individuals will depend on 

the heuristic processing of messages they have received from others in the online realm. In these 

situations, individuals thus depend on heuristic cues such as source characteristics and social 

arbitration in deciding whether to accept the messages or, in the context of the present study, be 

persuaded to participate in collective action. The present study was formulated to examine 

whether different online message sources do indeed matter in influencing individuals to 

participate in collective action.  

The ensuing discussion will focus on the pertinent types of online sources that tend to be 

involved in spreading messages and inviting others to participate in collective action. They are, 

from personal to impersonal: (1) close personal networks; (2) distant social networks; (3) experts 

or authority figures; and (4) organization officials. This will be followed by a more in-depth 

explanation of the potential for the different sources to persuade, leading to the study’s 

hypotheses that different online message sources will possess different influential capacity in 

persuading individuals to engage in collective action. 

Close personal networks. Studies looking at political participation, civic engagement, 

and activism have widely shown the strong potential for individuals’ intimate social networks on 

the Internet to motivate them towards participating in such activities. Members of these networks 

include one’s friends, family members, colleagues, and peers from school (Fisher & Boekkooi, 

2010; J. Kim & Kim, 2008; Lee, Shah, & McLeod, 2012). Scholars have revealed several ways 

in which the members in these networks are influential. For example, members in one’s close 

social network were found to aid in the interpretation of messages and the construction of 
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meaning around socio-political issues (Southwell & Yzer, 2007) in ways that are effective to the 

individual (Lee et al., 2012). Others have also found these close interpersonal ties to expose 

individuals to a wider, yet relevant range of perspectives (J. Kim & Kim, 2008).  

When it comes to the ability of these personal networks to mobilize individuals via the 

Internet, scholars have uncovered that the members in these networks serve as important bridges, 

connecting protest participants to movements (Diani, 2000). Other scholars have provided more 

specific activities aided by the people in these networks, such as planning attendance and actions 

together, familiarizing friends to the cause and protest-related activities, as well as inviting 

unaffiliated friends to accompany them to street actions (Mercea, 2012). Fisher and Boekkooi’s 

findings (2010) lend support to this view, revealing that a majority of protesters at a national day 

of protest rally in the United States came to the event with others such as friends, neighbors, or 

family members. Participants reported that it was these influential others that had informed them 

about the event or who had invited them to join the demonstration. The study, however, revealed 

that participants were more likely to come to the event with others if they learned about the event 

through face-to-face interaction with their personal networks as compared to the Internet. 

Scholars have developed numerous theories to predict and explain the influential 

potential of interpersonal sources on individual attitudes and behavior. The present study builds 

upon relevant work done in the source credibility literature, particularly pertaining to source 

similarity, and draws upon reference group theory to provide a more in-depth rationale for the 

importance of similar sources in influencing individuals to participate in collective action. Work 

on reference groups will be expanded upon because it provides a more focused rationale for the 

influential capacity of one’s close interpersonal networks that supplements the “personal” 

dimension in the communicative approach to collective action (Flanagin et al., 2006). The 
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following discussion will highlight the role of similar sources as a heuristic cue in influencing 

individuals when faced with a message passed on by others via the Internet. This will be 

followed by a more in-depth discussion on how sources made up of one’s close friends and 

family can be very influential to individuals.  

   As discussed earlier, individuals refer to source cues when they heuristically process 

online messages passed along by others. One form of heuristic cueing involving one’s close 

social networks is source similarity (Feick & Higie, 1992). This social-psychological perception 

of source similarity can be explained by individuals’ perception of the “familiarity,” “similarity,” 

and “likability” of the source in relation to themselves (McGuire, 1985). Studies on source 

influence have provided extant indication that message endorsement by friends, family, peers, 

and people who are similar are more influential in changing attitudes and opinions than those 

who are unfamiliar or dissimilar (Hass, 1988; C. T. Miller, 1982; Stiff & Mongeau, 2002; Zanna, 

2009). Some scholars have also shown how these sources can be more valuable to audiences than 

professional or authoritative sources in that they “offer individuals a highly valued and 

particularly relevant kind of information based on wisdom and know-how gained through 

reflections upon personal lived experiences” (Neal & McKenzie, 2011, p. 128; Schubert 

& Borkman, 1994). Others have found the advice provided from these sources to be more 

influential than advice from experts (Z. Wang, Walther, Pingree, & Hawkins, 2008). 

The main idea driving this dependence on source similarity for attitude formation stems 

from Festinger's (1954) concept of consensual validation where people “place more confidence 

in messages and opinions that are validated by others,” especially by those who are close and 

similar to them (Briñol & Petty, 2009, p. 70). Pornpitakpan's (2004) review of literature 

pertaining to the persuasiveness of source credibility lent further support to this proposition. In it, 
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he found that studies consistently showed that individuals’ perception of source credibility is 

enhanced when they feel that the source they know is similar to them, further increasing 

individual’s susceptibility to the persuasiveness of the messages provided.  

The findings highlighted above coincide with those from Metzger, Flanagin, and 

Medder’s (2010) study on individuals’ use of social heuristics when evaluating the reliability and 

usefulness of messages passed by others online. The study revealed that respondents, who were 

college students, determined their message evaluations based on how similar the source was to 

them in terms of “personalities and shared interests,” and how “like-minded” the source was to 

them (p. 423). The findings further revealed that the potential of these sources to influence 

individuals’ perception of message credibility and their attitudes is greatly enhanced if the 

information in the message matched their existing beliefs and opinions. This importance of 

congruency between individuals’ beliefs and ideas with the source in the online context is further 

supported by findings from Wathen and Burkell's (2002) study, and is more pertinent when the 

messages pertain to politics and current events (Metzger et al., 2010).  

One’s reference group has also been found to be an influential indicator on the climate of 

dominant opinion on a certain issue, and influences one’s behavior with regards to the issue 

(Glynn & McLeod, 1984; Jeffres, Neuendorf, & Atkin, 1999; Moy, Domke, & Stamm, 2001; 

Oshagan, 1996). Defined as a group whose opinions and perspectives constitute the frame of 

reference for an individual (Shibutani, 1955), these groups serve a normative function of meting 

out rewards or sanctions for conformity or nonconformity, as well as a comparative function by 

setting the guidelines for personal actions and decisions (Kelley, 1952). Krassa (1988) identified 

the significance of reference groups as an important indicator of dominant opinion by noting that 

“it does not matter how many are voicing a view if their existence is unknown to a person, it is 
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only somewhat better if I am aware of their existence or that they belong to a social class with 

whom I almost never agree or about whom I care nothing” (p.117). In other words, one’s 

willingness to express his or her opinions or participate in collective action in the public arena 

depends on selectively weighing the significance of those expressing the opinion, and on how 

valued these opinions are to the individual (e.g., friends, family, colleagues). From this 

perspective, scholars have posited several factors that increase the influential potential of one’s 

reference groups. There are two ways to look at the factors. One is through the threat of social 

sanctions received for non-conformation. Another is through the gain of social approval for 

complying with the requests from one’s reference groups.  

Scholars investigating reference groups from the Spiral of Silence perspective of Noelle-

Neumann (1974) showed that the opinions from members in these groups affect individuals’ 

willingness to speak out on an issue by affecting their fear of isolation and intensity of opinion. 

They found that if people had a strong association with the message senders, they would perceive 

the opinions of this group as more intense and would report a greater fear of isolation making 

them more unlikely to speak out on an issue if they were holding an opposing idea (Glynn & 

Park, 1997; Moy et al., 2001). Scholars have also emphasized the role of norms, and the fear that 

violating these norms can result in social sanctions actually influences individuals to behave in 

accordance with the expectations of their reference groups (Bendor & Swistak, 2001).  

Research has since revealed how youths are particularly affected by the norms of their 

peer groups and that those who violate these norms are often sanctioned by being unpopular and 

isolated, while those who conform are more integrated into the group (Adler & Adler, 1995; 

Feigenberg, King, Barr, & Selman, 2008). These norms can be understood from two dimensions: 

injunctive and descriptive. Injunctive norms refer to people’s beliefs about what ought to be 
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done, and descriptive norms are what individuals believe is actually being done by those in their 

reference groups (Kallgren, Reno, & Cialdini, 2000). Overall, norms provide a meaningful way 

for individuals to infer what the correct thing to do is at any given point in time and are more 

effectual to an individual when any member of his or her reference group is involved (Lapinski 

& Rimal, 2005). In short, individuals will be motivated to act according to the behavior 

expressed by their reference groups so as to avoid possible repercussions such as social sanctions 

for not acting in concordance.  

Another explanation for the role of reference groups in influencing one’s attitudes and 

likelihood to behave in a certain manner is the need for affiliation. Cialdini and Goldstein (2004) 

found that humans’ desire to be affiliated with certain groups of people motivates them to 

develop and nurture meaningful relationships with these people. Based on a review of the social 

influence literature, the authors further posited two inter-related factors affecting individuals’ 

motivation to achieve these affiliation-oriented goals. They are: individuals’ liking for the 

members in the group and the motivation to gain approval from these people. Studies have 

shown that how much one likes or is fond of certain people can increase the likelihood to comply 

with the requests from these people (e.g., Cialdini & Trost, 1998). Burger and colleagues (2001) 

further showed how this liking serves as heuristic cues that can compel individuals to comply 

with the person’s request even when it involves very brief periods of exposure and is devoid of 

any two-way interactions. The study further revealed that the willingness to comply with the 

requests is enhanced when the source is perceived to be similar, even on superficial levels of 

similarity such as shared birth dates and names. Another factor that increases one’s susceptibility 

to the requests from the source that he or she likes is whether there is a certain level of public 
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commitment and benefit to be obtained from adhering to the requests (Burger & Cornelius, 

2003).  

One other way in which one gains affiliation with members in a reference group is to act 

in conformity with their behavior.  While the earlier discussion pointed out that acting in 

conformity with one’s reference groups is to avoid possible social sanctions for not doing so, the 

compliance here is driven by one’s deliberate attempts to gain social approval and enhance his or 

her self-esteem. In other words, conforming to the behavior of one’s reference groups for social 

approval is not as a result of compulsion and fear but more for the purpose of reaping social 

rewards and affiliation. It should, however, be noted that one’s willingness to conform to 

another’s behavior is culturally influenced, which tends to be more significant for individuals in 

collectivistic societies as compared to individualistic ones (Bond & Smith, 1996; H. Kim & 

Markus, 1999). 

Distant social networks. Scholars have documented the potential for people from 

individuals’ distant social networks such as acquaintances, friends of friends, or even strangers to 

influence their attitudes and behavior. For instance, scholars showed early on how the sheer 

numbers of these large groups of people can trigger a bandwagon effect on political issues, 

especially among those who are largely undecided on the issues (Fleitas, 1971; Gartner, 1976). 

Mutz (1992) pointed out that groups that lead to the bandwagon effect are usually made up of 

people who are unknown to the individuals and tend to be outside of their social network rather 

than close friends or family. The Internet exacerbates this situation when individuals are 

increasingly exposed to information from hundreds, or even thousands, of people in these distant 

networks. For example, in social networking sites, individuals can link to, and receive 

information from, people they know personally, those who are friends of friends, and even those 



 

 

47 

 

who are strangers (Lampe, Ellison, & Steinfield, 2006). Even where the messages are from 

people they know personally, these people may just be acquaintances, those whom they have not 

met or interacted with for a long time, or are merely people whose online profiles they recognize. 

Scholars have thus highlighted the need for future studies to look at social influences in online 

networks, and to differentiate between different categories of people in one’s online personal 

networks; specifically, those with whom an individual actually has meaningful relationships as 

distinct from those whom the individual barely knows (Bilge, Strufe, Balzorotti, & Kirda, 2009; 

Boyd, 2006). 

Recently, scholars have begun to document how exposure to people from more diverse 

and distant social networks online is integral in mobilizing individuals into collective action 

(e.g., Bennett et al., 2008; Harlow & Harp, 2012; Juris, 2012).  Other studies have also sought to 

specifically examine the effects of these distant networks on individuals’ collective participation 

(e.g., Kavanaugh, Carroll, Rosson, Zin, & Reese, 2005; Son & Lin, 2008), comparing them to 

one’s close social networks (e.g., de Zúñiga & Valenzuela, 2011). However, these studies have 

either looked solely at the role of people in distant networks or have compared them to those 

individuals’ closer social circles; comparing the role of individuals’ distant social networks to 

other influential actors, such as organization members and expert or authority figures, has been 

neglected. Furthermore, the studies were mainly focused on the impact of individuals’ discussion 

with people in these distant networks, ignoring the potential for online exposure to information 

from these sources to persuade individuals into collective action without discussions having to 

take place. The present study thus aims to address these unanswered questions. Toward these 

ends, two theoretical perspectives may help explain how receiving messages online from a 

source that one may not know personally or only as a distant acquaintance can influence his or 
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her attitudes and behavior: the strength of weak ties (M. S. Granovetter, 1973) and source-

audience homophily (E. M. Rogers & Bhowmik, 1970).  

The strength of weak ties hypothesis developed by Granovetter (1973) helps explain how 

the messages disseminated by people in one’s distant networks can influence one’s participation 

in collective action. The main idea in this hypothesis is that the “weak-tied” people within 

individuals’ social networks are often the most influential in diffusing ideas and opportunities the 

individuals would not otherwise have been exposed to by those to whom they are close and 

“strong tied.” This can be because “close families and friends tend to move in the same circles as 

the individual, and so the information they receive tends to overlap with what the individual may 

already know” (Granovetter, 2005, p. 34). A tie and its strength between individuals are 

characterized by a “linear contribution of a combination of the amount of time, the emotional 

intensity, the intimacy (mutual confiding), and the reciprocal services” between the different 

members (Granovetter, 1973, p. 1361). Marsden and Campbell (1984) tested these criteria and 

further revealed that “closeness” and “depth” of the relationships represented the strongest 

predictor of tie strength between individuals. People in weak ties may thus comprise one’s 

acquaintances or even unknown persons “linked” to the individual through a “strong-tie node” 

(e.g., close friends and families) (M. Granovetter & Soong, 1983; Marsden & Campbell, 1984). 

This idea has since been widely adapted into social network theory, which has recently seen an 

increase in scholarship examining the implications of interpersonal relations and communication 

in social network sites by “mapping,” “topographing,” and then tabulating the links (i.e., 

relationships) and nodes (i.e., actors) between different users 

(e.g., Ahn, Han, Kwak, Moon, & Jeong, 2007; Wilson et al., 2009). 
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 A Facebook data team analyzed online social networks to examine the message 

dissemination and interaction frequency on Facebook between individuals with different tie-

strengths. The study revealed two major findings regarding the implications of weak ties on 

Facebook. Firstly, consistent with other studies (e.g., Benevenuto et al., 2009), the study showed 

how the majority of people’s contacts or “friends” on Facebook consist of weak ties. Secondly, 

weak ties generated a large majority of information spread on Facebook. Specifically, the study 

showed that individuals who have received or read content on their Facebook News Feed from 

weak-tie users (e.g., friends of friends, unknown people) were nearly ten times more likely to 

share the information with others (i.e., hyperlinking), as compared with information received 

from close friends (Bakshy, 2012). The authors reasoned that this could be because individuals 

receive more novel and interesting information from people in more distant networks. 

Thus, there is reason to believe, and evidence to suggest, that people in one’s distant 

social network on the Internet may possess the potential to influence individuals to participate in 

collective action (Kavanaugh et al., 2005; Son & Lin, 2008). Furthermore, a survey by 

de Zúñiga and Valenzuela (2011) compared the potential of individual online discussions with 

people representing strong and weak ties and found that discussion with weak ties was a stronger 

predictor of an individual’s willingness to participate in collective action. They argued that 

“weak ties provided non-redundant and diverse information as well as resources that seem to 

offer new opportunities for civic action” (p. 402).  

Source-audience homophily may also provide a more in-depth explanation of why 

individuals can be influenced by messages passed to them by people in their distant social 

networks. Homophily is defined as how similar a message receiver perceives the sender is to him 

or her in terms of age, gender, education and social status (E. M. Rogers, 1995; E. M. Rogers & 
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Bhowmik, 1970). In situations where individuals do not know the sender of a message 

personally, one way to discern the credibility of the sender and, consequently, the reliability of 

the message, is to infer how homophilous the sender is to them. However, in online 

communication where avatar-based identification and reduced physical cues make it difficult for 

individuals to objectively assess similarity based on distinguishable characteristics such as looks 

and appearance, the perceptual assessment of similarity such as “like-mindedness” becomes 

increasingly important (Brown, Broderick, & Lee, 2007; Nowak & Rauh, 2005; K. Wright, 

2000).  

It should, however, be noted that the concept of source similarity here differs from that 

involving one’s close personal networks as discussed earlier. Firstly, source similarity here 

depends on individuals’ inference or immediate perception of how similar the source is to them 

in terms of the characteristics described above, without having to know the source (L. L. 

McCroskey, McCroskey, & Richmond, 2006). On the other hand, when one perceives a source 

in his or her close social circle to be alike, he or she actually knows the source personally and 

that the source actually possesses similar attributes beyond the characteristics above, such as 

ideological disposition and personality. Secondly, knowing that a source in one’s close network 

is similar constitutes a certain level of “familiarity” and “likability” of the source by the 

individual (McGuire, 1985). On the other hand, perceiving a distant source as similar does not 

require the individual to like the source.  

Studies have examined the influence of perceived source homophily on individuals and 

found that perceiving a source to be similar to oneself increases subjective identification with the 

source’s opinions and actions, leading to confirmation of the validity of one’s own beliefs and 

concerns (Eyal & Rubin, 2003; Hoffner, 1996), the formation and reinforcement of attitudes and 
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behavior (Jones, Pelham, Carvallo, & Mirenberg, 2004; Morry, 2007). In the context of online 

communication, it has also been found that perceptions of homophily affect the effectiveness of 

message persuasion of otherwise unknown individuals (Walther, Slovacek, & Tidwell, 2001; Z. 

Wang et al., 2008). In a study comparing members in homophilous and heterophilous support 

groups, Lieberman et al (2005) found that group members who were more homogenous reported 

more positive changes and obtained more benefits from the advice shared. Wang and colleagues 

(2008) further tested the relationships between individuals’ perceived homophily in online 

support groups and their evaluation of the messages and its influencing potential. Consistent with 

earlier studies (e.g., McCroskey, Hamilton, & Weiner, 1974), the study found significant support 

for both relationships that are moderated by increased perception of the credibility of 

homophilous sources. 

Expert and authority figures. Expert sources and authority figures can be widely 

regarded as primary indicators of trustworthiness and credibility of a message (Hovland, Janis, & 

Kelley, 1953; Hovland & Weiss, 1951). Literature on source influence is replete with findings 

supporting the notion that individuals are easily persuaded by messages sent by a source that is 

perceived to be an expert. Source expertise is chief among the cues utilized by individuals when 

heuristically evaluating messages. As posited by Chaiken et al. (1999), individuals are culturally 

ingrained with simple decision rules such as “doctors are always right” to which they turn when 

required to make a quick judgment with a low expenditure of cognitive effort (p. 119). However, 

Kruglanski and Thompson (1999) pointed out that for this can only take place if individuals are 

able to obtain and process source expertise information easily. The authors found that in 

instances where the information is difficult to obtain or is complex, source expertise is influential 

only on individuals with high cognitive motivation rather than those under low elaboration. Also,  
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individuals who perceive the expert’s views to be unbiased and not disseminating the message 

with an ulterior intent were more likely to accept the expert as credible and potent in influencing 

audience attitudes (Hass, 1988; Hovland & Weiss, 1951). Even where the expert was biased, 

individuals were nevertheless willing to accept the expert’s views—in some cases, this biasness 

further enhanced persuasiveness of the message—when it was perceived as arising from the 

expert’s concerns about the welfare of the audiences (Mills & Harvey, 1972). Paradoxically, an 

expert’s physical attributes and perceived attractiveness by the audience further mitigated any  

perceived biasness (Maddux & Rogers, 1980).    

The potency of an expert source in influencing audiences is further enhanced by the 

notion of “credibility transfer” (Schweiger, 2000). This is the notion that an individual’s 

perception of the credibility of a specific source is related to other mediums or sources of 

information related to it. For example, the perception that a specific newspaper is credible may 

lead audiences to perceive that its online version is similarly credible; or individuals’ perception 

of the credibility of a news reporter from a well-established news station may be the result of the 

transference of credibility from the news outlet to the reporter (Schweiger, 2000). In short, the 

perception of credibility can be transferred from one source to another when one of the sources 

has already established a status of credibility. In this vein, it can be postulated that when 

someone who is seen as an expert by audiences disseminates information from another source, 

that other source may also be perceived as being credible.  

Experts are traditionally regarded as those who have acquired greater knowledge in a 

specific field than others (Ericsson & Smith, 1991) and tend to be “credentialed” as an indicator 

of this superior position of knowledge and skills (Chi, 2006). This was supported by Warnick's 

2004) study that found individuals drawing on the credentials associated with a source as a basis 
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on which to attribute expertise. The study also showed that credentialed sources are perceived to 

produce more reliable information. Walther et al (2008), on the other hand, showed how in the 

participatory nature of Web 2.0 communication, any user can give information to others and 

claim that he or she is an expert on the topic. Others have echoed this finding by showing that 

online messages tied to sources displaying traditional symbols of authority such as “Dr.” or 

organizational affiliations and designations (e.g., teachers) may not be adequate representations 

of expertise or reliability of information (Flanagin & Metzger, 2008; Kittur, Chi, Pendleton, Suh, 

& Mytkowicz, 2007). There is therefore a need for a clear identification of source expertise on 

the Internet. One way of doing this is to ascertain whether the source is an official authority on 

the specific subject. For example, a professor describing research findings or a coach explaining 

football tactics may help establish expertise (Eysenbach & Köhler, 2002).  

Metzger et al. (2010) further revealed another way in which individuals can ascertain the 

expertise of a source in the online environment through the use of the “reputation heuristic,” 

where individuals rely on the “name and recognition of the source as a credibility cue, rather 

than a close inspection of source credentials” (p. 426). It should be noted, however, that 

evaluating source expertise in this fashion requires one to be familiar with the source in order to 

recognize the source or the source’s reputation (Gigerenzer & Todd, 1999). Another form of 

reputation recognition is whether the expert source is deemed an authority (Sundar, 2008). Here, 

attribution of “authority” to a source can refer to two separate dimensions. One is an authority 

accorded by official status in administrations or institutions, also known as “official authority.” 

The other is a more perceivable type of authority that is measured by the source’s experience on 

a specific domain and his or her influence on individuals’ thoughts, also known as “cognitive 

authority” (P. Wilson, 1983).  
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As an official authority, a message source is deemed an expert mainly because of his or 

her relative position within a hierarchical system in which the message recipients are members 

(Koslowsky, Schwarzwald, & Ashuri, 2001). These experts thus possess a strong ability to 

influence individuals through soft influence (i.e., by way of them being taken more seriously and 

their messages seen as more credible), as well as hard influence (i.e., by way of demanding 

compliance or obedience) (Koslowsky et al., 2001; Raven, Schwarzwald, & Koslowsky, 1998; 

Tyler, 1997). Experts who are cognitive authorities, on the other hand, are considered experts in 

the domains “of their own experience, on matters they have been in a position to observe or 

undergo” (P. Wilson, 1983, p. 15). These sources influence people’s thoughts based on the 

perceived credibility, trustworthiness, competence, usefulness, and currency of their messages 

that are attributed to their firsthand experiences as opposed to official ascriptions of expertise 

(Fritch & Cromwell, 2001; Rieh, 2002). However, this definition poses a problem in identifying 

who or what exactly represents experts who can be deemed cognitive authorities. Cognitive 

authorities in this instance apply not only to individuals, but also organizations, institutions, 

books, and even official authority figures (Hilligoss & Rieh, 2008; P. Wilson, 1983). This 

problem is compounded on the Internet, where multiple layers of information sources on any 

particular topic make it difficult to determine who the influential cognitive authorities on the 

topic are. For example, in the case of an organizational crisis, there would be easily accessible 

online information from governing bodies, affected organizations, rescuers, and victims; all of 

which would have had firsthand experiences with regards to the subject. Rieh and Belkin (1998) 

thus found that investigating the influence of cognitive authority in the online sphere depends too 

much on subjectivity based on perceptions from different audiences.  
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Scholars have since shown that individuals tend to generally prefer messages provided by 

experts when they rely on heuristics to evaluate information from the Internet (Sundar, 2008). 

Closer to the focus of the present study, prior studies have also revealed how the availability of 

expert opinions can impact individuals’ willingness to participate in collective action.  

Biddix and Park's (2008) investigation of the mobilization of youth activists in a college setting 

revealed that individuals involved in the coordination of demonstrations tend to contact experts 

or authority figures such as activists who have carried out similar protests and college 

administrators and professors for advice immediately before or during protest actions. 

Huckfeldt (2001) investigated the potential for individuals’ contact with political experts on their 

participation in collective forms of political action. He found that these individuals were more 

likely to have spoken with others whom they believed to be political experts through objectively 

defined characteristics such as the level of education. The findings also revealed that there is no 

need for individuals to agree with the expert opinions and disagreements with experts’ thoughts 

and ideas could lead individuals to increase engagement and participation in collective action.  

In another study looking at the role of experts in political mobilization, McClurg (2006) 

found that individuals attributed expertise in terms of the level of knowledge displayed on the 

topic. These experts are usually embedded in individuals’ social networks and helped “create 

incentives, opportunities, and pressures that encourage people to make politics a larger part of 

their identity” (p. 739). The study further showed how discussion with expert sources helped 

individuals connect information to their personal knowledge repositories and predispositions. 

This provided clarity to the information exchanged and enabled individuals to discern between 

the reliability of information exchanges among others in their personal network. 
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Organizational sources. Individuals can receive messages from organizations and 

groups communicating and recruiting for their cause on the Internet in various ways. For 

example, they can receive these messages on social networking sites such as through their 

Twitter Feed or Facebook Wall (even though they may not have subscribed to these groups) 

because their “followers” or “friends” are linked to these groups or organizations. Organizations 

and groups are also known to utilize Listservs to distribute information to people—via email, for 

example—especially in cases where the movements advocate a cause specific to a social 

grouping and aim to recruit supporters from that membership (e.g., students for curriculum 

policies, employees for workplace discrimination practices).  

These messages can typically come from organizational sources that include leaders, task 

committees, and ordinary members (McCarthy & Wolfson, 1996). As studies have shown, 

movement leaders known for their passionate fervor and charisma constitute one of the most 

consistent predictors of mobilization for social movements (Herda-Rapp, 1998; McCarthy & 

Wolfson, 1996). Scholars have identified these leaders as those who hold titled positions in the 

organization or group, the spokespersons for the group, or self-proclaimed leaders who tend to be 

very visible in public view (i.e., public appearances through mass media) (Barnett, 1993; 

Robnett, 1996).  

The Internet has, however, brought about changes to the organizational structuring and 

the notion of “leadership” in these groups. The “low costs of information, communication, and 

coordination” for collective action through the Internet has diminished the need for formal 

organizations and resources to fund the costs (Bimber et al., 2005, p. 376; Walker, 1991). This 

condition does not, however, totally diminish all forms of online organizing structures, as argued 

by some scholars (e.g., Marzouki et al., 2012). Instead, it gives rise to newer forms of 
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organization for collective action referred to by Olson (1965) as “latent groups,” which primarily 

consist of individuals with common goals. These decentralized and informal organizational 

structures “still exhibit leadership structures, the accumulation and deployment of resources by 

some body or bodies of decision makers with differentiated roles, and some degree of 

boundedness” (Bimber et al., 2005, p. 369). In describing these conditions, scholars have shown 

how the emphasis on “flatter” types of cooperative and organizing work distributed among 

individual members has elevated the status of otherwise ordinary membership to organization 

“officials” (J. Rogers & Freeman, 2002). In short, one can still expect official messages to come 

directly from organization sources. However, these messages may not necessarily come only 

from official leaders. They may also come from individuals acting in “official” capacity for the 

organizations.  

There are several ways information from organizational sources on the Internet can affect 

individuals’ willingness to participate in collective action. Mercea (2012) investigated how the 

information from organizational sources helped prepare unaffiliated individuals for participation 

in protests. It was found that immediate provision of important information from group officials 

and interactions with event organizers “led to the induction of the affiliates into activism” (p. 

165). Another way in which messages disseminated by organizational sources can persuade 

individuals into collective participation is when individuals heuristically cue them as “expert 

sources” or “cognitive authorities” and thus deem the information provided by them as accurate 

and reliable. Similar to the earlier discussion on how expert sources can be regarded as 

“cognitive authorities,” organizational sources are also cognitive authorities, especially if the 

information disseminated by them pertains to their domain of expertise. As Wilson (1983) 

explained, cognitive authorities are considered experts in the domains “of their own experience, 
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on matters they have been in a position to observe or undergo” (p. 15). Therefore, individuals 

may perceive that messages from animal rights group explaining how to protect animals, for 

example, are reliable and trustworthy.  

However, this perception of credibility can be easily compromised because individuals 

may perceive a biased intent coming from the organizational sources in disseminating the 

messages. As scholars have shown, Internet users tend to perceive any commercial interests or 

persuasive intent coming from any message source a “major negative heuristic cue for making 

credibility judgments” (Fogg et al., 2003; Metzger et al., 2010, p. 432)(Fogg et al., 2003; 

Metzger, 2010, p. 432). These findings echoed findings by early scholars that showed how 

perceiving an ulterior motive from the source, or knowing that the source is looking to profit 

from disseminating the message, led individuals to judge  it as less fair and trustworthy and 

produced less, if not negative, attitude changes (Hass, 1988; Hovland & Weiss, 1951; Kelman & 

Hovland, 1953). In short, receiving a message from a source affiliated to the organization, no 

matter how objective or factual the information, would tend to lower individuals’ perception as 

to the credibility of the source. This would then lower individuals’ potential to be persuaded to 

contribute to the cause advocated by the source. 

Hypothesis and research question. The present study acknowledges that there are other 

message sources that can be involved in spreading information online about movements, such as 

by bloggers and online journalists. This study, however, limits the scope to those sources which 

previous studies have uncovered as being actively involved in online communicative acts 

pertaining to activism and social movements; the main reason for doing so is that these sources 

are the ones that tend to carry out “invitational acts” and “connective actions” online (see 
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Bennett and Segerberg, 2012), and they constitute the actors who fall into the communicative 

action framework in which this study is positioned. 

The above discussion shows the various ways in which the characteristics of the different 

sources can cue individuals into basing their judgments on the credibility of the source, 

reliability of the message and, consequently, their attitudes and willingness to participate in 

collective action. It was also shown how the sources ranged from personal to impersonal, with 

close personal networks being most personal and organizational sources being most impersonal. 

Therefore, based on the postulation of the communicative action framework (Flanagin et al., 

2006) as well as the different theoretical explanations provided earlier, we can expect one’s close 

circles to be most influential, and organizational sources to be least effective, in influencing one 

into collective action.  

It is, however, difficult to exclusively rank the sources in one’s distant social network and 

experts as being more personal than the other. This is because people in one’s distant social 

network can range from friends of friends whom they know, or even strangers. Expert sources 

can also include those whom the individuals may know personally, such as college professors. 

To demarcate these dimensions, the present study defines a source from one’s distant network as 

a friend of someone whom the individual actually knows, or those whom they have not kept in 

contact with offline; and expert sources as people whom they do not know or have not met 

personally. This makes expert sources more impersonal than sources in one’s distant social 

network. Based on the above, the following hypothesis and research questions are thus 

forwarded.   
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H1: Individuals will be more willing to participate in collective action for activism if the 

message came from online sources that are more personal as compared to less 

personal ones. 

RQ1: Are there any significant differences between the different message sources (close 

personal networks, distant social networks, expert and authority figures, and 

organizational sources) in influencing individuals’ likelihood to participate in 

collective action? 

Repertoires of collective action  

There are various types of activities that activist organizations can undertake and which 

individuals are usually asked to do to achieve the organization’s goals, with each having their 

own characteristics and demands. These activities are known as repertoires and refer to how 

movements and activist organizations strategize toward collective action in achieving their 

position and goals such as decision making, recruiting, coordinating and mobilizing participants, 

and the various actions to be carried out (Tarrow, 1994; Tilly, 1978; Traugott, 1995). According 

to Tilly (1978), these repertoires are sets of routinized collective actions that are bounded by 

culturally learned behaviors and defined by the context of the socio-political system and 

structural affordances of available tools. For example, there were instances of people who broke 

windows in protest, tore down dishonored houses, organized and joined special-interest 

associations, staged public marches, held formal meetings, voted, and participated in strikes (p. 

26) at a time when these actions were considered to be effective. However, in today’s globally 

networked information society, these “classical” forms of collective action repertoires are 

transformed by the advent of “democratic and alternative” media technologies such as the 

Internet (Bimber et al., 2005, p. 30; de Zúñiga & Valenzuela, 2011).  
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The Internet has diversified collective action repertoires for activist and social 

movements (Van de Donk et al., 2004), but there is still much to know about how the Internet is 

impacting activist recruitment and mobilization (Rolfe, 2005; Wojcieszak, 2009). Prior studies 

have, however, revealed several insights into the way information communication technologies 

affect movements and activist organizations’ propensity to attract, recruit, and mobilize 

volunteers. There are four ways to look at it. First is to focus on the affordances of the Internet 

and how it has opened up new possibilities and opportunities for collective action. Second is in 

typifying the various online action repertoires. Third is the exploration of how online repertoires 

on the Internet facilitate and complement offline action. And fourth is the focus on new breeds of 

activism and repertoires of action that are carried out solely on the Internet.  

 Scholars have worked to distinguish between the different digital toolkits that can be 

utilized by activist groups in their collective action repertoire. Van Laer and Van Aelst (2010) 

prefer to look at these new forms of online actions as “Internet-based” forms of collective action 

mainly because they are only done in the online realm. These “repertoires of electronic 

contention” (Constanza-Chock, 2003; Rolfe, 2005) include acts that are done targeting groups, 

organization, or governments that have online presence (Gurak & Logie, 2003). Other scholars 

view online actions as extensions of existing protest techniques. In other words, actions carried 

out online are seen as “Internet-supported” actions that facilitate more traditional actions and 

activities that need to be carried out in real life such as protests and mass rallies (Juris, 2005; Van 

Laer & Van Aelst, 2010).  

Scholars have also focused on differentiating the various online repertoires based on their 

potential. For example, Vegh (2003) created a three-category classification for different online 

actions based on their usefulness in activism: (1)  to create awareness of specific issues or the 
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movement’s agenda; (2) to coordinate the organization and mobilization of participants and 

protesters; and (3) to act or react to the demands or retaliation of other actors (e.g., alternative 

views and coverage by mainstream institutions, media, etc). While these classifications are 

insightful, they overlap with another when we consider the use of broader online action forms. 

For instance, emails can be used to achieve all three categories: create awareness, mobilize, and 

react to media or institutional actions. The same can be said with regard to messaging on 

websites and social networking sites.  

Notwithstanding the usefulness of the distinctions among the various types of electronic 

toolkits available as highlighted above, other scholars are instead more skeptical of the need to 

distinguish among them. For example, some have argued that at any point in time, activists 

working toward achieving specific outcomes tend to draw upon a myriad of tactics online, as 

well as between online and offline ones. Offline activities today tend to be always accompanied 

by some online activities, regardless of whether they are Internet-based or Internet-supported 

(Breindl, 2010; Jordan & Taylor, 2004). Others feel strongly about the interdependence between 

“real” and “digital” repertoires, and make strong arguments for abandoning the sharp distinctions 

between the two worlds (Bimber, 2000; Norris, 2002). Plus, knowing and understanding the 

different types of action that activist organizations can take only represents one side of the coin; 

that is, how an organization-centered perspective on how best to create a mix of repertoires to 

maximize efforts does not guarantee the effectiveness of the actions to be taken nor does it 

consider individuals’ propensity and willingness to participate in the different repertoires of 

collective action.  

The present study argues that it is useful to differentiate between the different types of 

actions that can be performed online and those that can be done offline. However, this 
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differentiation should be considered in relation to the outcomes to be achieved, instead of 

looking at online actions as purely “Internet-based” or “Internet-supported” (Van Lear and Van 

Aelst, 2010) or their usefulness in terms of micro-outcomes (Vegh, 2003). In other words, what 

are the repertoires (offline and online) that can be used collectively to achieve a specified 

outcome? In this regard, it is more important to know, from the individuals’ perspective, whether 

they will be more willing to do either one of the actions as compared to the other (e.g., more 

willing to participate in online actions than offline ones). Toward this end, the ensuing discussion 

will begin by explaining the different reasons that may lead individuals to choose one type of 

action over the other. This will be followed by a discussion of the various action repertoires that 

are typically carried out online and offline.   

Different thresholds of participation 

 Scholars have posited various reasons for individuals to choose one activity over another 

in the different repertoires of collective action. Brunsting and Postmes (2002) found that people 

do not need to be activists to participate in activism online and that those who participated in 

online actions tended to express stronger intentions to participate in future activities, which can 

also include offline ones. Carty (2010) as well as Postmes and Brusnting (2002) reasoned that 

online forms of actions provide individuals with “softer” options that are not outwardly 

confrontational. For example, online actions tend to be more persuasive than pressurizing, such 

as signing online petitions and forwarding information to others in their network. Others have 

looked at actions in offline situations according to how socially acceptable they are (normative 

versus non-normative) (e.g., Wright, Taylor, & Moghaddam, 1990) and whether they are 

punishable by law or not (Reicher et al., 1995). From this view, individuals tended to select 

options that are lawful and acceptable by society at large (e.g., petitioning) (Brunsting & 
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Postmes, 2002). Other scholars have provided more in-depth explanations as to why individuals 

may be more reluctant to carry out some actions as compared to others. Several have extended 

investigation from the logic of “activism hierarchy” and identified several factors that influence 

individuals’ willingness to participate in different actions.  These include classifying different 

actions on a continuum based on “intensity” (e.g., the possibility of confrontation or physical 

force, or not) (Collom, 2003) and “effort” (Klandermans, 1997).  

Another strand of studies that looked to differentiate the potential of various actions in 

the activism hierarchy has done so based on individuals’ perceived risk of actions (Klandermans 

& Oegema, 1987; McAdam, 1986). Individuals’ perceived risk of participation can be defined as 

the “collection of anticipated dangers from engaging in a certain activity” (McAdam, 1986, p. 

67). In this vein, scholars have shown how individuals are less likely to participate in 

confrontational activities (e.g., protests, strikes, hacking) that are perceived as more risky than 

persuasive activities such as emails and petitions (Meikle, 2002; Postmes and Brunsting, 2002). 

Mercea (2012) furthered this line of investigation and found that individuals’ perception of risk 

associated with participating in protests is moderated by their use of the Internet. The higher the 

perceived risk of attending specific protests, the greater is the effort taken by individuals to 

utilize the Internet for information before deciding to participate in the protests. On the other 

hand, the study also found that individuals are more willing to attend lower-risk events without 

having to prepare as much background information. Overall, individuals’ perceived risk of 

participating in any form of collective action is a good indicator of their willingness to 

participate.  

Van Laer and Van Aelst (2010) extended this line of investigation and forwarded two 

distinctions that can be made to the spectrum of action tactics for collective action. Based on the 
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hierarchy of political participation (Beck, Dalton, Greene, & Huckfeldt, 2002; Marsh, 1977), the 

authors postulated that different forms of actions lie along a continuum between low and high 

thresholds and that individuals will be more willing to participate in actions of lower threshold. 

The location of any activity along the continuum depends on the barriers individuals are faced 

with if they choose to participate. Activities with greater barriers are higher threshold ones 

requiring a higher level of personal commitment (e.g., time and personal sacrifice) and entailing 

more risk (e.g., physical or monetary) than others (McAdam, 1986). One strong barrier is the 

personal cost to individuals. This is composed of practical participation costs, such as one’s 

personal resources (e.g., skills and money), and potential costs, such as losing one’s job or 

getting arrested for breaking the law. For instance, participating in higher threshold activities 

such as protest rallies and street demonstrations may incur greater costs and require greater 

commitment from individuals. These activities tend to demand more time and money from 

individuals to travel to the rallies and can also place individuals at greater physical risk should 

confrontations with opposing groups or law enforcers erupt (Van Laer & Van Aelst, 2010). On 

the other hand, participating in online forms of action, such as signing e-petitions, forwarding 

emails, or disseminating information to others online represent low threshold activities that 

demand negligible personal costs. This is supported by other scholars who have shown that the 

perceived personal cost of participating in collective activities on the Internet is relatively 

insignificant for individuals as compared to offline forms of action (Fulk, Heino, Flanagin, 

Monge, & Bar, 2004; Yuan et al., 2005).    

However, individuals’ perceived cost associated with online actions is not 

straightforward. Bimber and Flanagin (2005) emphasized the need for individuals to cross the 

“private-public boundaries” in order to effectively contribute to collective action online. 
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Referring to Olson’s (1965) postulation for transformation of latency to active participation in 

collective action, the authors highlighted the need for individuals to sacrifice certain levels of 

privacy, such as expressing personal opinions and interests in ways observable to relevant others, 

in order to get into the public setting of collective action. Therefore, even though the individual 

participatory nature of online activities may mean lesser risks and costs to individuals as 

compared to offline forms of participation, crossing the line between “private” and “public” 

forms of online participation can provide barriers and increase the threshold for participation. For 

instance, individuals who do not want to be identified or affiliated with any form of activism or 

groups will be more willing to participate in more anonymous pre-collective forms of online 

actions such as signing up for membership and providing donations (Mercea, 2012). Others who 

are more willing to bear the costs of affiliating and expressing himself or herself publicly will be 

more willing to participate in higher threshold forms of online actions that are more visible and 

personally identifiable, such as providing personal opinions, “Liking,” and “Sharing” 

information to others, particularly on social networking sites.  

 In sum, individuals are more willing to participate in collective activities with lower 

thresholds if they perceive lower risks and costs associated with the specific activity, and online 

forms of action tend to entail lower thresholds as compared with offline ones. However, the 

variety of online repertoire of actions cannot be taken collectively. In other words, some forms of 

actions in the online repertoire may be perceived to be lower in threshold than others, and may 

thus lead to a different level of willingness to participate. The present study thus aims to further 

investigate the difference between individuals’ willingness to participate in online and offline 

forms of action, as well as between the different forms of online actions. The ensuing discussion 
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highlights the different types of collective activities that individuals can participate in, both 

online and offline.  

Online forms of participation. Websites, blogs, emails, discussion forums, and social 

networking sites are but some of the online means used by movements and activist groups. As 

some scholars have put it, the Internet has, without a doubt, an enormous potential by which to 

facilitate and support collective actions (Carty, 2010; Foot & Schneider, 2002). Recent 

developments have placed a strong focus on social networking sites as the key to successful 

movements. For instance, the 2011 Egyptian protest movements and 2009 Iran social uprising 

have been widely touted by political leaders and the mass media as the “Facebook (or Twitter) 

revolution” (Maireder & Schwarzenegger, 2011, p. 173). Others claimed that social networking 

sites have revolutionized the way in which movements are organized and how volunteers are 

mobilized to the streets; and that movements such as #Occupy Wall Street would not have 

gained momentum and prominence without the aid of these sites (Juris, 2012; Waldram, 2011). 

Thus, it would seem natural to presume that the affordances of social networking platforms can 

sufficiently explain the efficacy of the Internet for mobilization. This is, however, not a true 

reflection of the full potential of the Internet for collective action. 

Communication on platforms such as social networking sites, emails, and blogs usually 

serves as a connector to the main or specialized websites. These websites serve as the 

information, coordination, and training center, as well as a “home” for various online repertoires 

(e.g., e-petitions and donations) (Biddix & Park, 2008). For example, the website belonging to 

the #Occupy Wall Street movement acted as the rallying point where #Occupy movements 

across the globe kept abreast of each other’s developments and activities. The website also 

provided detailed instructions, training tools, and information on laws to help ordinary people 
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organize movements in different cultures and places across continents. Tatarchevskiy's (2011) 

examination of activist websites revealed a myriad of “click activities” that can be found on the 

main website. These include “urgent action” and “act now” tabs for individuals to find out more 

about pressing issues and to conveniently submit online requests and letters to specified targets. 

There are also “ribbons” and “flags” on the latest issues for individuals to “share” with others in 

their online networks quickly (Tatarchevskiy, 2011). Hughes (2011) examined the online tactics 

used in the 15M social movement in Spain and further showed how the organization’s website 

was a critical space for individuals to collectively develop a strong sense of common identity, 

solidarity, and purpose toward the movement’s cause and actions (i.e., “Manifesto” and “Who 

we are” sections).  The author argued that getting individuals to visit the main website can, in 

itself, be regarded as an accomplishment.    

The argument above shows that, even though social media is widely attributed as being 

responsible for the success in recent activism and social movements, the potential of other 

platforms to provide crucial repertoires of collective action should not be overlooked. Therefore, 

to achieve a more comprehensive investigation of the various online actions in which individuals 

can participate, the present study examined individuals’ willingness to participate in the various 

actions available across different online platforms. These actions can be specific to a particular 

platform (e.g., “Liking” on Facebook) or available across different platforms (e.g., relaying 

information in social networking sites and emails). The different online repertoires of collective 

action investigated are: (1) donations; (2) letter-writing and emails; (3) e-petitions; (4) social 

expression of opinions and support; and (5) virtual “sit-ins.” Individuals’ social expressions of 

support are sub-divided into four types of actions: (1) commenting; (2) relaying information; (3) 

affiliating or “Liking”; and (4) uploading materials.  
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Donations. Individuals can provide monetary contributions online to organizations in 

support of causes or movements. Links to donation requests are usually found on the main 

organization website. This is a low threshold form of participation that can be easily completed 

and involves minimal cost to privacy as well as personal commitment (Van Laer and Van Aelst, 

2010). Through this “click-and-give” form of individual participation, organizations are able to 

efficiently collect funds to support their activities from supporters all across the globe 

(Garrett, 2006, p. 206). A successful example includes the organization Moveon.org that 

managed to raise large sums of money online in small donations from its supporters, to the extent 

of millions of dollars within a single day. Other forms of online donations allow individuals to 

click on sponsor banners embedded in the organizational website. An example can be found on 

the website belonging to the humanitarian group The Hunger Site, which states that its aim is to 

fight poverty and world hunger. By clicking on these banners, individuals are directed to web 

pages belonging to sponsors, who will then donate a specified sum of money to the 

organization’s cause. Simply put, supporters and visitors to the site do not even need to spend a 

single cent in order to “donate” toward the organization’s cause (Carty, 2011).  

Letter-writing and e-mails. Writing letters and sending emails to targets are two classic 

offline activist tactics that have been adapted and utilized in the online action repertoire. On the 

campaign websites, individuals are usually provided with sample letters and information about 

the goal and target (e.g., a request to write to the school superintendent to oppose the destroying 

of a central park), and urged to send the letters or emails directly to potential supporters or to the 

target itself.  

In these cases, physical and electronic contact information for the target are usually 

provided on the websites. Activist organizations that use these tactics have also made it more 
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convenient for individuals to send letters and emails directly from the website; participants are 

also given the option of remaining anonymous (Earl, 2006; Gurak & Logie, 2003; Leizerov, 

2000). This greatly reduces the participation threshold for individuals. Although these two types 

of tactics are losing popularity in today’s digital toolkit for activism and scholars have given 

these scant attention as compared with other tactics (Earl, 2006; Gurak, Smith, & Kollock, 

1999), nevertheless they represent low cost and low threshold forms of active participation 

online and warrant investigation. For instance, as mentioned by a protest participant at a World 

Trade Organization (WTO) meeting, “Right now, every time we do an action, we send out an e-

mail and a hundred people show up. It’s like magic. We could not do it without e-mail” 

(Bullert, 2000, p. 4). Therefore, this study chose to examine the potential for these activities to 

motivate individual participation in relation to other online tactics.  

E-petitions. Individuals can also choose to sign e-petitions as a show of support for a 

specific cause. These petitions are usually hosted on the main websites of the organizing group 

and represent the most widespread form of online action for activism (della Porta & Mosca, 

2005). Studies have shown how organizations lobbying against activities such as the arms trade 

and animal testing have solicited help from members to pass around petitions to garner support 

(Van Laer & Van Aelst, 2010). The aim of petitions is to get visitors to read the text and, 

ultimately, to sign it electronically if done online.  On a stated date, the petitions are then 

forwarded to the intended targets, usually congressional members and lawmakers. Pertinent 

information such as the purpose of the petition and the number of supporters also tend to be 

provided to the mass media.  

The voluminous number of “signatures” in online petition lists essentially cloaks the 

activity with an air of anonymity, and online petition-signing can be regarded as a very low 
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threshold activity for individuals to become involved with (Van Laer & Van Aelst, 2010). An 

increase in the number of “petition houses” or “global group petitions” websites (e.g., 

Change.org, Ipetitions.com) enable individuals to “sign off” on a myriad of petitions stemming 

from various movements and activist organizations globally on a single website (Strange, 2011).  

This ability to easily “sign off” on as many petitions as possible reduces individuals’ personal 

commitment to a particular cause, further lowering the threshold level of online petition signing.      

Public expression of opinions and support. The interactive and participatory nature of 

Web 2.0 technologies on the Internet, especially social networking sites, can also be used to 

gather input from individuals toward creating awareness, solidarity, and a collective identity. For 

instance, the #Occupy Wall Street’s movement asking individuals to upload photos of 

themselves, coupled with a written slogan expressing how they belonged to the “99%” of 

society, aggregated into a strong unified associative identity (Juris, 2012). Scholars have 

postulated that this participatory manner of framing a common purpose and identity among 

people from diverse backgrounds can help a campaign achieve a common agenda among 

different actors (Benford & Snow, 2000; Carty & Onyett, 2006). The “constant communicative 

process between members of the community” attained from public expressions of support is 

another integral factor that contributes to the timeliness and effectiveness of recruitment and 

mobilization of participants for offline actions such as meet-ups, demonstrations, rallies, and 

protests (Maireder & Schwarzenegger, 2011, p. 182). A recent study investigating the use of 

Facebook for offline mobilization found that the majority of comments left by users on Facebook 

were calls for actions or protest-related (e.g., Harlow, 2011).  

The key to achieving the outcomes mentioned above lies in social communication. It 

involves individuals exposing their identity and privacy to different extents by expressing to 
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others their personal opinions and support for the organization and its cause. This is congruent 

with Bimber and colleagues’ (2005) postulation on the crossing of the “private to public 

boundary” in collective action participation. Moreover, the low-cost, ease of providing 

information online, and automatic display of personal identity (e.g., providing comments and 

uploading materials on social networking sites) make it more difficult for individuals to control 

their privacy and conceal their identity. Therefore, to free-ride by “withholding individual 

contributions can in some cases actually become more effortful than contributing to collective 

action online” (Bimber, Flanagin, & Stohl, 2005, p. 373). The present study identifies four online 

actions that individuals can do that shows public expression of opinions and support. They are: 

(1) commenting; (2) relaying information; (3) uploading materials; and (4) affiliating or 

“Liking.”   

Commenting. The Internet offers for a plethora of communication outlets— websites, 

blogs, discussion forums, emails, social networking sites—through which individuals are able to 

post their personal comments on any social cause or issues for others to see. While online forums 

tend to allow users to post comments anonymously or through the use of pseudonyms, posting 

comments on social networking sites and emails may mean that others in the network will know 

who the individuals are, or at least his or her online profile. This loss of privacy may increase the 

barrier for participation, especially among those who are introverted in nature or are more vested 

in impression management and are prone to engage in self-presentational strategies (Bargh, 

McKenna, & Fitzsimons, 2002; Krämer & Winter, 2008). By providing comments for others to 

read, individuals can, among other things, provide different perspectives on the issues being 

contended, reasons as to why the movement should or should not be supported, instigate 
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affective responses by relating the cause to personal conditions, and motivate others to think 

about and support the movement (Lesch, 2011).   

One problem which activists and movements face is that traditional media will, more 

often than not, provide negative coverage of their actions to the extent of de-legitimizing them, 

particularly disruptive ones (McLeod & Hertog 1999). In this scenario, individuals can create 

their own information and provide arguments online so as to counter the negative portrayals, 

misinformation, and oppositional voices from mainstream press that are against the cause or 

movement (Downing, Ford, Gil, & Stein, 2001). Other than members and participants who are 

already involved, the Internet also enables unaffiliated sympathizers to contribute their opinions 

in support of the movement (J. Smith, 2001).  A study on youth social justice activists’ use of the 

Internet revealed that collectively, more than 60 percent of movement-related comments posted 

on Facebook were either calls for action (e.g., protests, rallies, demonstrations) or 

encouragement and support for the movement by individuals unaffiliated to any of the activist 

groups (Harlow and Harp, 2012).  Some individuals went further by critiquing and discrediting 

opposing views from the mass media and public. Overall, more often than not, posting comments 

and interacting with others on a specific issue or movement’s cause contributes to the “public 

good” in terms of spreading information and increasing visibility of a “social problem” 

(Maratea, 2008; Tatarchevskiy, 2011, p. 300).  

Relaying information. In the online social networking environment, individuals can 

easily pass on the information they have received to others. For instance, Twitter users can 

“retweet” the message they received from individuals in their personal network to everyone else 

in the network (Leavitt, Burchard, Fisher, & Gilbert, 2009). Among many other things, 

individuals can also choose to “share” news on Facebook or email the information to people they 
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know. These can be considered low threshold forms of action that can raise awareness and 

persuasiveness of a campaign and its cause, especially when the relayed information is 

accompanied by personal comments, support, and encouragement.  It should be noted that, even 

though individuals can choose to relay information and write their personal comments at the 

same time, these are two independent actions that allow individuals to do one without the other. 

For example, individuals can choose to “share” information on Facebook with others in their 

personal network without leaving comments. Similarly, they can “retweet” messages and 

forward emails to others without leaving any piece of personal writing.  

There are several implications for disseminating information to others. Firstly, 

disseminating information to others can exponentially increase the awareness of the movement 

and its cause. Evidence from a network analysis consisting of 106 million tweets revealed that a 

single “retweet” has the potential to be disseminated to an average of 1,000 unique users, 

regardless of how many ‘followers’ the ‘retweeter’ has (Kwak, Lee, Park, & Moon, 2010). 

Multiple ‘retweets’ on a single posting thus possess the power to reach an extremely large 

number of viewers within a very short time span (Leavitt, et. al., 2009). Passing on information 

to others in real-time also creates quick and efficient coordination of offline protests and 

demonstrations. As elaborated by Juris (2012) in his observational analysis of the #Occupy 

Boston movement, “the latest tweets displayed on my Android phone indicated a large group of 

protesters was on its way… and would soon turn a nearby corner” (p. 259). 

Wright's (2011) investigation of the mobilization in the Arab Springs movement further 

revealed that strategic utilization of Twitter, such as creating the hashtag #Jan 25
th

 by the “We 

are all Khaled Said’s” followers on Twitter, enabled the voluminous amount of “retweets” to be 

streamlined and systematically displayed (p. 33). Additionally, the relay of real-time 
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information, coupled with the strategic interconnectivity among interested individuals through 

mobile communication technologies (e.g., smart phones), further enabled rapid, efficient and, at 

times, impromptu coordination of offline progress resembling the efficacy of “flash mob” style 

gathering (Rheingold, 2003).   

Affiliating and “Liking”. Two of the most popular ways in which individuals can show 

their support for an activist organization or its cause, particularly on social networking sites, are 

by signing up or joining the group’s online profile, as well as “Liking” the group and its postings 

(e.g., videos, articles, images) (Chouliaraki, 2010; Harlow & Harp, 2012). As revealed in a study 

by a group of researchers at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, youths tend to click 

“Join” and “Like” a certain posting on their Facebook just because they would be seen as trendy 

and politically savvy by their personal network (as cited in Lim, 2012). There are, however, 

serious implications to these acts. As Tatarchevskiy (2011) put it, the Internet allows 

organizations to “not only make connections, but also display connections” between 

organizations and various actors (p. 300). “Liking” and increasing the number of individual 

memberships or organizations online are ways of increasing this display of connections. Also, 

these displays (e.g., the number of online “Followers” and “Likers”) tend to be picked up and 

reported on by local and international media so as to validate the popularity of a certain 

movement (Faris, 2009).  

On networking sites such as Facebook and YouTube, the number of individuals who 

signed up to be part of a group, and the number of ‘Likes’ received by the movement and its 

related message postings, are readily visible to others. Just as with public opinion poll results, the 

large number of group members and individual ‘Likes’ may create the climate of opinion and 

perception of majority position on the group and its cause (Glynn, Hayes, & Shanahan, 1997; 



 

 

76 

 

McDevitt, Kiousis, & Wahl-Jorgensen, 2003; Wojcieszak, 2011). Analogous to herd mentality 

and for possible fear of being isolated in disagreement with the majority, especially if they 

constitute one’s close friends and colleagues, individuals who received these messages may be 

motivated to act in support of the movement (Noelle-Neumann, 1974) or may, at the least, re-

think their existing thoughts on the issue that are contrary to the perceived majority’s opinion 

(Foslyn, 1999). Therefore, affiliating such as “Liking” or “Following” a certain movement and 

its postings on social networking sites may pose very significant implications in popularizing and 

enhancing the efficacy of mobilization efforts. These are low threshold items, in the sense that it 

can be achieved with a simple click of the electronic mouse. However, in terms of social costs, 

affiliating oneself and expressing interest on a specific movement gives others the opportunity to 

judge and perceive an image of the individual based on self-expressed affiliation. Conversely, for 

the same reasons that make affiliating and “Liking” attractive, it may raise the participation 

barrier for those that are shy or are concerned about managing impression.  

Uploading materials. Uploading materials such as images, videos, and posters is another 

form of activity that individuals can do online to contribute to the repertoire of collective action 

for activism (Lim, 2012).  Tatrchevskiy (2011) attributes this to recent advancements in mobile 

and photo-taking technologies that make it easy and convenient for one to make certain claims 

through symbolic representations in the virtual realm. This led to a recent strategy popularly 

employed by activists called “photovoice,” in which photographs are taken and uploaded by 

individuals themselves onto a shared online space. This act enables people to record and reflect 

on their own circumstances and experiences and relate them to others, as well as to encourage 

group sharing of knowledge and discussions based on the photographs (C. Wang & Burris, 

1997).  
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Activist and movement organizations thus understood the power of visual imagery in 

building a strong sense of community, solidarity, and identity. For example, the controversial 

KONY 2012 campaign by the group Invisible Children is widely known as the campaign that 

achieved the most phenomenal rise and awareness within a short period of time. In less than a 

month, the video was viewed by at least 76 million users on YouTube and more than 16 million 

times on Vimeo (Rainie et al., 2012). This can be attributed to the use of affective visual 

representation of the campaign’s cause within a 30-minute video produced by its leaders that 

went viral through social networking platforms. Similarly, scholars have attributed the ‘spark’ 

for the eventual successful social uprising in the Arab Springs to an uploaded video that showed 

police brutality in sodomizing a minivan driver (Lesch, 2011). Visual images can, therefore, be a 

strong force in moving people and society.  

Individuals and supporters are thus urged by activist organizations to participate in this 

“visual labor” (Tatarchevskiy, 2011, p. 297). The goal is for individuals to portray an online 

image of community solidarity and cohesiveness, in hopes that it can help increase the 

organization’s legitimacy and, consequently, its cause. For example, the ONE campaign, aimed 

at eradicating global poverty has, as its backbone, a webpage showing photos of “common folk” 

volunteers wearing campaign t-shirts; short-bio notes on the volunteers is included. The idea was 

to emphasize “their ordinariness, their entrenchment in local communities, and their willingness 

to give” toward the cause (Tatarchevsky, 2011, p. 304).  

This was a similar tactic utilized by the #Occupy Wall Street movement, where ordinary 

individuals uploaded photos of themselves on the website as well as on social networking sites, 

along with a note informing about who they are and how they belonged to the lower 99% income 

distribution of society (Izzo, 2011). Not only was this tactic successful in aggregating identity 
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across different people from different walks of life, the photos also piqued the curiosity of those 

who were unaware of the movement, thereby creating hype and awareness on the movement.  

Other than creating a sense of “oneness,” visual images can also impress viewers with feelings of 

sympathy and anger. For example, images uploaded by #Occupy Wall Street protesters of 

women being sprayed with pepper spray and police officers wrestling aged volunteers to the 

ground went “viral” and created widespread sympathy for those involved in the movement; this 

spurred increases in volunteer participation for subsequent rallies and demonstrations (Juris, 

2012).   

Virtual "sit-ins”. These are online activities that individuals can participate in and tend to 

be regarded as substitutes for those who are not able to participate in offline activities such as 

demonstrations and protests (J. Smith, 2001). Some of these Internet-based acts of contention 

include “hacktivism” or “hyberterrorism” (Denning, 2001; Vegh, 2003). Examples include 

individuals being urged to send “email bombs” (i.e., sending a large number of emails 

continuously) and “Denial-of-Service” (DOS) attacks (i.e., bombarding a target’s website by 

continuously requesting for the page), in the effort to block access to official sites (Smith, 2001) 

or block information flow to and from the target by bringing down web servers (Jordan & 

Taylor, 2004). They can also involve more malicious and direct actions such as hacking into 

websites and defacing it, as well as uploading viruses such as Trojan horses onto a target’s 

servers (Denning, 2001).  

 These online-based repertoire of contention are, however, activities that can be regarded 

as “electronic acts of disobedience” and border upon unlawfulness (Van Laer and Van Aelst, 

2010, p. 1159). The intent for such acts involve sending emails and letters to target groups and 

differs from those discussed earlier (i.e., sending emails and letters to targets). For instance, in 
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this case, emails are sent with a ‘confrontational’ and disruptive intent, whereas the purpose for 

sending emails, letters, and e-petitions highlighted earlier aims to ‘persuade’ (Brunsting & 

Postmes, 2002). The disruptive and illegal nature of these acts are said to originate from the 

hacker culture and entail higher risks and pose higher thresholds for individuals to participate in 

(Van Laer & Van Aelst, 2010; Wojcieszak, 2011). These acts are, however, usually done only by 

‘hardcore’ and experienced activists, and oftentimes with the help of special software tools (e.g., 

Tactical FloodNet) (Jordan & Taylor, 2004; Wojcieszak, 2011). But this may lead ordinary 

individuals to question the legality and legitimacy of the activist organization and the movement 

itself if they were to be asked to carry out these activities. The present study does not expect 

unaffiliated individuals to be willing to participate in these activities and did not examine their 

willingness to participate in these acts.  

Drawbacks of online forms of action and participation. Notwithstanding the strategic 

importance of the online action repertoire highlighted above, the ease and simplicity in 

performing the requested action may give rise to half-hearted participation by individuals, 

otherwise termed “slacktivism” (Morozov, 2012; Van de Donk et al., 2004). An example of this 

was revealed in a study on the Egyptian uprising at the Arab Springs where many young 

Egyptians had joined the online group for the movement simply because they were curious, or 

their friends had asked them, or it was easy to just “click and join” 

(Faris, 2009; Lim, 2012, p. 240). Lim (2012) further noted how the large online presence in this 

movement did not translate into offline political action. Others prefer to call this half-hearted 

commitment by individuals in Web 2.0 “push-button” activism, where individuals are merely 

inclined to visibly affiliate themselves with social causes in social networking sites such as 

Facebook and Twitter without the intention to contribute any further to the cause (Landzelius, 
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2006; Petray, 2011). An example of this was uncovered by Petray (2011) in his study that 

showed how a Facebook group belonging to an aboriginal rights group had garnered 1135 

members but received no donations at all.  

Scholars in political communication have also noted the emergence of “lazy politics” 

when individuals choose to take part in effortless and one-time campaign participation online 

rather than be involved in sustained engagement (Fenton, 2008; Papacharissi, 2002). The ease of 

participation in online civic engagement de-emotionalizes and lowers one’s level of ties, loyalty, 

and commitment to any specific groups or movements (W. Bennett, 2003; Castells, 2001). 

Without this commitment, individuals find it easier to leave the groups, lose interest in their 

causes, and are less interested in investing their time and effort to attend public meetings and 

demonstrations. This ephemeral participation makes it harder for movements to maintain a stable 

frame of collective identity and to collectively work toward achieving their goals (Dahlgren, 

2009). Chouliaraki (2010) sees this as failures in sustaining “grand emotions towards a cause for 

any length of time” (p. 117).   

 Despite the shortcomings of online forms of action highlighted above, scholars seemed 

very focused on examining the scope of activism in this environment (Häyhtiö & Rinne, 2008; 

Postmes & Brunsting, 2002; Van de Donk et al., 2004). Diani (2000), however, warned of 

studies that focus purely on online-based movements being disconnected to any specific real 

actions and results on the community. As a result of this disconnect, the problem in today’s 

activism is in obtaining sufficient numbers of highly committed and motivated individuals to 

initiate and move collective action efforts from the online realm to physical settings; this has not 

been adequately addressed by research (Lim, 2012; Opp, 2009).  



 

 

81 

 

In one of the few studies on this, Harlow and Harp’s (2012) interview with youth activists 

in Guatemala on their usage of social networking sites found that activism on the Internet is seen 

as a tool for offline actions (e.g., Internet-supported activism) and concluded that it was precisely 

“the online Facebook movement that spurred offline protests”  (p. 240). Wojcieszak’s (2011) and 

Hara's (2008) studies echoed this finding and showed that offline actions can be made possible 

from virtual interactions alone, especially when the virtual interactions manage to build a strong 

sense of collective identity. Findings from the study by Brunsting and Postmes (2002) further 

bolstered this notion of online participation leading to offline actions. The authors reasoned that 

“online activism is likely to be an easy entry point for participants who are relatively new to the 

game” (p. 550). 

From another perspective, Mercea (2012) forwarded the notion of online actions as 

“digital prefigurative participation” (p. 154). This is where the Internet is seen as having the 

potential to mobilize participants by providing information and resources for individuals to plan 

their participation in offline actions. In other words, to begin with, individuals may already have 

the interest to participate in offline actions, and engaging in online forms of action (e.g., 

commenting in forums, relaying information) may serve to either bolster or dampen these 

interests. On the other hand, others contended that virtual forms of actions without “face-to-face” 

interactions or “real” experiences with other activists or groups are not sufficient to successfully 

mobilize or sustain offline movements, mainly because of the lack of authenticity and trust in 

online interpersonal experiences (Diani, 2000; Ribeiro, 1998). 

While the studies highlighted above had provided insights on the relationship between 

online and offline forms of action and how they may complement one another, they have, 

however, produced conflicting findings. There is still a lack of studies investigating individual’s 
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preference and willingness to participate in either one of them. The present study sought to 

further address this relationship between online and offline actions, and to fill the gap in research 

by looking, from the individual perspective, whether there is a difference between individuals’ 

willingness to participate in different repertoires of action online and offline.  

Offline forms of participation. Scholars have documented numerous types of offline 

activities that can be carried out for collective action in activism. For example, one of the most 

common forms of offline acts carried out by movement and activist groups is public 

demonstrations such as strikes, street protests, and rallies (Bennett & Segerberg, 2012). The 

tendency for these acts to involve a large visible number of people has been found to effectively 

show the legitimacy of a particular movement as well as the unity and commitment of the 

various people in fighting for a specific cause (Klandermans, 1997; McAdam et al., 2003). 

Others have also shown how these visible acts helped create a unified identity and solidarity 

among different members and aided to focus these identities in demonstrations against an 

oppositional group or target during protests and rallies (Polletta & Jasper, 2001). Other forms of 

activities involve more solitary forms of individual participation such as disseminating 

information (e.g., talking to others), and identifying oneself with the cause (e.g., wearing 

organization colors and slogans on t-shirts, wristbands, etc). These forms of offline repertoire are 

more applicable based on today’s “socio-political context and structural affordances of tools” 

(Tilly, 1978, p. 26), as compared with those that can be labeled as “classic,” such as voting, 

attending formal meetings, or even signing pen and paper petitions.  

The present study aimed to examine individuals’ willingness to participate in these forms 

of offline actions toward achieving a set of collective outcomes: (1) participation in mass street 

actions (e.g., protests, rallies, demonstrations); (2) disseminating information (e.g., talking to 
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others and distributing campaign materials such as flyers, pens, badges, etc.); and (3) publicly 

identifying with the cause (e.g., donning apparels such as wristbands and t-shirts that identify 

with the cause or organization). 

The different online and offline actions collectively represent a movement’s action 

repertoire that is cumulatively focused on achieving a specific goal. It would thus be worthwhile 

to examine the relationships between online and offline forms of action. In this regard, scholars 

have widely shown how online communication, such as disseminating real-time information 

between different participants, had enabled coordination of offline events such as rallies and 

fundraising meetings (e.g., Almeida & Lichbach, 2003; Atton, 2003; Carty, 2002; Martinez-

Torres, 2001). Melucci (1996) explained that participating in online actions such as commenting 

on and relaying information to others helped individuals develop collective networks and 

identities that may result in a greater likelihood that they would participate in activities offline. 

Mercea (2012) investigated this idea and showed that online actions such as “interaction with 

either content or individuals” serve as “prefigurative” acts that develop into opportunities for 

offline actions, especially among new and unaffiliated individuals looking to attend higher risk 

events such as strikes (p. 154). This was supported by findings from Harlow and Harp’s (2012) 

analysis of the Facebook comments and interviews with the commentators.  The findings 

revealed that the social networking site was instrumental in mobilizing online participants to 

offline actions and revealed a variety of ways in which participation on Facebook had helped to 

mobilize a demonstration. These include individuals’ use of links and “tags” on Facebook to 

spread protest-related information and motivational comments to others to follow through with 

their participation into real life.   
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While the scholars noted above have shown how online acts can lead to offline acts, they 

did not specifically identify whether this applies to individual participation: in other words, it is 

unclear whether individuals who had participated in online acts are equally motivated or had 

experienced increased motivation to also participate in offline actions. Possibly, individuals may 

only be interested in participating in online activities. Several scholars have posited reasons for 

this possibility. As discussed in earlier sections, offline actions may demand higher thresholds 

for participation, incurring more costs and risks for participants as compared to online activities 

(Van Laer & Van Aelst, 2010). Carty (2010) and Postmes and Brunsting (2002) also reasoned 

that online actions provide individuals with “softer” options that are not outwardly 

confrontational. The public nature of online acts as compared with the more solitary and private 

online options further exposes individuals to a greater possibility of risks (Bimber et al., 2005).  

Earl and Kimport (2011) explained in greater depth the privacy considerations 

individuals have to take before deciding between online and offline actions. They elaborated on 

the “spillover of privacy expectations from online actions to offline ones” (p. 203). This is where 

the relatively more individualistic and private nature of online forms of actions heighten people’s 

awareness and expectations of privacy in offline acts, making them more wary of offline acts 

especially when they believe they can participate relatively safely and more privately in the 

online space. In short, one cannot simply think that online experiences can facilitate individuals’ 

participation in offline acts when, in fact, online acts can actually deter them from offline ones. 

Hypotheses and research question. The preceding discussion shows that the 

relationship between offline and offline actions is not straightforward, and scholars have shown 

conflicting findings as to whether online forms of action facilitates offline ones for individual 

participation, or not. This unresolved understanding on individual participation between online 
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and offline forms of actions warrants further investigation. The present study aimed to further 

examine the relationship between individuals’ willingness to participate in online and offline 

forms of action. Further, as demonstrated in earlier discussions, there are also different levels of 

participation thresholds for individuals, even between the different forms online actions. The 

following hypotheses and questions are thus posited to examine individuals’ willingness to 

participate in the different forms of actions that collectively represent the action repertoire 

toward achieving a specific outcome. 

H2: Among the various online activities, individuals will be more willing to participate in 

those with greater privacy (e.g., donations, letter-writing and e-mails, and e-

petitions) as compared with those that require public expression (e.g., commenting, 

relaying information, affiliating and “Liking,” and uploading and sharing of 

materials). 

H3: Overall, individuals will be more willing to participate in online forms of collective 

activities as compared with offline ones. 

RQ2: How do the different collective activities rank in terms of individuals’ willingness 

to participate in them? 

Intervening factors 

 Prior studies have uncovered several factors that were found to affect individual’s 

willingness to participate in both online and offline forms of collective action toward a specific 

cause. These include perceived efficacy, personal involvement, ideological orientation, cognitive 

motivation and effort, and perceived source credibility. While perceived efficacy, personal 

involvement, ideological orientation, and cognitive motivation are personal dispositional factors 

that may affect individual’s willingness to participate in collective action in general; cognitive 
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effort and perceived source credibility are factors that conceptually moderate the potential for 

online message sources to influence individuals’ willingness to participate in collective action. 

The following discussion elaborates on the various factors and their possible influences. 

Perceived source credibility. An important aspect in the present study’s investigation of 

the potential for different message sources to influence individuals’ participation in collective 

action is that their decisions can be affected by how credible they perceive the different sources 

to be. In the preceding sections, I discussed in-depth how individuals use different heuristic cues 

to evaluate messages passed along by different online sources so as to ascertain the reliability of 

the messages. These cues are directly related to how individuals perceive the credibility of the 

source. For instance, when the ‘source expertise’ cue is applied to message sources regarded as 

experts or authority figures, individuals will automatically attribute the source as being credible 

and are consequently more influenced by messages from these sources (Eysenbach & Köhler, 

2002; Warnick, 2004). Similarly, the heuristic cueing from ‘persuasive intent’ can be applied to 

organizational sources and, when triggered, may cause individuals to perceive the source as less 

credible and trustworthy (Fogg et al., 2003; Metzger et al., 2010), producing negative attitude 

changes and behavioral compliance (Hass, 1981). In short, individuals’ perceptions of source 

credibility can be a significant moderator of their susceptibility to be influenced into 

participation in collective acts after receiving a message from a particular source. The following 

question and hypothesis is thus proffered. 

Hypotheses and research question 

H4: Individuals’ perceived credibility of the different sources will moderate the relationship 

between different sources and individuals’ willingness to participate in collective action; 

such that: 
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H4a: Individuals’ perception that a source is more credible will lead them to become more 

willing to participate in collective action. 

RQ3: What are the levels of credibility between the different sources as perceived by 

individuals? 

Cognitive effort and motivation. An assumption held by the present study is that 

individuals engage in heuristic processing of information when they receive messages from 

different sources on the Internet. Therefore, the influence from the amount of cognitive effort 

expended by individuals when reading the message and their need for cognition (e.g., cognitive 

motivation) has to be considered. Metzger’s (2007) review of studies that investigated 

individuals’ evaluation of source credibility using dual-process theories such as the elaboration 

likelihood model revealed that the majority of studies consistently revealed that “assessments of 

message arguments and content will differ depending on the users’ need for cognition” (p. 2081). 

In short, individuals who spent more effort in thinking about the messages may be less inclined 

to participate in the collective activities based on the messages disseminated by different sources 

as compared with those who did not put much thought into it.  

Cognitive motivation refers to one’s predisposition and “desire to exert a high level of 

mental effort” (Petty & Wegener, 1999, p. 328). Individuals with high cognitive motivation tend 

to think in greater depth when presented with messages or in evaluating a piece of information. 

These individuals tend to set aside a higher level of cognitive resources to process the 

information before making decisions based on the message, as compared to those with lower 

cognitive motivation (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Petty & Wegener, 1999). As posited by 

Cacioppo, Petty, Feinstein, and Jarvis (1996), based on their level of cognitive motivation, some 

individuals “tend to act as cognitive misers in circumstances that call forth effortful problem 
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solving in most individuals, whereas others tend to be concentrated cognizers even in situations 

that lull most individuals into a cognitive repose” (p. 198). In other words, some individuals are 

more predisposed to think more than others, and to enjoy thinking more than others. Cognitive 

effort, on the other hand, simply refers to the amount of mental elaboration and effort an 

individual has put in when reading a specific piece of information or in carrying out a specific 

task. A high cognitive effort may thus mean that individuals are engaged in a more elaborate 

processing of the messages as compared to heuristic processing (Neuwirth et al., 2002). These 

two factors (cognitive motivation and cognitive effort) are, however, not exclusive to one 

another. As scholars have shown, individuals who possess a high need for cognition also tend to 

expend more effort when reading and evaluating messages with which they are presented 

(Cacioppo et al., 1996).  

In another review of the source credibility literature, Pornpitkarn (2006) further revealed 

evidence provided by studies corroborating the relationship of individuals’ need for cognition on 

source credibility and individuals’ attitude formation. For instance, Buda and Zhang’s 

study (2000) on individuals’ responses to advertising messages showed the main effect of source 

credibility on individual attitudes towards the product was compromised when individuals’ need 

for cognition was factored in. An experiment by Kaufman, Stasson, and Hart (1999) further 

revealed how individuals’ need for cognition affected their rating of message reliability in 

different source credibility situations. Specifically, individuals with low cognitive motivation 

will rate the messages based on their perception of how credible the sources are, but individuals 

with a higher need for cognition make judgments on the messages without much consideration 

for source credibility.  
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Based on the preceding discussion, the present study thus posits that the amount of 

cognitive effort expended by individuals when reading and evaluating messages passed on from 

an Internet source, along with their cognitive motivation, will mediate the influence of the source 

on their willingness to participate in different forms of collective action. Even though existing 

literature has not provided any evidence linking one’s amount of thinking and the types of 

collective action he or she may participate in, it follows from the earlier discussions in this study 

that individuals who are motivated and spend more effort to elaborate on the messages may 

consider more carefully the costs and benefits of participating in certain types of collective acts 

over others. For example, individuals may be more willing to participate in acts that represent 

higher thresholds (e.g., uploading photos and disseminating information to others) as compared 

with lower thresholds (e.g., online petitions) if they had spent less thought on calculating the 

costs and benefits of participating in the different acts. It is thus logical to deduce that the amount 

of cognitive effort expended by individuals and their need for cognition is inversely related to the 

thresholds of the acts they are willing to do. The present study aimed to further explore this 

dimension. The following hypotheses are thus posited. 

Hypotheses 

H5: The cognitive effort expended by individuals when reading the messages is positively 

related to their level of cognitive motivation.  

H6: The amount of cognitive effort expended by individuals when reading the messages will 

mediate the relationship of the different message source and individuals’ willingness to 

participate in collective action; such that: 

H6a: expending more cognitive effort will lead individuals to become less willing to 

participate in collective action. 
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Personal involvement. Individual’s personal experience and prior involvement in a 

specific issue or cause may also affect their willingness to participate in collective action. A 

review of relevant literature revealed two aspects of personal involvement that have been found 

to affect this outcome. They are: (1) personal issue involvement; and (2) personal involvement 

with activism. 

Personal issue involvement. Scholars have found a correlation between individuals’ 

willingness to participate in collective action on issue-related politics or social causes and their 

personal involvement in the issue and the congruity of the cause with their personal beliefs 

(Morrison & Matthes, 2011; Price, Nir, & Cappella, 2006; Wojcieszak, 2011). Also termed 

“personal issue importance” or “members of issue publics” (Y. M. Kim, 2009; Krosnick, 1988), 

these factors are linked to individuals’ basic needs, attitudes, and values system, which may 

serve as better indicators of their cognitive and behavioral intention to participate in expressive 

action than personal demographics (Boninger, Krosnick, Berent, & Fabrigar, 1995).  

Studies have also revealed the pertinent online behaviors of individuals who identified or 

affiliate themselves passionately with a specific cause. For instance, 

Johnson, Bichard, and Zhang (2009) found that individuals spend more time visiting websites 

and participate in discussions with others on the issue in online forums that are aligned with their 

beliefs. Garrett (2009) showed that individuals who are more personally involved with a specific 

issue also tend to visit other online sources such as blogs and social network group pages to 

glean more information and to further participate in the discussions; these actions helped to 

reinforce their existing opinions and beliefs on the issue.  

Scholars looking at social movements and activism have similarly posited the importance 

of personal issue involvement in influencing individuals’ willingness to participate in collective 
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forms of action. Also termed “cause predispositions,” these are individuals’ personal stand and 

experience toward an issue or a cause that “determines expressive actions, with individuals 

typically speaking on behalf of groups whose cause they share and against those whose cause 

they oppose” (Boyle et al., 2006, p. 271; Marcus, Sullivan, Theiss-Morse, & Wood, 1995). In 

other words, individuals’ predisposition towards a certain issue may motivate him or her to 

participate in collective action from two angles. One is to support the group for the cause, and 

the other is to act against the group that is acting against the achievement of the cause or is 

propagating an oppositional stance (Marcus et al., 1995; Mueller, 1992).  

Klandermans and Oegema (1987) further highlighted the significance of one’s personal 

conviction towards a specific cause as a critical factor in determining his or her behavioral 

intentions for expressive action. These individuals co-orientate around the goals and missions of 

movement groups and are also deemed to be a crucial part of its mobilization potential. For 

instance, Bullock and colleagues (2002) showed how Walker's (1991) postulation that the 

organizers of political mobilizations can leverage on individuals’ enthusiasm, energy and passion 

for a particular cause so as to increase the number of participants. Not only are these highly 

motivated individuals most likely to participate in the cause; they are also very likely to actively 

spread information about the cause and motivate others to join. Thus, the present study found it 

important to control for the influence of personal issue involvement.  

Personal involvement with activism. Bennett's (2008) study on individuals’ participation 

in public demonstrations against the Iraq war in the United States was a key work in explicating 

the importance of personal involvement with activism in influencing individual’s contribution to 

collective action. The author reasoned that the flexibility of political and ideological personality, 

especially among the younger generation, could mean that the motivation to support a cause for 



 

 

92 

 

activism may actually be due to individuals’ prior involvement with activist groups and their 

activities.  Two aspects of involvement were measured to indicate individual’s personal 

involvement with activism: the number of times one has engaged in forms of activism or civic 

engagement, and the number of different kinds of social organizations in which one claims 

membership or is a member of.  

However, the dimensions Bennet (2008) posited are based mainly on individual 

experiences. There is also a need to consider individuals’ attitudes on activism and activist 

groups to better account for his or her personal involvement with activism. For instance, scholars 

have shown how individuals’ personal disposition and attitudes toward collectivist organizations 

(e.g., Kelly & Breinlinger, 1995) and the generalized actions of activist groups (e.g., they tend to 

be disruptive) (e.g., Chong, 1993; Kuklinski, Riggle, Ottati, Schwarz, & Wyer Jr, 1991) can 

result in attitudinal and emotional responses affecting their willingness to participate in collective 

action towards the group’s cause. In the present study, it was found necessary to account for 

these dimensions of individuals’ personal involvements toward activism by controlling for its 

possible influence on individuals’ willingness to participate in collective action. 

Ideological orientation. Individuals’ ideological orientation, also referred to as “political 

orientation” or “partisanship,” reflects their psychological association towards a specific political 

identity (e.g., liberal, conservative, libertarian) and can exert a strong effect on their willingness 

to join and participate in socio-political activities (de Zúñiga, Jung, & Valenzuela, 2012). For 

example, scholars have shown how individuals’ strong inclinations as a Democrat or Republican 

and being a member of either parties propel them to feel more passionately about civic 

engagement as compared to being apathetic or moderate (e.g., 

de Zúñiga, Veenstra, Vraga, & Shah, 2010; Holbert, 2005; Papacharissi, 2011).  
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Besides the direct influence of individuals’ ideological fervor on their willingness to 

participate in collective forms of engagement, scholars have also shown how their political 

orientation may pose an indirect influence on their likelihood to participate in these actions. For 

example, individuals who are predisposed to certain political orientations and who feel strongly 

about them may potentially display these attributes in communication, especially in the online 

realm (e.g., participating in ideologically based websites and forums) (Van Aelst & Walgrave, 

2002). When this happens, they tend to coalesce among groups of similarly oriented individuals 

and increase their social capital by building personal contacts with those displaying similar 

political dispositions (Norris, 2002; Putnam, 2001; Son & Lin, 2008). They may also become 

obvious mobilization targets for activist groups and political organizations (Hooghe, 2002; 

Tolbert & McNeal, 2003). These conditions may consequently increase their knowledge and 

loyalty to affiliated camps (Putnam, 2001), increasing their susceptibility and likelihood to 

participate in actions supporting the group.  

 Individuals’ ideological orientation has also been of interest to scholars who have 

investigated the recent #Occupy movements. For example, a survey of 198 #Occupy participants 

at Zucotti Park (cited in Juris, 2012) found that only one third of the participants identified 

themselves as Democrats; the majority of the participants either identified themselves as 

Independent or did not identify with any political parties or orientations. An observation analysis 

further revealed that participants of the #Occupy movement in Boston were mostly made up of 

leftists, which included “left-leaning Democrats” and “vocal libertarians” (Juris, 2012). The 

study further unveiled a considerable number of radicalists such as anarchists, anti-capitalists, 

and socialists prone to participating in public demonstrations.  
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Overall, the studies above provided evidence that individuals’ strong inclinations to any 

particular political ideology may directly or indirectly influence their willingness to participate in 

collective action for a cause. The studies also demonstrated how one’s ideological orientation 

may influence the type of cause he or she is most likely to participate in; for example, Democrats 

protesting against corporatism, which is strongly upheld by Republican values. In the present 

study, it was found necessary to control for individuals’ ideological orientations in investigating 

one’s willingness to participate in collective action toward a specific cause. 

Perceived efficacy. Generally, perceived efficacy can be defined as the belief in the 

capabilities to plan and execute the courses of action required to produce the desired outcomes. 

A review of literature revealed three different perceptions of efficacy that may affect one’s 

participation in collective action. They are: (1) perceived self-efficacy; (2) perceived group 

efficacy; and (3) perceived technology efficacy. The following discussion shows how these 

perceptions of self-efficacy can affect individuals’ willingness to participate in both online and 

offline forms of collective acts. The present study thus controlled for these factors in the 

analysis.  

Perceived self-efficacy. In its earliest conception in the political communication 

literature, perceived self-efficacy is generally referred to as “the feeling that individual political 

action does have, or can have an impact upon the political process… and that the individual 

citizen can play a part in bringing about a change in society through this action” 

(Campbell, Gurin, & Miller, 1954, p. 187). Since then, scholars have continued to emphasize its 

significance in participatory democracy (Barber, 1984; Pateman, 1976). Scholars have also found 

that these individual feelings are a strong motivator for one’s participation in civic engagement 

and political action (Carpini, Cook, & Jacobs, 2004; A. Cohen, Vigoda, & Samorly, 2001; 
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Stroud, 2008). Others have also found this feeling of self-competence to influence individual’s 

willingness to participate in political campaign activities or to discuss public issues with others 

(Craig, Niemi, & Silver, 1990; Morrell, 2003; Scheufele & Nisbet, 2002).   

Closer to the focus of the present study, scholars have also tested this psychological 

factor and found it to be a chief factor in predicting one’s willingness to take part in collective 

activities for activism and movements (e.g., de Zúñiga & Valenzuela, 2011; Verba et al., 1995). 

Gerodimos (2008), however, pointed out that one’s perceived self-efficacy may not be a strong 

factor, especially amongst anti-establishment activists who are focused on creating change and, 

at times, disturbance, by intensely participating in protests, demonstrations, and other activities, 

regardless of the outcomes. The author further noted that the influence of this factor on youths’ 

participation may not be that straightforward, as the younger generation is typically disengaged, 

apathetic, and self-oriented in individual achievements as compared with earlier generations 

(Ellis, 2004; Wattenberg, 2003). On the other hand, other scholars opined that being the Internet 

generation, the young population will be more capable of linking abstract societal and political 

issues discussed online to the more concrete and real issues faced in daily lives, increasing their 

awareness of social problems and their confidence to make a difference in relevant issues 

(McMillan & Morrison, 2006).  

Perceived group efficacy. Perceived group efficacy can be seen as an extension of the 

perception of one’s efficacy beliefs onto the group.  In other words, it refers to how one 

perceives the group advocating a cause and calling for collective action as competent (or not) 

and able to bring about the proposed outcomes. As Boyle and colleagues (2006) put it, just 

because a person feels competent enough “to support a cause advocated by an activist group, it 

does not mean that the person will support the group” (p. 277). Besides, one’s belief as to 
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whether the group in question can achieve the specified objectives depends on a number of other 

reasons. They include individual perceptions of the level of support the group gets from the 

public (McLeod & Hertog, 1999) and the perceived extremity of the groups’ tactics believed to 

pose a danger to the community (Marcus et al., 1995; Nelson, Oxley, & Clawson, 1997). These 

perceptions are found to create an adverse emotional and attitudinal response towards the group 

(Kuklinski et al., 1991). Another factor that affects one’s perception of the group’s efficacy is 

whether the group is trustworthy and is sincerely working towards the cause (Boyle et al., 2006). 

The present study thus found it necessary to measure and control the influence of this factor 

while investigating individuals’ willingness to participate in collective action by an activist 

group.  

Perceived technological efficacy. The multifarious function and platforms on the Internet 

require a certain aptitude of skills and experience from users, and can be expected to present 

problems to those who are not familiar with it (Eastin & LaRose, 2000). It could thus be 

expected that individuals who have more experience in using the Internet, such as for activism, 

as an example, will have more confidence in their ability to participate in future actions and are 

likely to possess a better understanding of how the process works (e.g., uploading images and 

hyperlinking information) (Eastin, 2005).  As Harlow and Harp (2012) found, high-frequency 

commentators on Facebook are also likely to be more knowledgeable about collecting signatures 

for e-petitions and coordinating demonstrations online. The study also revealed that individuals 

who are already active online are more likely to participate in offline actions as compared to 

those who have no prior experience online. The present study thus expects individuals’ 

perception of their ability to use the Internet for collective action, especially online forms of 

action, to affect their willingness to participate in them after receiving “invites” from others. The 
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present study thus found it important to control for the influence of individuals’ personal 

technological efficacy. 

Overall summary, model, hypotheses, and research questions 

The present study aims to examine the potential for different online sources, ranging from 

personal to impersonal, to influence individuals’ willingness to participate in different forms of 

collective activities in support of an activist campaign. This study will also extend the 

investigation into the different forms of collective activities that individuals can do, such as 

online versus offline activities and activities representing different participation thresholds, and 

examine how these activities rank among each other in terms of individuals’ willingness to 

participate.  

Based on the discussion in the preceding sections, this study further checked for possible 

intervening effects from individuals’ cognitive efforts as well as their perception of source 

credibility. Individuals’ personal dispositional attributes and inherent attitudes toward the issue, 

activism, cognitive motivation, as well as the perceived efficacy on activism and technology use, 

were also controlled in this study’s investigation. The study’s various hypotheses and research 

questions are consolidated and the source-influence model for collective action tested in the 

study is presented below.  
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H1: Individuals will be more willing to participate in collective action for activism if the 

message came from online sources that are more personal as compared to less personal 

ones. 

RQ1: Are there any significant differences between the different message sources (close 

personal networks, distant social networks, expert and authority figures, and 

organizational sources) in influencing individuals’ likelihood to participate in collective 

action? 

H2: Among the various online activities, individuals will be more willing to participate in 

those with greater privacy (e.g., donations, letter-writing and e-mails, and e-petitions) as 

compared with those that require public expression (e.g., commenting, relaying 

information, affiliating and “Liking”, and uploading and sharing of materials). 

H3: Overall, individuals will be more willing to participate in online forms of collective 

activities as compared with offline ones. 

Figure 1 Path analysis diagram of source-influence model for collective action  
 

Message source 

(personal-ness) 

Willingness to 

participate 

(collective action) 

Cognitive 

effort 

Perceived source 

credibility 

H1 

H4 

H6 H6a 

H4a 



 

 

99 

 

RQ2: How do the different collective activities rank in terms of individuals’ willingness to 

participate in them? 

H4: Individuals’ perceived credibility of the different sources will moderate the relationship 

between the different sources and individuals’ willingness to participate in collective 

action; such that: 

H4a: perceiving a source to be more credible will lead them to individuals being more 

willing to participate in collective action. 

RQ3: What are the levels of credibility between the different sources as perceived by 

individuals? 

H5: The cognitive effort expended by individuals when reading the messages is positively 

related to their level of cognitive motivation.  

H6: The amount of cognitive effort expended by individuals when reading the messages will 

mediate the relationship of the different message source and individuals’ willingness to 

participate in collective action; such that: 

H6a: expending more cognitive effort will lead individuals to become less willing to 

participate in collective action. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHOD 

This study examined whether different message sources in online settings will affect 

individuals’ willingness to participate in different forms of collective action. It was hypothesized 

that individuals will be more likely to contribute to collective action if a message informing and 

inviting them to participate in the collective activities came from a source that is more personal 

to them. Ranging from personal to impersonal, the sources are persons constituting: (1) one’s 

close personal network; (2) one’s distant social network; (3) experts and authority figures; and 

(4) organizational sources.  

The study also hypothesized that individuals will be more willing to participate in 

activities with lower participation thresholds as compared to those with higher thresholds. 

Individuals’ cognitive efforts were measured and checked for their mediating influences. Their 

perception of source credibility was also checked for possible moderating influences as posited 

in the path model shown earlier in Figure 1. As discussed in the preceding section, the study also 

measured and controlled for other variables that may impact the processes under investigation. 

These variables are individuals’ personal involvement, ideological orientation, perceived self-

efficacy, and cognitive motivation. The data collection procedure, sample, and measurement 

items for the various variables are elaborated in the following sections.  

Procedure 

 To test the various hypotheses posited, a four group between-participants online 

experiment was carried out. The online-based procedure enhances the external validity of the 

study by allowing participants to access and participate in settings and situations they would 
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typically be in when accessing the Internet as opposed to stringent laboratory conditions 

(Bradley, 2009; Flanagin & Metzger, 2007). The experiment was designed similar to the one 

conducted by Sundar and Nass (2001) in their study investigating the effects of different source 

attributions on individuals’ evaluation of online news content. Their study assigned participants 

(N = 48) into different conditions, manipulating for different source attributions in identical news 

stories. Participants were told at the beginning about the different sources that had passed along 

the news content to them and were “constantly reminded about the sources that had selected the 

online news stories during the reading of the news as well as during the post-test questionnaire” 

(p. 62). The experiment managed to validate the hypothesized distinctions between the different 

source typology on individuals’ perceived credibility, liking, quality, and representativeness 

attributed to online news stories.  

 The present study adapted the aforementioned design and administered two sets of 

questionnaires to participants. The first questionnaire collected data on the various personal 

dispositional variables, namely the individuals’ personal involvement, ideological orientation, 

perceived self-efficacy, and cognitive motivation. Informed by prior studies 

(e.g., Boyle et al., 2006; Wojcieszak, 2011), these data were collected separately from the main 

experiment questionnaire for two main reasons. Firstly, measuring these attributes in a separate 

questionnaire will alleviate the possibility of participation fatigue experienced by participants 

needing to answer the battery of questions measuring the different variables. Secondly, 

answering these questions separately will reduce, if not remove, any systematic influences from 

self-awareness arising from individuals’ self-reporting of these attributes on the dependent 

variables measured in the stimuli-embedded questionnaire. For instance, requiring participants to 

provide their personal involvement on a certain issue on the same questionnaire immediately 
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after or before reporting their willingness to act for the issue may potentially bias their responses 

to both questions in both directions. This can also apply to their self-report of cognitive 

motivation and cognitive effort if both variables were to be measured in the same questionnaire.  

Participants were then randomly assigned to one of four treatment conditions in the 

second questionnaire only after five days of completing the pre-test questionnaire.
1
 This 

questionnaire exposed participants to the experimental stimuli as well as a set of post-test 

questions measuring the various dependent variables post exposure. The two questionnaires were 

pretested and results are reported accordingly in the following sections.  

Stimuli 

In the second questionnaire, the participants were randomly assigned to four different 

scenarios. The first scenario exposed individuals to a message passed on by someone regarded as 

a close personal acquaintance. The second scenario involved a message sent by someone in their 

distant social network. The third scenario was a message from someone who is an expert and 

authority figure. The fourth message came from someone who is a member of the organization. 

All scenarios comprised the same message informing them of a campaign and requesting that 

they contribute to collective action in the campaign organized by a student environmental activist 

group on campus. The message read “The University is removing the Quad to build classrooms 

and offices. The group Students for Nature is campaigning against this. Do support.” 

The message stimulus was most relevant to the present study for several reasons. Firstly, 

the message was made up of less than 140 characters. This meant that the message can typically 

be passed to individuals in a variety of popular social media platforms such as Twitter and 

                                                 
1
 Random generator software, Research Randomizer™ was used to obtain random allocation of 

participants to the four treatment groups. Software available at 

http://www.randomizer.org/form.htm 

http://www.randomizer.org/form.htm
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Facebook, as well as other more traditional platforms, such as email. Secondly, the use of a 

fictitious activist group eliminated any bias that may arise from participants’ pre-existing 

attitudes toward any real or existing groups they may already know or be involved in. It also 

allowed the results to be more generalizable to a wider range of activist groups, particularly those 

the individuals had not known or heard of before.  

This is particularly important in today’s context where the Internet has made it easier for 

fresh activist and movement groups to be initiated and to mobilize unaffiliated individuals (della 

Porta, 2005; Mercea, 2012), thereby increasing individuals’ exposure to messages from a more 

eclectic range of groups they may not have known or heard of before. Thirdly, the cause in the 

message represents a contentious issue and involves participants contributing to campaign 

activities organized by a group of individuals who challenge authorities. All of these met the 

requisites for collective action for activism, which can generally be defined as a group of people 

banding together to advocate a particular cause that, more often than not, contests for social 

change against status-quo authorities (Kahn & Kellner, 2004).  

Several steps were taken to ensure that the issue used in the study was applicable to the 

study and the participants. Firstly, a review of literature and news reports was done to check for 

the issues that were pertinent to university students, particularly issues that students from the 

same university as the study participants had been concerned about or had actually protested and 

demonstrated against. Secondly, based on the evidence (e.g., Chandler, 2011; Khadaroo, 2011; 

Newman, 2011) six issues were identified and an in-class survey with 51 students was carried 

out. The survey asked students to rate on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from “very 

important to very unimportant” what each issue meant to them and to other students. They were 

also asked to rate on the same scale with anchors “very likely and very unlikely” their 
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willingness to protest against each issue. The issues involved: (1) the city planning to euthanize 

all stray animals found on the streets, (2) the university planning to increase the cost of parking, 

(3) reduce the allocation of student sports tickets, (4) demolish a central park to make space for 

buildings, (5) banning creation of a homosexual student group on campus, and (6) endorsing a 

lab by a private corporation that does animal testing. Respondents were also asked for any other 

socio-political issues or problems they would protest against if they had the chance.  

Results showed that respondents felt the issue of the park being demolished for buildings 

was most important to them personally (M = 6.06, SD = 1.48). This was followed by the raising 

of parking fees (M = 5.64, SD = 1.70), and a reduction in the number of student sports tickets, (M 

= 5.50, SD = 1.74).  On the question of which issue respondents thought was most important to 

other students, the reduction of sports tickets was perceived as most important to other students 

(M = 6.02, SD = 1.30), followed by removal of the park (M = 5.98, SD = 1.30), and the raising of 

parking costs (M = 5.94, SD = 1.35). Parallel to the three top issues respondents felt were most 

important to them personally, they were also found to most likely involve themselves in protests 

against the issues in the same order, removal of the park (M = 4.96, SD = 1.88), raising parking 

costs, (M = 4.41, SD = 1.82), and reduction in student sports tickets (M = 4.35, SD = 1.70). 

Based on the findings, the university’s plan to remove the central park called the Quad to make 

way for offices and classrooms was deemed most suitable for the present study and utilized as 

the issue stimulus.  

Besides ascertaining the issue most relevant to the study and to the participants, a mock 

website stimulus was also created to provide more background information on the issue. The 

website belonged to a campus news organization and consisted of an objective report on the 

issue. Figure 2 below shows the website stimulus used. After reading the website stimulus that 
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was followed by the invitational message based on the different message source scenarios, 

participants were given instructions to “Picture the scenario that you have received this message 

online from [the specific source variable tested in this study]. You have received this message in 

either one of three ways – by Twitter, Facebook, or email.” Participants were then told to keep 

this one specific source in their mind as they answer the questions that followed. 

 

           Figure 2 Website stimulus for background information on issue 

 

Message source manipulation. Participants assigned to the scenario involving a close 

personal network were instructed that the message was from “someone to whom you are very 

close. The person can be a family member, friend, classmate, or anyone else you know.”  Based 
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on prior findings from the political participation, civic engagement, and activism literature, 

people from these close personal networks can include one’s friends, family members, 

colleagues, and peers from school (Fisher & Boekkooi, 2010; J. Kim & Kim, 2008; Lee et al., 

2012). In this scenario, participants were also asked to write on the questionnaire the name of 

that one person to whom he or she is close. This manipulation of reference sources has been done 

in earlier studies and will create more “personalized” scenarios, increasing “the believability of 

the situation” (Oshagan, 1996, p. 340).  

Participants in the condition where the message was passed online by someone in a 

distant social network were told that they had received the message from “a person who is a 

friend of someone you know.” They were also told, “you may or may not personally know the 

person who passed the message to you.” This manipulation allowed the study to capture one’s 

distant social network source as characterized by people the participants may or may not know 

personally, such as old friends, lay acquaintances, neighbors, friends of friends, or even 

strangers, which is often the situation in social networking sites (Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 

2007). They were then told to keep this specific person in mind as they answered the survey 

questions that followed.  

Participants in the scenario where the message was passed by an expert source were told 

the message was passed by “a professor whom you may or may not know.” This manipulation of 

expert source allowed participants to infer two attributions of expertise. First is the recognition of 

the source as an “official authority” accorded official status in institutions (Sundar, 2008) which, 

in this case, referred to a campus setting where professors are regarded as official authority 

figures occupying a relatively higher position in a system of hierarchy in which the participants 

are a part of (Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004; Koslowsky et al., 2001). Secondly, professors can also 
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be regarded as sources of “cognitive authorities” for participants who are university students 

(Fritch & Cromwell, 2001; P. Wilson, 1983). Although participants may not infer the personal 

expertise of the professor in the issue domain specifically (e.g., environment, urban planning), 

they may perceive instead that the professor has more experience and closer knowledge of the 

administration of the university. These perceptions of expertise and authority of professors in the 

context of the university system may influence participants’ perception of the credibility of the 

message and the legitimacy of the activist group and its call for collective action.  

Participants in the scenario where they had received the message from an organizational 

source were told that the message was passed by “an official from the group Students for 

Nature.” This broader definition of organizational source allows participants to perceive 

organizational sources that can include leaders, spokespeople, task committees, and ordinary 

members (McCarthy & Wolfson, 1996). As earlier discussed, these are typical of message 

sources that can represent activist and movement organizations in their coordination and 

mobilization of collective action on the Internet (i.e., more decentralized and informal 

organization structures allowing ordinary members to act in “official” capacity) (Bimber et al., 

2005; J. Rogers & Freeman, 2002).  

For the purposes of manipulation checks on the different levels of personal-ness 

represented by the different sources, participants were asked to indicate on a 7-point, Likert-type 

scale ranging from “very little to very much” how personal the source was to them. The 

questions were: “(1) how close are you to the person who sent the message to you?; (2) how well 

do you know the person who passed the message to you?; and (3) how often do you meet up with 

the person who passed the message to you?” Results from a pretest showed that the three items 

were reliable at Cronbach’s α = .953, N = 59, with no α values higher if any item was omitted. 



 

 

108 

 

The three items were then composited to represent how personal the sources were to the 

participants. Secondly, since the study hypothesized that individuals would exhibit different 

levels of willingness to show their support for the activist campaign if the message were to come 

from different sources, participants were asked in the second questionnaire to indicate on a 7-

point Likert-type scale ranging from “strongly agree to strongly disagree” their response to the 

statement, “My willingness to show support for the campaign will differ if the message had not 

come from the [specific source variable participant was exposed to].” 

Since the online-based experiment allowed participants to be in their natural environment 

as they tend to be when accessing the Internet, they could possibly be exposed to distractions 

arising from their surroundings during participation (e.g., background noise, surrounding 

movements). These distractions may not only affect their attention during the experiment but 

could also interrupt their cognitive elaboration process during the reading of messages (Cacioppo 

& Petty, 1989). The present study thus checked and controlled for these extraneous factors by 

recording participants’ whereabouts while participating in the study and measuring how 

distracted they were. Participants were asked to indicate the actual physical location they were in 

when doing the survey and to rate, on a 7-point, Likert-typed scale stating “very much to very 

little” on how distracted they were when doing the survey. 

Sample 

 The participants were recruited from among communication undergraduates at the 

University of Alabama. There are several reasons why this sample population was selected for 

the study. Firstly, as discussed earlier, undergraduates are part of the “Net generation” and 

represent the most active users of online media and social networking sites (Boyd & Ellison, 

2007; DeBlois & Oblinger, 2007). Not only are they more prone to online messages that call for 



 

 

109 

 

participation in different forms of collective action and activism; they are also be more adept in 

using these technologies to facilitate and participate in these acts 

(Ito et al., 2010; Smith, Schlozman, & Verba, 2009).  

As shown in the earlier discussion, there are ample prior studies that have documented 

accounts and evidence of university and college students being a significant force in social 

movements ranging from moderate to radical, and from protests against university 

administrations to revolutionary acts that can “lead to the downfall of governments” 

(Gill & DeFronzo, 2009, p. 203). The prevalence of “campus activism” and “e-studentprotests” 

involving students on campus as documented in the research literature 

(e.g. Biddix & Park, 2008; Chambers & Phelps, 1993; Hunter, 1988) increased the relevance of 

the present study’s sampling of college students and the stimulus that involved a call for 

collective action on campus. The proximity of the issue to participants in terms of location and 

relevance can also serve to control what scholars in the collective action and social movement 

research refer to as “situational” and “biographical” availability (Downton & Wehr, 1998; 

McAdam, 1986; Tindall, 2002). These are factors, such as time, money, and energy, as well as 

existing life conditions (e.g., being a student) that can act as personal constraints for individuals’ 

involvement in activism. In this regard, findings from this study’s sampling of undergraduates 

within a campus scenario can contribute to the collective action literature, especially those 

pertaining to activism involving students. Furthermore, understanding the motivations of 

students who are themselves representative of the younger generation will also enable the 

extrapolation of the findings to the wider youth population in society.  

The sampling of undergraduates also enhanced the internal validity of the study’s 

experimental manipulation. Even though sampling college students and the campus scenario may 
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limit the generalizability of the study’s findings to the wider population and other forms and 

avenues of activism, this limitation could not be addressed without a tradeoff with the 

experiment’s internal validity. It will be difficult to maintain the level of validity to be achieved 

through the use of highly-specific issue stimulus that is relevant to students in this study (e.g., 

professors as expert sources inviting students to contribute to a campaign by student activist 

group on campus) by sampling a larger population beyond the setting. The sampling of 

undergraduates is thus the most relevant and beneficial for this study. 

Dependent variables 

The present study investigated individuals’ willingness to participate in different forms of 

collective action after receiving invitational messages online from different sources. Participants 

were asked to indicate their willingness to participate in different forms of activities that 

collectively represent a movement’s action repertoire which, in this case, represented a student 

activist group’s campaign against the university administrator’s ruling to demolish a popular 

central park on campus to build buildings.  

The different forms of activities were divided into two parts comprising online and 

offline actions. The different forms of online actions were further divided into two dimensions. 

The first dimension consisted of low threshold activities and the second dimension consisted of 

activities with higher thresholds as compared to the earlier dimensions. Collectively, both 

dimensions of online activities represented lower thresholds than the activities that had to be 

completed offline. Overall, three levels of activity thresholds were measured in this study. 

Activity thresholds are defined by the actual and perceived levels of risks, costs, and loss of 

privacy incurred by individuals in deciding whether to participate in any specific activity toward 

collective action (McAdam, 1986; Van Laer & Van Aelst, 2010).  
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Low threshold activities. These are online activities with the lowest threshold for 

participation such as providing donations, buying campaign-related products, writing letters and 

emails, as well as signing e-petitions. Participants were asked to indicate, on a 7-point, Likert-

type scale ranging from “very unlikely to very likely,” their willingness to participate in each of 

these activities: “(1) provide donations on the group’s website to support the cause; (2) buy 

campaign-related products online (e.g., t-shirts, badges, armbands, etc.); (3) write an 

anonymous online letter and send it to the university administrators; (4) send an unidentifiable 

email directly to the university administrators; and (5) sign the e-petition on the group’s website 

to lobby against the ruling by the university administrator?”  

Mid threshold activities. This next higher threshold level for participation comprised 

online activities requiring individuals to carry out acts that involved different extents of public 

expression of individual opinions and support. These were activities commenting on the message 

received, relaying the message to others, affiliating and “Liking” the message, and uploading 

materials and information pertaining to the message. As compared to the earlier set of lower-

threshold online activities, these activities, among other things, required individuals to sacrifice 

their privacy and “cross the private-public boundaries of collective action” during online 

participation (Bimber et al., 2005; Flanagin et al., 2006). One reason why individuals’ private 

information or identity can be exposed when carrying out these activities is that they tend to be 

done in social networking sites where individual profiles can be seen and shared by others in 

one’s online networks.  

To measure individuals’ willingness to carry out these online activities, participants were 

asked to indicate on a 7-point, Likert-type scale ranging from “very unlikely to very likely” the 

likelihood that they will: “(1) post personal comments about the campaign on any online 
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platforms (e.g., Twitter, Facebook, Blogs, Website, etc.); (2) post personal comments about the 

message received; (3) pass the message that was received to others through any online platforms 

(e.g., Twitter, Facebook, Blogs, Website, etc.); (4) “Like” the message that was received on 

Facebook; (5) join the online group page for Students for Nature; (6) “Like” or “Follow” the 

online group page for Students for Nature on Facebook or Twitter; (7) upload other materials 

(e.g., photos, videos, etc.) about the campaign; and (8) provide links to other information from 

the Internet that pertains to the campaign issue.”  

High threshold activities. These are activities that represented the highest level of 

participation thresholds by requiring individuals to do something in real-life public settings. 

These offline activities included participation in mass street actions, disseminating information to 

others, and publicly identifying oneself with the cause. To measure individuals’ willingness to 

become involved in these activities, participants were asked to indicatem on a 7-point Likert-type 

scale ranging “very unlikely to very likely” their likelihood to carry out these activities: “(1) join 

any public demonstrations organized by the group; (2) speak about the campaign to other people 

you meet face-to-face; (3) help distribute campaign materials to others (e.g., flyers, pens, 

badges, etc.); and (4) use items related to the campaign in public (e.g., t-shirts, wristbands, 

badges, etc.)?”  

Confounding variables 

 As discussed in-depth in earlier sections, an assumption held by this study is that 

individuals are generally “cognitive misers” and that when faced with an abundance of 

information online and a multitude of different message sources, they will tend to utilize 

heuristic cues in attributing credibility and reliability to the different sources and the messages 

they receive from those sources (Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Metzger, 2007; Sundar et al., 2007).  
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When heuristic cues are utilized, individuals will depend on quick judgments of source 

characteristics, such as their perception of source credibility and how personal the source is to 

them, so as to make cognitive evaluations of the message. This will then influence their 

willingness to accept the messages and their intention to contribute to the collective action. On 

the other hand, it can be expected that individuals engaged in effortful reading and evaluation of 

the message (e.g., cognitive effort) and with a predisposition to think a lot about things (e.g., 

cognitive motivation) will mitigate the influential role of source characteristics. Therefore, this 

study expected participants’ cognitive effort in reading and evaluating the messages received to 

mediate the effects of the different sources on their willingness to participate in collective action, 

and their perception of source credibility to moderate these effects. In the following sections, I 

will briefly revisit the earlier discussion on these confounding variables and their relationships 

with the main variables examined in the study. This will be followed by a discussion of their 

operationalization and measurement.  

Cognitive effort. Cognitive effort referred to the amount of mental elaboration and effort 

an individual has put in when carrying out a specific task such as reading a specific piece of 

information (Cacioppo & Petty, 1989). A high cognitive effort may thus mean that individuals 

are engaged in a more elaborate processing of the messages as compared to heuristic processing 

(Neuwirth et al., 2002). As discussed, cognitive effort is also linked to individuals’ cognitive 

motivation, in that individuals who possess a high need for cognition also tend to expend more 

effort when reading and evaluating messages (Cacioppo et al., 1996). When this occurs, 

individuals will not engage in heuristic processing of information and the effects of different 

sources on individuals’ willingness to participate in collective action will be diminished. In this 

study’s context, participants’ willingness to participate in different forms of collective action 
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after being exposed to messages passed by different sources will be mediated by their cognitive 

effort when reading the information.  

 To comprehensively account for cognitive effort, this study employed two ways of 

measuring the amount of mental elaboration and processing of messages undergone by 

participants. Firstly, adapting the measurement for cognitive effort by 

Cacioppo and Petty (1989), individuals were asked to indicate, on a 7-point Likert-type scale 

ranging “very little to very much”: “(1) how carefully did you read the message?; and (2) how 

much were you thinking about the information in the message?”  

This study also utilized the systematic information processing scale by Neuwirth, 

Frederick, and Mayo (2002) to further measure participants’ level of cognitive effort expended 

when reading the messages. These measurements indicate the level of systematic (i.e., high 

elaboration) that participants underwent when reading the messages. Captured on a 7-point 

Likert-type scale ranging from “very little to very much,” the level of systematic processing was 

measured by asking participants: “(1) I think about how the information in the message relates to 

other things I know; (2) I found myself making connections between the information I get from 

the message about the campaign with information I can get elsewhere; (3) I try to relate the issue 

I get from the message to my own life; and (4) I think about the implications of the issue I get 

from the message.” The reliability of the items retrieved Cronbach’s α of .80 (Neuwirth et al., 

2002). 

A principal components factor analysis using Varimax rotation was then done to check 

whether the two measurements can be reliably reduced to a single measurement of participants’ 

cognitive effort expended when reading the message. After extraction, the various items cross-

loaded reliably into one factor component. At baseline eigenvalue = .3, the scores for the six 
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items in the component retrieved a lowest score of .755 and highest of .864, explaining about 

64.95% of variance in scores. Analysis for Cronbach’s alpha further showed the six items loaded 

reliably into a single measurement of cognitive effort at α = .89, N = 59. The composite scores 

for the six items were then tabulated as a measurement of the amount of cognitive effort 

expended by participants when reading the message.     

Perceived source credibility. In-depth discussion in the literature review showed how 

source characteristic cues are influential to individuals during heuristic information processing. 

As studies looking at individuals’ evaluation of information from the Web have shown, these 

cues are directly related to individual perceptions of the credibility of the source (e.g., Eysenbach 

& Köhler, 2002; Metzger, 2007; Warnick, 2004). And when it comes to messages that have a 

persuasive undertone, such as the message stimulus used in this study, the “persuasive intent” or 

bias of the message sender as perceived by individuals had also been found to affect the 

receivers’ perceptions of source credibility, producing negative attitude changes and behavioral 

compliance (Fogg et al., 2003; Metzger et al., 2010). The present study thus posited that 

individuals’ perceived credibility of the different sources will moderate the effects of the 

different sources on their willingness to participate in activities to support the campaign.  

 Combining and adapting previous measures utilized by scholars 

(e.g., McCroskey & Teven, 1999; Flanagin & Metzger, 2003; Eastin, 2001), individuals’ 

perceived source credibility was defined by how believable, competent, knowledgeable, 

accurate, trustworthy, and honest the different sources are to them. Participants were asked to 

rate, on a 7-point, likert-type scale ranging from “strongly disagree to strongly agree” the 

following statements: “I feel that the [source variable] who had sent me the message: (1) is 

believable; (2) is competent with regard to the topic; (3) is a knowledgeable person; (4) has 
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accurately described the matter; (5) is a trustworthy person; and (6) is very honest.” The items 

loaded reliably at Cronbach’s α = .870, N = 59. The composite of the various items were taken as 

a measurement of participants’ perception of the credibility of the source that passed the message 

to them.  

Control variables 

 The present study controlled for the possible influences arising from individuals’ inherent 

attitudes and predispositions on their willingness to participate in collective action after being 

exposed to a message passed by different sources online. These individual variables included 

their personal involvement, ideological orientation, perceived efficacy, and cognitive motivation. 

To achieve a more comprehensive control of individual characteristics in the context of the study 

(i.e., individuals’ willingness to participate in different activities in support of a campaign by a 

student activist group), this study further captured two dimensions of participants’ personal 

involvement: personal issue involvement and personal involvement with activism. Participants’ 

prior experience with any forms of activism within the past 24 months was also collected. 

Measurement of individuals’ perceived efficacy also captured three different dimensions. They 

are individuals’ perceived self-efficacy, perceived group efficacy, and perceived technological 

efficacy. The literature review section above discussed findings from prior studies that have 

shown how these variables can affect the potential of different online message sources to 

influence individuals’ willingness to participate in activism and collective action. The following 

discussion will elaborate on the operationalization of these variables and their respective 

measurements.  

Personal involvement. This variable referred to individuals’ personal experience and 

involvement on a specific issue or cause. When it comes to individuals’ involvement in 
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collective action and activism, research has revealed two aspects of personal involvement that 

can affect their willingness to participate in future actions. They are personal issue involvement 

and personal involvement with activism. The present study measured and control for both 

variables.  

Personal issue involvement. Also termed “personal issue importance” or “cause 

predispositions” (Boyle et al., 2006; Y. M. Kim, 2009), this variable has been found to be a 

strong indicator of individuals’ cognitive and behavioral intention to participate in expressive 

and collective actions on specific issues.  Operationalized as how one felt a specific issue was 

more personally important to him or her than other people and his or her attitude importance to 

that issue (Y. M. Kim, 2009; Krosnick, 1988), this variable was measured with six questions 

asking participants their stance with regard to the issue in general as well as specific to the 

stimuli administered in the present study (i.e., environmental concerns related to the demolishing 

of a park).  

Participants were asked, on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging “very little to very much,” 

their position on the following questions: “(1) To what extent do you feel that society should 

protect the natural environment (e.g., trees, rivers, lakes, etc.)?; (2) How important is the issue 

pertaining to conservation of the natural environment to you?; and (3) How strongly do you feel 

about issues pertaining to the natural environment?” (Y. M. Kim, 2009; Morrison & Matthes, 

2011; Wojcieszak, 2011).  The questions more specific to the issue asked participants: “(1) To 

what extent do you feel that parks should not be removed to make way for buildings?; (2) How 

important is the issue about parks being removed for other developments (e.g., buildings, roads, 

car lots, etc.) to you?, and (3) How strongly do you feel about issues pertaining to the 

conservation of parks?” Participants were also asked the same questions (general and specific) 
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on a dummy topic, abortion, to reduce the possibility of participants systematically matching 

their reported stand on the conservation of nature and parks being demolished to the experiment 

manipulation in the second questionnaire.  

Findings from a pretest of the questionnaire revealed that the items for both 

measurements of personal issue involvement, general and specific, loaded reliably at Cronbach’s 

α = .924 and .872, N = 29, respectively. Results from a principal components factor analysis 

using Varimax rotation further revealed that both measurements can be reliably reduced to a 

single measurement of participants’ issue involvement. After extraction, the six items cross-

loaded reliably into one factor component. At baseline eigenvalue = .3, the scores for the six 

items in the component retrieved a lowest score of .764 and highest of .948, explaining about 

75.49% of cumulative variance. Reliability analysis results further showed the six items loaded 

reliably into a single measurement of issue involvement at α = .925, N = 29. The composite 

scores for the various items were then tabulated as a measurement of the level of participants’ 

personal involvement with the issue presented in the study. 

Personal involvement with activism. This was defined as one’s personal experience and 

inherent attitudes toward activism and activist groups (Bennett et al., 2008; Kelly & Breinlinger, 

1995). It should, however, be noted that one’s personal experience may not be analogous to his 

or her attitudes toward activism or activist groups in general. For instance, an individual may be 

familiar with activism, but they may not hold favorable attitudes toward it because of its 

disruptive nature for example (Kuklinski et al., 1991). However, both dimensions of personal 

involvement with activism have been shown to affect individual’s willingness to participate in 

activist activities, and were thus measured and controlled in the present study.  
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Adapting the measurements for individuals’ prior experience in activism utilized by 

Bennett and colleagues (2008), participants were asked to indicate, on an 12-point scale between 

“0 to 10 or more,”: “the number of times you have participated in any campaign-related 

activities organized by any groups to create or prevent changes to law and society (e.g., signing 

petitions, giving donations, passing information to others, joining demonstrations, protests, 

rallies, etc.) within the last 24 months.” Their attitude toward activism was measured on a 5-

item, 7-point semantic differential scale with anchors “positive/negative,” “beneficial/harmful,” 

“good/bad,” “wise/foolish,” and “favourable/unfavourable,” asking participants what they feel 

about activism in general. The same questions were repeated, asking participants to indicate their 

attitudes toward activist groups. Participants were also informed that “activism refers to 

organized activities by groups that aim to bring about or prevent changes to the law, the 

economy, the environment, and society.” This definition of activism echoed Carty's (2011) 

conceptualization of activism in her study involving student movement activities on the Internet.  

Pretest results showed that the five items, each measuring individual attitude toward 

activism and attitude toward activist groups, loaded reliably at Cronbach’s α = .930 and .895, N 

= 29, respectively. Results from a principal components factor analysis using Varimax rotation 

revealed that after extraction, the 10 items cross-loaded reliably into a single factor component. 

At baseline eigenvalue = .3, the scores for the various items in the component retrieved scores 

ranging from .629 and .882, and explained about 64.58% of cumulative variance. Further 

analysis showed that the 10 items loaded reliably into a single measurement of issue involvement 

at α = .937, and that the two measurements of attitude toward activism and activist groups 

significantly correlated at p < .01, r = .871. The composite scores for the various items 
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measuring attitudes toward activism and activist groups were then taken to represent 

participants’ attitude toward activism. 

Ideological orientation. Individuals’ ideological orientation, also referred to as “political 

orientation” or “partisanship,” reflects their psychological associations toward a specific political 

identity (e.g., liberal, conservative, libertarian) (de Zúñiga et al., 2010). As discussed in depth 

earlier, prior studies have widely shown how having strong inclinations as a Democrat or 

Republican can exert a strong effect on their willingness to join and participate in socio-political 

activities and activism (e.g., de Zúñiga et al., 2010; Holbert, 2005; Juris, 2012), even in the 

online realm (Van Aelst & Walgrave, 2002). The present study thus measured and controlled for 

this personal disposition inherent in participants. This variable was measured with two items on a 

7-point semantic differential scale asking participants to indicate their position, ranging from 

“very liberal to very conservative” and “strongly Democrat to strongly Republican” (de Zúñiga 

& Valenzuela, 2011; Kaye, 2011). Two items retrieved Cronbach’s α = .970, N = 29. The 

composite of the items are taken to indicate participants’ ideological orientation.  

Perceived efficacy. Individuals’ perceived efficacy can be broadly defined as the belief 

in their different capabilities to plan and execute the courses of action required to produce the 

desired outcomes. The present study measured three different perceptions of efficacy that may 

affect one’s participation in collective action. They were individuals’ perceived self-efficacy, 

perceived group efficacy, and perceived technological efficacy. It should be noted that most of 

the measurements for these dimensions were adapted from scales used in previous studies to suit 

the context of the present study, collective action for activism. As argued by Bandura (2006), in 

measuring individuals’ perceived efficacy, “a one measure-fits-all approach usually has limited 
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explanatory or predictive value because most of the items in an all-purpose test may have little or 

no relevance to the domain of functioning” (p. 307).  

Individual’s perceived self-efficacy. Political communication scholars also termed this 

individuals’ internal political efficacy; the variable was operationalized as individuals’ feelings 

of self-competence in regard to affecting political and public affairs (Craig et al., 1990), and has 

been shown to influence individuals’ participation in collective activities (Brady, Verba, & 

Schlozman, 1995; Brunsting & Postmes, 2002; Morrell, 2003). Utilizing the internal political 

efficacy scale in its original dimension was, however, problematic for the present study as the 

scale tended to be too broad, such as assessing the individual’s belief that he or she can affect the 

government in general (e.g., Jung, Y. Kim, & de Zúñiga, 2011).  

The present study thus adapted the original scale to measure individuals’ belief that their 

participation in collective action can affect the outcomes of campaigns against a ruling body in 

this study’s context. Participants rated on a 7-point Likert-type scale, ranging from “strongly 

disagree to strongly agree.” the following statements: “(1) I consider myself to be well qualified 

to participate in campaigns against university’s administrators; (2) I feel that I have a good 

understanding of the important campus issues that the university is facing; (3) I feel that I could 

do as good a job contributing to campaigns against university administrators as most other 

people; and (4) I feel that my participation in campaigns against university administrators can 

help make a difference.”  

Individual’s perceived group efficacy. This was operationalized as the extent to which 

the individual perceived that a group advocating a cause and calling for collective action as 

competent and able to bring about the proposed outcomes (Boyle et al., 2006). Since the present 

study measured this variable before participants were exposed to the scenario informing them 
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about the student activist group Students for Nature and that the activist group is a fictitious new 

group they would not have heard or known of, this variable was thus measured at the broader 

level of participants’ perception of whether an student-led activist group is able to bring about 

change against university administrators. Adapting the measures used by Boyle and associates 

(2006), participants were asked to indicate, on a 7-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 

“strongly disagree to strongly agree,” their views on the following statements, “I feel that 

campaigns organized by student activist groups against university administrators: (1) are wise; 

(2) are beneficial; (3) are harmless; (4) will be able to create changes on campus; and (5) make 

it easier to achieve desired outcomes.”  

 Individual’s perceived technological efficacy. This variable was operationalized 

according to Eastin and LaRose's (2000) definition of perceived Internet self-efficacy and 

adapted to this study’s context. An individual’s perceived technological efficacy was thus 

defined as one’s confidence in his or her ability to participate in future actions on the Internet; 

for instance, in this study’s context, it referred to online collective activities; and to possess a 

better understanding of how the process works (Eastin, 2005; Eastin & LaRose, 2000). This was 

measured on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from “strongly disagree to strongly agree” on 

the following statements: “(1) I consider myself to be well qualified in using the Internet to 

participate in campaigns; (2) I have a good understanding of the different activities on the 

Internet that are carried out in campaigns; and (3) Taking part in Internet activities to support a 

campaign is easy to me.” Before participants answered the questions, they were informed that, 

“Internet activities refer to any online campaign-related activities (e.g., e-petitions, online 

donations, commenting, passing information to others, etc.) that are carried out on any Internet 

platforms (e.g., Websites, Blogs, Emails, Twitter, Facebook, etc). Campaigns refer to the 
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collective activities organized by activist groups to create or prevent changes to law, economic, 

environment, and society,”  

 Results from a principal components factor analysis using Varimax rotation revealed that 

after extraction, the 12 items cross-loaded reliably into a single factor component. At baseline 

eigenvalue = .3, the scores for the various items in the component retrieved scores ranging from 

.513 and .831, explaining about 46.0% of variance. Reliability analysis further revealed that the 

Cronbach’s alpha for all 12 items loaded reliably into a single measurement of perceived efficacy 

at α = .792. The composite score of all the items were thus taken to indicate individuals’ 

perceived efficacy. 

Cognitive motivation. This study hypothesized that an individual’s cognitive motivation, 

also termed as the motivation to think or an individual’s need for cognition, will affect the 

amount of cognitive effort expended by individuals when reading the messages, and 

consequently their willingness to carry out the different forms of collective action. This variable 

was defined as an individual’s disposition to exert a high level of mental effort and their 

“enjoyment and tendency to engage in effortful cognitive activity” 

(Cacioppo, Petty, Feinstein, & Jarvis, 1996, p. 199). It was shown that individuals with high 

cognitive motivation will engage in a higher amount of mental elaboration and resources to 

process given information and make a judgment (Chaiken & Maheswaran, 1994; Eagly & 

Chaiken, 1993). In short, an individual’s cognitive motivation would affect the potential for 

source characteristics to be used as a heuristic cue in persuading an individual to participate in 

collective action by influencing the amount of cognitive effort expended when reading the 

message passed along by different sources. This is particularly important in the case of the 

present investigation, where individuals were only given source cues as a decisional resource. 



 

 

124 

 

Participants’ cognitive motivation was thus controlled for in analyses involving participants’ 

cognitive effort.  

 Participants’ cognitive motivation was measured with an adapted 12-item scale 

developed by Cacioppo, Petty, and Kao (1984) tested reliable at Cronbach’s α = .90. Participants 

were asked to rate their agreement ranging from “strongly disagree to strongly agree” on a 7-

point Likert-type scale on 12 statements such as: “(1) I would prefer complex to simple 

problems; (2) I like to have the responsibility of handling a situation that requires a lot of 

thinking; (3) Thinking is not my idea of fun (reverse coded)… (11) It is enough for me that 

something gets the job done; I don't care how or why it works (reverse coded); and (12) I usually 

end up deliberating about issues even when they do not affect me personally.” Appendix B 

shows the full set of statements in the survey questionnaire that measured participants’ level of 

cognitive motivation. The reliability of the items were re-tested in the pretest carried out in this 

study and retrieved α = .890, N = 29. The scores for the different items were composited to 

indicate the cognitive motivation levels of participants.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESULTS 

The aim of this study was to examine the role of different online message sources in 

influencing individuals to participate in different thresholds of collective activities. Data for the 

study was collected over a period of three months, from September 2012 to December 2012. 

This section described the results of the various data analyses carried out. SPSS version 21 was 

used for the analyses in the study, with additional macros installed for the model testing analysis. 

Regression results retrieving alpha values below .01 (p < .01) are taken as significant in the 

analyses. 

The section begins with a description of the sample and respondent demographics. This is 

followed by results of the manipulation and control variables checks and factor analyses of the 

various items measuring the outcome variable (i.e., different thresholds of collective activities 

and overall willingness to participate in collective action). Following this, results of the various 

hypotheses and research questions posited in the study are presented accordingly. Finally, the 

tested model for the influence of online message source for collective action is presented. Table 

14 (at the end of the results section) shows a summary of the results of the various hypotheses 

and findings from the research questions in this study.  

Study participants 

An estimated 900 undergraduates enrolled in the college of communication were invited 

to participate in the study. A total of 571 students (63.4%) participated and completed the first 

part of the study. The questionnaire in this part collected various personal dispositional variables: 

namely, participants’ personal involvement, ideological orientation, perceived efficacy, and 
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cognitive motivation. In the second part of the study, approximately five days after completing 

the first part, participants were randomly emailed the link to one of four treatment conditions and 

the post-test questionnaire. After accounting for respondent attrition after the first questionnaire 

(n = 127, 22.3%), and incomplete and multiple individual responses for the second questionnaire 

(n = 22, 4.95%), a total of 422 complete and valid responses for the study were collated and 

analyzed. The valid responses for the different message source scenarios were: (1) Close 

personal network (n = 102); (2) Distant social network (n = 107); (3) Expert and authority figure 

(n = 107); and (4) Organizational source (n = 106).  

 Of the 422 valid responses, 323 (76.5%) were females and 99 (23.5%) were males. The 

median age for all respondents was 19 (n = 140, 33.2%) with a lowest age of 17 (n = 1) and the 

oldest being 27 years of age (n = 1). Most of the respondents reported doing the study at home (n 

= 219, 51.9%). This was followed by school (n = 164, 38.9%), public place (e.g., cafe, mall, etc) 

(n = 15, 3.6%), and other locations (e.g., friend’s place, relative’s place, etc) (n = 24, 5.7%). 

Overall, respondents reported being very lowly distracted while doing the study (M = 2.93, SD = 

1.61). Results of one-way ANOVA showed that there were no significant pairwise differences 

between any of the groups in terms of overall distraction experienced by respondents, F (3, 418) 

= .349, p = .790. 

Manipulation checks 

 Analyses were done to check whether the different message sources represented different 

levels of closeness to respondents. One-way ANOVA results showed that the personal closeness 

of the various sources to respondents were rated significantly different at F (3,421) = 170.34, η
2 

= .550, p < .001. Respondents exposed to a close personal network message source scenario 

considered the source to be closest and most personal to them (M = 6.53, SD = .979). This was 



 

 

127 

 

followed by someone who was from a distant social network (M = 3.62, SD = 1.83), expert or 

authority figure (M = 2.79, SD = 1.39), and organizational member or spokesperson (M = 2.24 

SD = 1.59). Post-hoc pairwise comparisons with Bonferonni test further revealed that the 

difference between the different groups of message sources remained at p < .001, except between 

sources who were either experts or authority figures and those that belonged to the organization, 

p = .04. Respondents had also rated how important the online message source was in influencing 

them personally to participate in collective action. Results showed that on average, respondents 

regarded message source to be between “somewhat important” to “important” (M = 4.54, SD = 

1.45) in terms of influencing them to partake in collective action.  

Control variables checks 

The study collected and controlled for several factors that had been found by prior studies 

to affect individuals’ willingness to participate in collective action. These variables were 

personal involvement with activism (issue, experience, and attitudes), ideological orientation, 

and perceived efficacy (self, group, technological). Results of Pearson correlation analysis (2-

tailed) revealed that, with the exception of ideological orientation, r = -.008, p = .858, all 

variables were significantly related to respondents’ willingness to participate in collective 

activities: personal issue involvement, r = .192, p < .001; personal experience, r = .140, p < .01; 

attitude toward activism, r = .185, p < .001; and perceived efficacy, r = .230, p < .001.  

Also, as discussed in earlier sections, beside the variables stated above, it was also found 

that individuals’ cognitive motivation increases the likelihood that individuals would exert a 

higher cognitive effort when faced with a message passed online, and consequently their 

willingness to participate in collective action. Pearson correlation test (2-tailed) showed 

respondents’ cognitive motivation to be significantly related to their cognitive effort expended, r 
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= .246, p < .001. The results indicated that even though the relationships between the various 

personal dispositional variables with individuals’ willingness to participate in collective action 

were small, they were nonetheless significant in affecting individuals’ willingness to participate 

in collective action. These variables were thus controlled for in the relevant analyses done in this 

study.  

Factor and reliability analyses of the different collective activities  

 Since the aim of this study was also to test whether there are any differences in 

individuals’ willingness to participate in the different thresholds of activities, a principal 

component factor analysis was done to see whether the various items can be differentiated into 

separate groups. Results from a principal Varimax rotation analysis showed that at minimum 

rotated component factor value of .500, the various items loaded reliably into three components, 

explaining about 71.6% of cumulative variance. The first component explained about 56.4% of 

variance and constituted 8 items that measured mid threshold activities. The individual rotated 

scores for these items ranged between .582 and .840. The second component comprised the four 

items that measured high threshold activities with rotated scores ranging between .770 and .855, 

explaining 8.04% of variance. The third component comprised five items measuring low 

threshold activities with scores ranging between .506 and .853, explaining 7.17% of variance in 

the data. This showed that the different items can be reliably categorized into the three different 

thresholds of collective activities (low, mid, high) in order to test hypotheses 2 and 3 postulations 

that individuals will express different willingness to participate in activities of different 

thresholds, as well as between online and offline ones.  

Reliability analyses using Cronbach’s α were subsequently done for the various items 

measuring respondents’ willingness to collectively participate in low- (5 items), mid- (8 items), 
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and high threshold activities (4 items). Results revealed that all 17 items loaded very reliably into 

one factor measuring individuals’ willingness to participate in collective activities at α = .951 (N 

= 422), with no single items increasing the reliability when omitted. This reliability coefficient 

with all items combined (n = 17) is higher than the reliability of the different items measuring 

each of the different thresholds of activities, low (α = .861), mid (α = .936), and high (α = .913). 

The composite of all 17 items were therefore taken as individuals’ willingness to participate in 

collective action for the study’s analyses. 

Hypotheses testing and research questions analysis 

Hypothesis 1 predicted that individuals will be more willing to participate in collective 

action if the message came from online sources that were more personal as compared to less 

personal ones. Hierarchical regression analysis loading for personal dispositional variables 

personal issue involvement, personal experience, ideological orientation, attitude toward 

activism, and perceived efficacy as covariates was carried out to test the influence of personal-

ness of source on respondents’ willingness to participate in collective action. Hypothesis 1 was 

supported by the results (R
2 = 

.266, F(6, 421) = 26.39, f
2
 = .362,  p < .001). Personal-ness of 

message source significantly predicted willingness to participate in collective action at β = .432, 

p < .001, with an R
2
 change of .184 after controls. Refer to Table 1 for detailed results. 
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Table 1 Regression results collective action on personal-ness of source  

 Model 1  Model 2 

 SE(B) β t p  SE(B) β t p 

Personal issue 

involvement
 

.057 .148 2.90 .004  .051 .171 3.754 .000 

Ideological 

orientation
 

.040 -.063 -1.33 .186  .035 -.051 -1.209 .227 

Activism 

participation 
 

.024 .093 1.89 .059  .022 .073 1.643 .101 

Attitude toward 

activism
 

.082 .052 .953 .341  .074 .079 1.605 .109 

Perceived efficacy
 

.081 .174 3.48 .001  .072 .165 3.691 .000 

Personal-ness of 

source
a 

     .025 .432 10.29 .000 

R
2 

change    .092     .184 

Adjusted R
2
    .081     .276 

F for change in R
2 

   8.40*     26.39* 
a
Predictor variable 

*Significant at p < .01 

 

 Research question 1 asked whether there are any significant differences between the 

different message sources (close personal networks, distant social networks, expert and authority 

figures, and organizational sources) in influencing individuals’ likelihood to participate in 

collective action. A one-way ANCOVA with post-hoc Bonferonni test controlling for the 

variables personal issue involvement, personal experience, ideological orientation, attitude 

toward activism, and perceived efficacy as covariates was carried out. Results revealed that 

different message sources significantly affected respondents’ willingness to participate in 

collective action, F(3, 421) = 25.49, η
2
 = .157, p < .001, explaining about 15.7% of variance. 

Respondents were most willing to participate in collective action if the message came from 

someone in their close personal network (M = 5.27, SD = 1.13), followed by distant social 

network (M = 4.29, SD = 1.26), expert or authority figures (M = 4.29, SD = 1.33), and an 

organizational source (M = 3.92, SD = 1.18).  
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Post-hoc pairwise comparison tests, however, revealed that source influence was only 

significant, p < .001, when the message came from one’s close personal network as compared 

with distant social network, expert or authority figures, and organizational source. A source that 

is from the organization was also significant in influencing respondents’ willingness to 

participate in collective action when compared with the other three sources, albeit at a more 

modest significance level of p < .05. See Table 2 and Table 3 for detailed results. The results 

indicated that the main message source predictor for respondents’ willingness to participate in 

collective action was where the message was sent by someone in their close personal network, 

and this resulted in their being most willing to participate in collective action as compared to the 

other sources. The results also suggested that, compared to other sources, individuals’ 

willingness to participate in collective action is significantly lowest if the invitational message to 

participate in collective action had come from someone from the activist organization.   

 

Table 2 ANCOVA results message source on collective action 

 
df Mean square F p 

Intercept 1 27.614 20.42 .000 

Personal issue involvement
a 

1 11.677 8.634* .003 

Ideological orientation
a 

1 2.973 2.198 .139 

Activism participation
a 

1 3.817 2.822 .094 

Attitude toward activism
a 

1 2.928 2.165 .142 

Perceived efficacy
a 

1 21.929 16.22* .000 

Source
b 

3 34.602 25.59* .000 

*Significant at p < .01 
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One-way ANCOVA tests were done to check whether there were any significant 

differences between the different message sources in influencing respondents’ willingness to 

participate in the different thresholds of activities (low, mid, high). Results revealed that 

respondents’ willingness to participate in low and mid threshold activities was significantly 

influenced only by one’s close personal network. When it came to high threshold activities, 

respondents’ willingness to participate was also found to be significantly different between a 

message source who was from a distant social network and one that belonged to the organization, 

F(3, 413) = 26.55, η
2
 = .162,  p < .001, with distant social network being more influential (M = 

4.13, SD = 1.46) than the organizational source (M = 3.37, SD = 1.21). Overall, an organizational 

source is significantly the least influential in persuading respondents to participate in high 

threshold activities as compared to the other three message sources at p < .01.  

Overall, results of the various tests carried out suggested one’s close personal network as 

the most influential source contributing to one’s willingness to participate in collective action, 

with organizational source being least influential. Results also showed close personal network as 

Table 3 Bonferonni results source on collective action  

Source comparisons Mean 

difference SE p 

Close personal network    v. Distant social network .986
*
 .162 .000 

Close personal network    v. Expert or authority figure .980
*
 .162 .000 

Close personal network    v. Organizational source 1.354
*
 .162 .000 

Distant social network      v. Expert or authority figure -.006 .160 .972 

Distant social network      v. Organizational source .368 .161 .023 

Expert or authority figure v. Organizational source .374 .160 .020 

*Significant at p < .01 
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the single influential indicator of respondents’ willingness to participate in collective action 

across activities of low- and mid-thresholds. However, with regard to high threshold activities, 

respondents’ willingness to participate in collective action also differs between a message source 

from a distant personal network and an organizational source, with the latter being less 

influential. Detailed results are shown in Table 4 and Table 5. 

 

Table  4 ANCOVA results source on collective activities 

 
df Mean square F p 

Low threshold activities 3 33.312 19.318* .000 

Mid threshold activities 3 30.838 18.187* .000 

High threshold activities
 

3 50.804 26.551* .000 

a. Covariates appearing in the model are evaluated at the following values: Personal issue involvement = 

5.0245, Ideological orientation = 3.3199, Activism participation = 2.6919, Attitude toward activism = 

4.9109, Perceived efficacy = 4.3989. 

*Significant at p < .01 
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Table 5 Bonferonni results collective activities between different sources 

Source comparisons Mean difference SE p 

(Low threshold activities) 
    

Close personal network    v. Distant social network 
1.034

*
 .183 .000 

Close personal network    v. Expert or authority figure 1.156
*
 .183 .000 

Close personal network    v. Organizational source 1.205
*
 .183 .000 

Distant social network      v. Expert or authority figure .122 .181 1.000 

Distant social network      v. Organizational source .171 .182 1.000 

Expert or authority figure v. Organizational source .049 .181 1.000 

(Mid threshold activities) 
    

Close personal network    v. Distant social network 
.971

*
 .182 .000 

Close personal network    v. Expert or authority figure .916
*
 .181 .000 

Close personal network    v. Organizational source 1.268
*
 .181 .000 

Distant social network      v. Expert or authority figure -.055 .179 1.000 

Distant social network      v. Organizational source .297 .180 .601 

Expert or authority figure v. Organizational source .352 .179 .300 

(High threshold activities) 
    

Close personal network    v. Distant social network 
.956

*
 .193 .000 

Close personal network    v. Expert or authority figure .889
*
 .192 .000 

Close personal network    v. Organizational source 1.713
*
 .192 .000 

Distant social network      v. Expert or authority figure -.067 .190 1.000 

Distant social network      v. Organizational source .757
*
 .192 .001 

Expert or authority figure v. Organizational source .824
*
 .190 .000 

*Significant at p < .01 

 

Hypotheses 2 predicted that individuals will be more willing to participate in online 

collective activities with greater privacy (low threshold activities) as compared to those that 

required public expressions of support (mid threshold activities). Hypotheses 3 predicted that 

individuals will be more willing to participate in online forms of collective activities as 
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compared to offline ones. Only hypothesis 3 was supported. Although results from paired-

samples t-tests showed that respondents’ willingness to participate in online activities with 

greater privacy as compared to those that required a certain level of public expression was 

significantly different, t(421) = -8.43, p < .001 (2-tailed), they were more willing to participate in 

the latter (M = 4.68, SD = 1.45) than the former (M = 4.24, SD = 1.45). When it came to their 

willingness to participate in online versus offline forms of collective activities, respondents were 

more willing to participate in online forms of collective activities (M = 4.51, SD = 1.36) as 

compared to offline ones (M = 4.18, SD = 1.52), t(421) = 6.16, p < .001 (2-tailed). Table 6 shows 

the detailed results. 

 

Table 6 Paired samples t-test results for different collective activities 

 Paired Differences  

 

Mean SD 

SE 

Mean t df p 

Low threshold activities / Mid 

threshold activities 

-.430* 1.071 .0522 -8.43* 421 .000 

Online activities / Offline activities .329* 1.097 .0534 6.163* 421 .000 

*Significant at p < .01 (2-tailed) 

 

Research question 2 asked how the different activities rank in terms of individuals’ 

willingness to participate in them. Descriptive results from mean comparisons showed that 

among low threshold activities, respondents were most likely to sign e-petitions on activist group 

websites (M = 5.07, SD = 1.76) and least likely to send emails to target groups (M = 3.80, SD = 

1.88). Among mid-threshold activities, individuals were most likely to “Like” the message 

received on Facebook (M = 5.23, SD = 1.75) and least likely to upload other materials (e.g., 

photos, videos) related to the campaign (M = 4.11, SD = 1.75).  Among activities of high 
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thresholds, respondents were most likely to use items related to a campaign in public places (e.g., 

t-shirts, wristbands, badges) (M = 4.45, SD = 1.73) and least likely to help distribute any 

campaign materials publicly (e.g., flyers, pens) (M = 3.97, SD = 1.73). On the whole, 

respondents were most willing to participate in mid threshold activities (M = 4.48, SD = 1.45), 

followed by low threshold activities (M = 4.24, SD = 1.45), and high threshold activities (M = 

4.18, SD = 1.52). When it came to individual activities, the act most popular among respondents 

was “Liking” the message received on Facebook (M = 5.23, SD = 1.75) and the least popular was 

sending an email to the target group (M = 3.80, SD = 1.88). Table 7 shows the breakdown of all 

activities according to their threshold levels and respondents’ willingness to participate in them.  
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Table 7 Descriptive mean comparisons of collective activities  

 
Mean SD Var 

Provide donations on group’s website 3.970 1.799 3.236 

Buy campaign-related products online 4.368 1.803 3.250 

Write anonymous online letter 4.007 1.828 3.342 

Send an unidentifiable email 3.796 1.875 3.517 

Sign e-petition on group’s website 5.067 1.758 3.090 

Low threshold activities (combined) 4.241 1.453 2.111 

    

Post personal comments about the campaign on online platforms 4.737 1.730 2.992 

Post personal comments on the message on online platforms 4.446 1.759 3.093 

Pass the message to others 4.927 1.717 2.947 

 “Like” the message received on Facebook 5.227 1.746 3.049 

Join the online group page belonging to the activist group 4.755 1.797 3.229 

 “Like” or “Follow” the online group page on Facebook or Twitter 5.083 1.708 2.917 

Upload other materials, e.g. photos, videos, related campaign 4.106 1.753 3.074 

Provide links to other information pertaining to campaign 4.171 1.778 3.158 

Mid threshold activities (combined) 4.481 1.452 2.108 

    

Join any public demonstrations organized by activist group 4.014 1.683 2.831 

Speak about campaign to others face-to-face 4.301 1.683 2.833 

Help distribute any campaign materials offline (e.g. flyers, pens) 3.967 1.731 2.997 

Use items related to campaign in public (e.g. t-shirts, wristbands, 

badges) 

4.450 1.729 2.989 

High threshold activities (combined) 4.183 1.519 2.309 

 

Hypothesis 4 posited that individuals’ perceived credibility of the different sources 

would moderate the relationship between the different sources and individuals’ willingness to 

participate in collective action. Hypothesis 4a predicted a positive relationship between 

individuals’ perception of source credibility and their willingness to participate in collective 

action. Baron and Kenny’s (1986) test for moderation between predictor and moderator variable 
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was utilized. In this analysis, perceived source credibility significantly moderates the effect of 

personal-ness of source on individuals’ if there is significant interaction between the two 

variables on individuals’ willingness to participate in collective action. The centering of 

variables, personal-ness of source and perceived source credibility, was done for the computation 

of interacting variable, personalness of source x perceived source credibility.  

Multiple regression analyses loading for the various control variables personal issue 

involvement, personal experience, ideological orientation, attitude toward activism, and 

perceived efficacy were done to test in a single model the significance of the relationships 

between personal-ness of source, perceived source credibility, and personal-ness of source x 

perceived source credibility on respondents’ willingness to participate in collective action. 

Results showed that at F(8, 421) = 28.0, p <.001, R
2
 = .339, f

2 
= .513, the effect of personal-ness 

of source on respondents’ willingness to participate in collective action was reduced to non-

significance, β = .307, p = .181, and that there is a significant influence of perceived source 

credibility on willingness to participate in collective action, β = .351, p <.001. However, there is 

no evidence of a moderating effect (i.e., interaction between personal-ness of source x perceived 

source credibility) on respondents’ willingness to participate in collective action, F(8, 421) = 

28.0, p = .801, R
2
 = .339, f

2 
= .513, β = -.070. Hypothesis 4 was thus not supported. See Table 8 

for detailed results of the analysis.  
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Table 8 Regression results source credibility as moderator 

 Model 1  Model 2 

 SE(B) β t p  SE(B) β t p 

Personal issue 

involvement
a 

.057 .148 2.903 .004  .049 .166 3.797 .000 

Ideological 

orientation
a 

.040 -.063 -1.33 .186  .034 -.027 -.661 .509 

Activism 

participation
a
 
 

.024 .093 1.890 .059  .021 .075 1.775 .077 

Attitude toward 

activism
a 

.082 .052 .953 .341  .070 .047 .995 .321 

Perceived efficacy
a 

.081 .174 3.484 .001  .069 .150 3.508 .001 

Personal-ness of 

source
 

     .136 .307 1.341 .181 

Perceived source 

credibility 

     .105 .351 3.841 .000 

Personal-ness of 

source x 

Perceived source 

credibility
b 

     .024 -.070 -.252 .801 

R
2 

change    .092     .260 

Adjusted R
2
    .092     .352 

F for change in R
2 

   8.40*     27.99* 

a
Covariate, 

b
Moderator variable 

*Significant at p < .01 
 

The above results, however, suggested that there may be a mediation effect of perceived 

source credibility on personal-ness of source in influencing respondents’ willingness to 

participate in collective action. A three-step mediation test with multiple regression analysis 

blocking for the control variables personal dispositional variables personal issue involvement, 

personal experience, ideological orientation, attitude toward activism, and perceived efficacy 

was thus carried out (e.g., Baron & Kenny, 1986). Results revealed personal-ness of source 

significantly affecting willingness to participate in collective action, (R
2 = 

.266, F(6, 421) = 
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26.39, f
2
 = .362, p < .001) at β = .432, p < .001. Personal-ness of source was also found to 

significantly affect perceived source credibility, (R
2 = 

.303, F(6, 421) = 31.55, f
2
 = .435, p < .001) 

at β = .548, p < .001). Lastly, after controlling for the effect of personal-ness of source, perceived 

source credibility was found to significantly affect respondents’ willingness to participate in 

collective action (R
2 = 

.341, F(7, 421) = 32.06, p < .001) at β = .331.  

The influence of personal-ness of source on willingness to participate in collective action 

was found to be reduced from β = .432 to β = .250, at p <.001.  See Table 9 for detailed SPSS 

output of analyses. Therefore, perceived source credibility partially mediated the effect of 

personal-ness of source on individuals’ willingness to participate in collective action, increasing 

the total variance explained by 7.5% to 34.1%. In this relationship, respondents’ perceived 

source credibility was found to be positively related to respondents’ willingness to participate in 

collective action, β = .331, p < .001. Hypothesis 4a prediction of a positive relationship between 

individuals’ perception of source credibility and their willingness to participate in collective 

action was thus supported.  
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Table 9 Regression results source credibility as mediator 

 
(w/o mediator variable)  (w mediator variable) 

 
SE(B) β t p  SE(B) β t p 

Personal issue 

involvement
a 

.051 .171 3.754 .000  .049 .164 3.798 .000 

Ideological 

orientation
a 

.035 -.051 -1.21 .227  .034 -.026 -.645 .520 

Activism 

participation
a
 
 

.022 .073 1.643 .101  .021 .076 1.811 .071 

Attitude toward 

activism
a 

.074 .079 1.605 .109  .070 .047 1.008 .314 

Perceived efficacy
a 

.072 .165 3.691 .000  .069 .149 3.503 .001 

Personal-ness of 

source 

.025 .432 10.29 .000  .028 .250 5.260 .000 

Perceived source 

credibility
b 

     .055 .331 6.935 .000 

Adjusted R
2
    .266     .341 

F for change in R
2 

   23.4*     32.06* 

a
Covariate, 

b
Mediator variable 

*Significant at p < .01 
 

Research question 3 asked about the levels of credibility between the different sources 

as perceived by individuals. Results from one-way ANCOVA loading for the various control 

variables personal dispositional variables personal issue involvement, personal experience, 

ideological orientation, attitude toward activism, and perceived efficacy as covariates showed 

that there is a significant difference between the different sources and respondents’ perception of 

their credibility, F(3, 421) = 56.70, η
2
 = .292, p < .001, explaining about 29% of variance. 

Respondents perceived someone from their close personal network as most credible (M = 6.36, 

SD = .877). This was followed by a message sender who is an expert or authority figure (M = 

5.21, SD = .882), someone who was part of a distant social network (M = 5.02, SD = 1.08), and 

someone belonging to the organization (M = 4.77, SD = 1.05).  
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Post-hoc Bonferonni test, however, revealed that only the source who was someone from 

a close personal network significantly affected respondents’ perception of source credibility 

compared with all other sources at p < .001. And, except for the difference between the message 

source who is an expert or authority figure and someone from the organization significant only at 

p < .05, there were no significant pairwise differences between the different groups of source in 

affecting respondents’ perception of source credibility. This meant that respondents’ perception 

of source credibility did not significantly differ between the different sources, except if the 

source was someone from their close personal network and, to a lesser extent, whether the person 

is perceived as an expert or the person is someone belonging to the activist organization. See 

Table 10 and Table 11 for detailed output of results.  

 

Table 10 ANCOVA results source on perceived source credibility 

 
df Mean square F p 

Intercept 1 167.107 179.446 .000 

Personal issue involvement
a 

1 .204 .219 .640 

Ideological orientation
a 

1 5.340 5.734 .017 

Activism participation
a 

1 .005 .005 .944 

Attitude toward activism
a 

1 3.047 3.272 .071 

Perceived efficacy
a 

1 3.872 4.158 .042 

Source
b 

3 52.799 56.70* .000 

a
Covariate, 

b
Factor 

*Significant at p < .01 
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Hypothesis 5 predicted that the cognitive effort expended by individuals when reading 

the messages received online is positively related to their level of cognitive motivation. Results 

from regression analysis confirmed this prediction (R
2 = 

.058, F(6, 421) = 26.94, f
2
 = .062, p < 

.001), at β = .246, p < .001. Hypothesis 5 was supported and individuals’ cognitive motivation 

was thus controlled for in the following analysis testing for possible mediation of cognitive effort 

in determining the effects of source on respondents’ willingness to participate in collective 

action. 

Hypothesis 6 predicted that the cognitive effort expended by individuals when reading 

the online messages will mediate the relationship of the different message sources and their 

willingness to participate in collective action. Hypothesis 6a predicted that there will be a 

negative relationship between cognitive effort and individuals’ willingness to participate in 

collective action.  

The three-step mediation test through multiple regression analysis was carried out (see 

Baron & Kenny, 1986). Blocking for personal dispositional variables personal issue 

Table 11 Bonferonni results source credibility between different sources 

Source comparisons Mean 

difference SE p 

Close personal network    v. Distant social network 1.395
*
 .135 .000 

Close personal network    v. Expert or authority figure 1.184
*
 .134 .000 

Close personal network    v. Organizational source 1.602
*
 .134 .000 

Distant social network      v. Expert or authority figure -.211 .133 .681 

Distant social network      v. Organizational source .207 .134 .738 

Expert or authority figure v. Organizational source .417
*
 .133 .011 

*Significant at p < .01 
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involvement, personal experience, ideological orientation, attitude toward activism, perceived 

efficacy, and cognitive motivation in the analysis, results revealed personal-ness of source 

significantly affecting willingness to participate in collective action, (R
2 = 

.272, F(7, 421) = 

23.51, f
2
 = .374, p < .001), at β = .435, p < .001. Personal-ness of source was also found to 

significantly affect cognitive effort, (R
2 = 

.142, F(7, 421) = 10.99, f
2
 = .166, p = .001) at β = .176, 

p < .001. Lastly, after controlling for the effect of personal-ness of source, the cognitive effort 

expended by respondents was found to significantly affect respondents’ willingness to participate 

in collective action (R
2 = 

.428, F(8, 421) = 38.66, f
2
 = .748, p < .001) at β = .413, p < .001, with 

the influence of personal-ness of source remaining significant at β = .362, p < .001. The effect of 

personal-ness of source on willingness to participate in collective action was thus reduced from β 

= .435 to β = .362, p <.001. Therefore, cognitive effort partially mediated the effect of personal-

ness of source on individuals’ willingness to participate in collective action, increasing the total 

variances explained by 15.6% to 42.8%. See Table 12 for detailed SPSS output of results from 

the analyses. Also, based on the results above, and contrary to the prediction of hypothesis 6a, 

expending greater cognitive effort is instead positively related to respondents’ willingness to 

participate in collective action, β = .362, p < .001. Hypothesis 6 was thus supported and 

Hypothesis 6a was not supported.  
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Table 12 Regression results cognitive effort as mediator  

 
(w/o mediator variable)  (w mediator variable) 

 
SE(B) β t p  SE(B) β t p 

Personal issue 

involvement
a 

.051 .161 3.524 .000  .046 .093 2.247 .025 

Ideological 

orientation
a 

.036 -.072 -1.65 .100  .032 -.051 -1.319 .188 

Activism 

participation
a
 
 

.022 .075 1.702 .090  .019 .090 2.284 .023 

Attitude toward 

activism
a 

.074 .072 1.465 .144  .066 .042 .954 .341 

Perceived efficacy
a 

.073 .152 3.390 .001  .066 .092 2.258 .024 

Cognitive 

motivation
a 

.080 .096 2.181 .030  .073 .016 .386 .700 

Personal-ness of 

source 

.025 .435 10.40 .000  .023 .362 9.501 .000 

Cognitive effort
b 

     .052 .413 10.19 .000 

Adjusted R
2
    .284     .417 

F for change in R
2 

   23.5*     38.66* 

a
Covariate, 

b
Mediator variable 

*Significant at p < .01 
 

Model test for online message source effects  

Overall, results showed that personal-ness of source significantly influenced respondents’ 

willingness to participate in collective action. Results also revealed that respondents’ perceived 

credibility of the source and the cognitive effort expended when reading the message passed by 

the source as significant mediators of the effect of personal-ness of source on individuals’ 

willingness to participate in collective action. A multiple mediator model-fit test checking for the 

various control variables personal issue involvement, personal experience, ideological 

orientation, attitude toward activism, perceived efficacy, and cognitive motivation as covariates 
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was thus done in SPSS using the PROCESS macros
2
 developed by Hayes (2012). This tests the 

significance of the fit and resultant direct and indirect effects of personal-ness of source 

(predictor) as well as perceived source credibility and cognitive effort (mediators) on willingness 

to participate in collective action (outcome) in a single model. The PROCESS multiple mediation 

test is also preferred over the more widely used tests such as the SOBEL test for measurement of 

indirect effects in mediation models that, among other things, assumes imperfectly that the 

sampling distribution of the product of the indirect effect paths is normal, which leads to less 

accurate measurements, especially if statistical controls are included in the computation (Hayes, 

2009; Preacher & Hayes, 2008).  

Test results showed a significant model fit between the different variables in predicting 

respondents’ willingness to participate in collective action, (R
2 = 

.443, F(9, 421) = 36.33, f
2
 = 

.795, p < .001). The direct effect of personal-ness of source on respondents’ willingness to 

participate in collective action was reduced by β = .089 to β = .170, p <. 001, and the indirect 

effects of perceived source credibility and cognitive effort on willingness to participate in 

collective action being β = .181, p <. 001, and β = .458, p <. 001, respectively. Table 13 provides 

the detailed output of the analysis from PROCESS. Figure 3 shows the final model for online 

message source influence for individuals’ willingness to participate in collective action. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
2
 The PROCESS macros for SPSS (Hayes, 2012) was retrieved from http://afhayes.com/spss-sas-

and-mplus-macros-and-code.html 

http://afhayes.com/spss-sas-and-mplus-macros-and-code.html
http://afhayes.com/spss-sas-and-mplus-macros-and-code.html
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Table 13 Results of multiple mediator model-fit test 

 
F R

2
 SE (B) β t P 

Model (Outcome: Perceived source 

credibility) 

28.49 .325     

Personal issue involvement
a 

  .043 .007 .164 .870 

Ideological orientation
a 

  .031 -.069 -2.270 .024 

Activism participation
a
 
 

  .019 -.007 -.373 .700 

Attitude toward activism
a 

  .058 .132 2.285 .023 

Perceived efficacy
a 

  .061 .045 .730 .466 

Cognitive motivation
a 

  .068 .150 2.202 .028 

Personal-ness of source
c 

  .021 .286* 13.58 .000 

Model (Outcome: Cognitive effort) .158 11.07 
   

 

Personal issue involvement
a 

  .043 .142* 3.339 .001 

Ideological orientation
a 

  .030 -.031 -1.007 .315 

Activism participation
a
 
 

  .018 -.016 -.862 .389 

Attitude toward activism
a 

  .057 .088 1.529 3127 

Perceived efficacy
a 

  .061 .181 2.973 .003 

Cognitive motivation
a 

  .068 .269* 3.984 .000 

Personal-ness of source
c 

  .021 .081* 3.893 .000 

Model (Outcome: Collective action) .443 36.33  
  

 

Personal issue involvement
a 

  .046 .113 2.481 .014 

Ideological orientation
a 

  .032 -.032 -.987 .324 

Activism participation
a
 
 

  .019 .043 2.202 .028 

Attitude toward activism
a 

  .061 .051 .839 .402 

Perceived efficacy
a 

  .065 0152 2.339 .020 

Cognitive motivation
a 

  .073 .017 .240 .811 

Perceived source credibility
b 

  .057 .181* 3.195 .002 

Cognitive effort
b 

  .057 .458* 8.023 .000 

Personal-ness of source
c 

  .027 .170* 6.409 .000 

a
Covariate, 

b
Mediator variables, 

c
Criterion variable 

Significant at p < .01 
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Table 14 Results of hypotheses and research questions 

Hypotheses and research questions Results 

H1: Individuals will be more willing to participate in 

collective action for activism if the message came 

from online sources that are more personal as 

compared to less personal ones. 

Supported. (R
2 = 

.266, F(6, 421) = 26.39, 

f
2
 = .362,  p < .001) 

RQ1: Are there any significant differences between 

the different message sources (close personal 

networks, distant social networks, expert and 

authority figures, and organizational sources) in 

influencing individuals’ likelihood to participate in 

collective action? 

Yes. Close personal networks were most 

influential (M = 5.27, SD = 1.13) and 

Organizational sources were least 

influential (M = 3.92, SD = 1.18). (F(3, 

421) = 25.49, η
2
 = .157, p < .001) 

H2: Among the various online activities, individuals 

will be more willing to participate in those with 

greater privacy (e.g. donations, letter-writing and e-

mails, and e-petitions) as compared to those that 

require public expression (e.g. commenting, relaying 

Not supported. Mid threshold activities 

(M = 4.68, SD = 1.45) more popular than 

Low threshold activities (M = 4.24, SD = 

1.45), t(421) = -8.43, p < .001 (2-tailed). 

Figure 3 Online source influence model for collective action 

β = .170, p < .001 

β = .458, p < .001 β = .081, p < .001 

β = .181, p < .001 β = .286, p < .001 

Message 

source  

Perceived 

source 

credibility 

Cognitive 

effort 

Collective 

action 
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information, affiliating and “Liking”, and uploading 

and sharing materials). 

H3: Overall, individuals will be more willing to 

participate in online forms of collective activities as 

compared to offline ones. 

Supported. Online activities (M = 4.51, 

SD = 1.36) more popular than offline 

ones (M = 4.18, SD = 1.52), t(421) = 

6.16, p < .001 (2-tailed). 

RQ2: How do the different collective activities rank 

in terms of individuals’ willingness to participate in 

them? 

“Liking” message received on Facebook 

most popular (M = 5.23, SD = 1.75), 

Sending email to target group least 

popular (M = 3.80, SD = 1.88). 

H4: Individuals’ perceived credibility of the different 

sources will moderate the relationship between the 

different sources and individuals’ willingness to 

participate in collective action. 

Not supported. (F(8, 421) = 28.0, p = 

.801, R
2
 = .339, f

2 
= .513, β = -.070) 

Support found for partial mediation of 

perceived source credibility. (R
2 = 

.341, 

F(7, 421) = 32.06, p < .001) at β = .331).  

H4a: Perceiving the source to be more credible will 

lead to individuals being more willing to participate 

in collective action. 

Supported (β = .331, p < .001) 

RQ3: What are the levels of credibility between the 

different sources as perceived by individuals? 

Positively related relationship between 

personal-ness of source and perceived 

source credibility, F(3, 421) = 56.70, η
2
 

= .292, p < .001. Close personal 

networks perceived as most credible (M 

= 6.36, SD = .877) and organizational 

sources perceived least credible (M = 

4.77, SD = 1.05). 

H5: The cognitive effort expended by individuals 

when reading the messages is positively related to 

Supported. (R
2 = 

.058, F(6, 421) = 26.94, 

f
2
 = .062, β = .246, p < .001) 
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their level of cognitive motivation. 

H6: The amount of cognitive effort expended by 

individuals when reading the messages will mediate 

the relationship of the different message source and 

individuals’ willingness to participate in collective 

action. 

Supported. (R
2 = 

.428, F(8, 421) = 38.66, 

f
2
 = .748, β = .413, p < .001)  

H6a: Expending more cognitive effort will lead to 

individuals being less willing to participate in 

collective action. 

Not supported. Reverse relationship 

found. (β = .362, p < .001) 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION 

The aim of the study was to show the potential for the communicative and interpersonal 

“connective action” in online settings for collective action. Specifically, the study examined 

whether different message sources ranging from personal to impersonal has varying potential in 

influencing individuals’ willingness to participate in different thresholds of collective activities. 

A source influence model for online collective action that further accounted for the influence of 

perceived source credibility and cognitive effort, as well as controls for individual variables (e.g., 

personal issue involvement, personal experience, ideological orientation, attitude toward 

activism, perceived efficacy, and cognitive motivation) was posited and tested.  

 This section highlights the main findings of the study and discusses in detail their 

significance for collective action. The findings are discussed below according to the results of 

the various hypotheses and grouped according to their significance in explaining the significant 

role of close personal networks, the mediating role of perceived source credibility, the weak role 

of organizational sources, the varying willingness to participate in different thresholds of 

collective activities, and the mediating influence of cognitive effort expended when reading the 

messages passed by others, respectively. 

Significance of close personal networks  

This study showed that individuals’ willingness to participate in collective action is 

greatest if they were informed of a particular activist campaign and were invited to participate by 

someone who is personally close to them, as compared to more impersonal sources such as 

someone who is a distant acquaintance, or experts and organizational spokespeople whom they 
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may not know personally. This finding is bolstered by those found in prior studies on source 

influence that showed how messages endorsed by one’s personal cliques (e.g., friends, peers, 

colleagues, family members) are more valued by individuals and are more effective in altering 

attitudes and motivating behaviors as compared to unfamiliar sources (Hass, 1988; Stiff & 

Mongeau, 2002; Zanna, 2009), even though unfamiliar sources can constitute people who are 

experts or authority figures (Schubert & Borkman, 1994; Wang et al., 2008). As explained by 

Neal and McKenzie (2011), familiar and personally close sources offer individuals, particularly 

the young, information that are perceived to be more relevant to their “lived experiences” (p. 

128) and are strongly based on “shared interests” (p. 403). As such, one is more motivated to 

participate in activities geared toward a particular cause if he or she perceives that the cause is 

personally valued by people who are close and important (Karau & Williams, 1993; Lim, 2012).   

 Members of one’s personal network tested in this study as those with whom the 

individuals are very close (e.g., family members, friends, classmates) can also be regarded as 

one’s reference group for perceiving the significance and dominant opinion surrounding certain 

socio-political issues (Glynn & McLeod, 1984; Oshagan, 1996). This condition may also explain 

why individuals were found to be more willing to participate in collective action when informed 

and invited by these sources. For instance, as shown by earlier studies, individuals’ strong 

association with these sources helped imbue a perception of greater importance with regard to 

messages passed along by these sources (Glynn & Park, 1997; Moy et al., 2001).  

The possible gain of social approval and greater integration with the members of one’s 

reference group by behaving in accordance with the expectations and demands of the group, 

likely motivates individuals, typically youths, to easily agree and adhere to the requests and 

opinions expressed in the messages by the group (Bendor & Swistak, 2001; Feigenberg et al., 
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2008). Studies by Cialdini and associates (1998, 2004) have also shown how this need for 

affiliation with members of one’s close circle increases his or her likelihood to comply with the 

requests from people in the group. It is thus not surprising that the present study found 

significant evidence showing that individuals were most willing to participate in collective action 

when the invitational messages they received were from people in their close personal networks 

online. 

The finding also supplemented the main idea in the communicative approach to online 

collective action that stresses the motives and benefits for individuals to participate in collective 

activities as lying between a spectrum of impersonal and personal interactions. For instance, 

even though individuals’ participation in collective action may be largely impersonal in nature 

(e.g., joining protests with unknown people, relaying messages online to others whom they may 

not know), their social motives, such as to enhance their social connection, may actually increase 

the importance of personal networks in influencing their decision to participate in collective 

action (Flanagin et al., 2006). This was supported by the findings in the present study that 

showed how the more personal the sources are to the individual, the stronger is their influence in 

motivating individuals to participate in collective action. It also aligned with Klandermans and 

Oegema's (1987) argument that the ability to connect with others at a more personally relatable 

level and the desire to foster stronger personal relationships with others may be both a reason for, 

and benefit of, engaging in activities toward shared goals. 

This significance of the communicative aspect of personal interaction and influence on 

individual willingness to participate in collective action as highlighted above is further 

complemented by Bennett and Segerberg’s (2006) idea of “online connective action.” This 

process highlights the pertinence of social information that is shared and transmitted through 
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personally relatable messages that had been “framed” and “reframed” by the different members 

in one’s online networks of close friends, family, and colleagues. This increases the influential 

capacity of interpersonal sources to motivate collective action by making it easier for receivers to 

see how the cause promoted in the messages is relevant to their personal circles and by 

extension, to them (Benkler, 2006; Bennett & Segerberg, 2012; Knobel & Lankshear, 2007).  

Overall, the finding provided more empirical evidence supporting the importance of 

relational influence over the Internet for collective action, particularly between members of close 

networks. The compelling evidence supporting this importance echoed similarly strong 

evidences from earlier studies (e.g., Boase et. al., 2006; Diani & McAdam, 2003). One previous 

study, for example, found that hearing about an activist campaign via social communication 

platforms on the Internet (i.e., email, social networking sites) and personal networks (e.g.. 

friends, family members, colleagues) accounted for about 83.5 percent of campaign participants 

surveyed (Boekkooi, 2001). Collectively, the evidence shown thus far emphasized the 

importance of a relational perspective in social movement and collective action literature. And in 

regard to the role of the Internet for collective action, understanding the social processes and 

communicative influence of interpersonal networks are equally, if not more, important in 

predicting one’s willingness to participate in collective action than calculating personal risks and 

benefits for participation (Buechler, 1993; Melucci, 1989). 

The mediating role of perceived source credibility 

It should be noted that the significant influence of people in individuals’ close and 

personal network for collective action as compared to more impersonal sources was affected by 

their perception of how credible the message sources are to them. As shown by the findings, 

individuals’ perceived credibility of the different sources significantly mediated the influence of 
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source in online settings when determining individuals’ willingness to participate in collective 

action; with greater perception of credibility leading to greater willingness to participate in 

collective action. Individually, message sources comprising people in one’s close personal 

network (e.g., family member, friend, classmate) were perceived to be most credible, followed 

by experts and authority figures, people in one’s distant social networks, and organizational 

sources. This helped to explain why invitational messages passed online by people belonging to 

one’s close circles were most influential in determining their willingness to participate in 

collective action.  

The finding was also consistent with prior findings from studies on source credibility that 

showed how, when faced with an online message endorsed by others, individuals, particularly 

youths, employ decisional strategies based on whether the source is familiar (e.g., friends, 

family, colleagues) or unfamiliar (e.g., experts in a particular field, organizations); and that 

greater confidence and credibility is conferred to close and familiar sources that tended to be 

more trustworthy (Hilligoss & Rieh, 2008; Pornpitakpan, 2004). Evidence from the present study 

further showed that this situation applies to the context of online communicative acts for 

collective action, where individuals evaluated the messages passed along by one’s close personal 

network most favorably and were most willing to participate in collective activities if the 

messages had come from people within this network. This provided a more precise explanation 

for the influential role of one’s personal network in motivating individual participation in 

collective action, which had similarly been illustrated and discussed in earlier studies (e.g., 

Crossley, 2002; Diani & McAdam, 2003; Fisher & Boekkooi, 2010; Mercea, 2012) in that, with 

regard to the role of online communication in facilitating collective action for activism, 

perceiving the credibility of the person who passes information on the campaign and invites 
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people to participate in it is as important as the relationship between the message sender and the 

receiver.   

Furthermore, while several studies had shown how the credibility accorded to different 

sources can also influence individuals’ willingness to participate in collective action, for instance 

from the ‘distributed trust’ arising from online discussions with people who are relatively 

unfamiliar (e.g., distant social networks) (Chadwick, 2007, p. 290; Mercea, 2012) and the 

cognitive expertise, competence, and experience from experts and authority figures (Biddix & 

Park, 2008; Huckfeldt, 2001; McClurg, 2006), there is a surfeit of studies comparing the 

influential potential of different sources. The present study is possibly the first to show that, 

among the different online sources that tend to be involved in spreading messages and inviting 

others to participate in collective action, one’s close personal network was perceived to be most 

credible and led to the greatest willingness to participate in collective action. 

The weak role of organizational sources 

The positively related relationship between perceived credibility of the message source 

and individuals’ willingness to participate in collective action shown in the present study, may 

also help explain why organizational sources were found to be least influential in motivating 

individuals’ willingness to participate in collective action. As shown by the findings, individuals 

perceived the credibility of someone belonging to the activist group lowest as compared to the 

other message sources, and that they were significantly least willing to participate in collective 

action if invited by someone from the organization. This lowest perception of credibility of 

organizational source echoed those of earlier studies (e.g., Fogg et al., 2003; Metzger et al., 

2010) and supported the argument that perceiving an ulterior motive or biased intent from the 

source or knowing that the source is looking to benefit from disseminating the message will lead 
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individuals to judge it as less fair and trustworthy. This will inevitably result in less, if not 

negative, attitude changes (Hass, 1988; Hovland & Weiss, 1951; Kelman & Hovland, 1953); and 

in the context of the present study, least willingness to participate in collective action.  

The finding brings to attention the mechanics in which collective action is organized and 

mobilized on the Internet. Particularly, how information about a particular activist campaign is 

diffused to otherwise unaffiliated individuals and the types of communication networks that are 

most efficient in spreading the information and mobilizing these individuals toward the 

campaign cause. Bennett and associates (2008) explained this diffusion process on the Internet as 

being due to the individual-network bridging communication process for collective action. 

Others proffered this online process of recruitment and mobilization of individuals for collective 

action, such as activism, as one of “relational diffusion” (Diani & McAdam, 2003; Lupia & Sin, 

2003). This is where formal organizational actions and leadership qualities are dissolved in the 

online realm and are no longer strong reasons for individual participation in activism, as opposed 

to personal and social communicative processes. As shown by Postmes and Brunsting (2002), 

people rely more on their personal memberships and social identities to relate to a cause and 

participate in collective action over the Internet, as compared to their association with 

organizations or their perception of the organization and its members.  

In line with the bridging communication process postulated, the present study provided 

more evidence supporting the notion that impersonal networks (e.g., socio-political organizations 

such as churches and peace groups) are less influential for protest diffusion as compared to 

personal networks (e.g,. peers, acquaintances). This is particularly relevant to the younger 

population who possesses a more fluid and flexible personal identity that reduces their 

ideologically-based identification with established political and social organizations (e.g., party 
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groups, churches) (Inglehart, 1997). In other words, this means that being associated to networks 

of activist groups online (e.g., subscription to online groups pages, “Following” groups on social 

media platforms) is not as influential as the number of personal networks one keeps in the online 

realm. It is the influence from the people in personal networks that leads to greater collective 

action and success of activist campaigns, especially amongst the unaffiliated young population.    

The weak potential for messages from an organizational source to influence individuals’ 

willingness to participate in collective action begs the question of what organization officials and 

spokespeople can do in handling this situation and how they can improve on it. From the 

organizational perspective, scholars and practitioners have begun to move beyond looking at the 

Internet merely as a platform where communication can be ‘managed’ and information 

disseminated in a one-way fashion. An impetus now is to build a greater understanding of the 

nuanced and dynamic processes of social influence that can affect individuals’ perception of the 

organization and its cause. One way in which this can be done is by leveraging on the 

affordances of social networking platforms (e.g., blogs, social network sites, forums), such as 

two-way interactivity, synchronicity, and direct one-to-many communication (Kelleher, 2009; 

Kent & Taylor, 1998), in building relationships between them and the online citizens through 

more open communication in a frank social voice.  

One conceptual framework from which future research on the role of organizations for 

motivating collective action through the Internet can build off is Kelleher’s (2009) socially-

distributed model of online public relations. The model posits that the outcome of public 

communication on the Internet, which in the present context is to relay information and persuade 

people to act toward a cause, are cultivated by a wide range of people communicating 

interactively online while representing an organization. As similarly pointed out earlier, the force 
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behind this social influence is due primarily to the characteristics of the Internet medium such as 

interactivity and the ability to relay a conversational human voice (Hallahan, 2001; Searls & 

Weinberger, 2000). Apart from this, people in online social networks also help relay to others the 

perception of the legitimacy and credibility of the organization and its causes (Smith, 2010). As 

such, apart from merely sending out information and persuading individuals to act toward a 

specific cause as shown in the present study, activist organizations need to be part of the online 

citizenship and create legitimacy, foster trust, and build relationships with other digital citizens 

by maintaining consistent and credible two-way communication. This may aid the organization’s 

future efforts when organizing social campaigns.  

Realizing the importance of word-of-mouth (WOM) and peer-to-peer (P2P) influence in 

online social networks toward advocating credibility and legitimacy of the organization had also 

propelled organizational communication scholars and practitioners to come up with newer ideas. 

For instance, the Arthur W. Page Society for public relations had forwarded a working paper 

outlining a communication model for activating authentic advocacy on the Internet (2012). 

Combining insights from the behavioral science and social psychology, the model is underlain by 

the assumption that in the online environment “individuals now have the means to share their 

experiences, opinions and ideas—and to organize for action at scale” (p. 6) and that advocacy is 

most effective when organizational messages are meshed into trusted social networks since 

people can only be suspicious of any direct messages from organizations.  

The chief way to create authentic advocacy for the organization that can lead to 

supportive behaviors toward its cause is thus to increase its own online networks and, at the same 

time, forge a strong sense of shared belief and confidence with people who are part of the 

networks (e.g., subscribed members, “followers” in social media platforms). The people in these 
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networks serve as important links to other social networks that will include their close and 

personal acquaintances (e.g., family, friends, colleagues); which has been shown in the present 

study to be very influential for motivating collective action. Organizations should therefore seek 

to effectively utilize the affordances (e.g., interactivity, synchronicity) provided by social 

networking platforms and websites to nurture relationships with their incumbent networks 

online. These could be done by engaging in two-way communication, conversing in a more 

“human voice”, and providing real-time information on any developments affecting the 

organization (Kelleher & Miller, 2006). In short, for activist organizations to circumvent their 

weak ability to directly influence individuals to act towards a specific cause, they need to focus 

primarily in nurturing a strong relationship and a strong sense of shared belief in the 

organization’s cause and purpose with people in online networks with whom they are directly in 

contact. 

Varying willingness to participate in different collective activities 

The present study showed that individuals willingness to participate in online forms of 

collective activities  (e.g., sign e-petitions,  post personal comments, relay information to others, 

”Liking” and ”Following” campaigns on social networking platforms) differs from offline ones 

(e.g., join public demonstrations, distribute campaign material use items, use campaign-related 

materials); with the former being more popular. This finding is not surprising, considering that, 

as posited by social movement scholars, people anticipate greater dangers in participating in 

more confrontational offline activities as compared to the ‘softer options’ of less risky and 

persuasive forms of online activities (e.g., signing petitions, commenting, etc.) (Carty, 2010; 

Meikle, 2002; Postmes & Brunsting, 2002). Furthermore, offline activities pose greater 

thresholds and barriers to participation such as greater demand on personal time and resources 
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(McAdam, 1986) as compared to lower threshold Internet-enabled activities that are relatively 

easier to do and can be done in the convenience of one’s own home or whatever location he or 

she may be in (Full et al., 2004; Yuan et al., 2005; Van Laer & Van Aelst, 2010). 

 The finding also shows that it is important to differentiate between the different forms of 

collective activities that individuals can do offline and online, as opposed to skepticisms 

expressed by some scholars on the need to differentiate between them. For instance, some 

questioned the need to differentiate between the different types of activities, since collective 

action today is almost always accompanied by some form of online activities, regardless of 

whether they are Internet-based or Internet-supported (Breindl, 2010; Jordan & Taylor, 2004). 

Others argued that differentiating between the activities in the different repertoires for collective 

action (e.g., real versus digital) is not as important as compared with an understanding of how 

organizations can create the best mix and utilize the different activities most effectively toward 

achieving its goals and purposes (Bimber, 2000; Norris, 2002). Notwithstanding the value of 

these propositions, there are several reasons why differentiating between the different activities 

are important.  

Firstly, differentiating between individuals’ willingness to participate was an important 

step toward increasing the understanding of how best to efficiently mix and utilize the different 

types of activities in a collective action repertoire. For example, as evidenced in the present 

study, young individuals preferred to participate in online forms of collective activities as 

opposed to offline ones. Activist groups and organizations thus need to re-think the importance 

of organizing certain types of offline activities (e.g., creating awareness by disseminating 

campaign materials such as t-shirts, armbands, etc.) and replace them instead with online forms 

of activities (e.g. creating online banners and images that can be passed around in cyberspace). 
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And if the need to organize offline activities (e.g. protest rallies) is essential, activist groups and 

organizations should increase their efforts in planning and executing a strong set of online 

activities in the lead-up to the offline actions.  

As evidenced also by earlier studies, online activities are important in creating the ‘entry 

point’ for individual campaign participation (Brunsting & Postmes, 2002, p. 550), spurring 

offline protests (Harlow & Harp, 2012), and building up a strong sense of collective identity 

through virtual interactions for protests (Hara, 2008; Wojcieszak, 2011).  Collectively, online 

activities can be regarded as “digital prefigurative participation” for collective action (Mercea, 

2012, p. 154), where information and resources are obtained for individuals to plan and prepare 

for their participation in offline acts, and by doing so, may result in a greater likelihood of 

individuals to take part in offline acts (Melucci, 1996).  And, as shown by the present study, 

individuals’ greater willingness to participate in online forms activities supports the need for 

organizations to place a greater emphasis in building up and improving on their digital 

repertoires for “prefigurative” campaign participation and collectively toward achieving the 

campaign’s main goal. 

Secondly, by differentiating between online and offline forms of collective activities, the 

present study was able to provide a greater explanation of their popularity with individuals; in 

particular, how individuals’ willingness to participate in the different activities is dependent on 

the people who had invited them to do so. Findings showed that individuals’ willingness to 

participate in offline forms of activities was significantly greater when invited by someone from 

a close personal network and distant social network as compared to one that belonged to the 

organization. This means that social influence is more important than organizational efforts in 

getting individuals to participate in offline forms of collective activities (e.g., public rallies and 
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demonstrations). This supported the evidence provided by success cases in offline protests and 

demonstrations such as the Arab Springs revolution, the Spanish 15M Indignants movement, and 

the global #Occupy movement. Apart from the role of Internet technologies and online 

communication platforms, the success of these movements was touted to be due to the immense 

social pressure and interpersonal influence of people in one’s social networks (Lim, 2012, 

Hughes, 2011, Juris, 2012). The findings here confirmed these explanations. 

Thirdly, by showing that individuals were significantly more willing to participate in 

online forms of collective activities as compared to offline ones, the present study provided 

evidence that may support the real possibility of an increasing trend of disengaged participation 

in collective action, particularly amongst the young.  Political communication and social 

movement scholars have reported similar cases of half-hearted commitment displayed by 

individuals when participating in online forms of collective activities due to the ease and 

simplicity of doing them. Regardless of the term used to describe this behavior, such as “lazy 

politics” (Fenton, 2008; Papacharissi, 2002), “slacktivism” (Morozov, 2012; Van de Donk et al., 

2004), or “push-button activism” (Landzelius, 2006; Petray, 2011), activists and scholars 

interested in collective action should start, if not already begun, to look at this situation with a 

keener eye. Otherwise, if this trend were to continue unabated, one’s participation in collective 

action, particularly in the online realm, will continue to be void of emotional ties, loyalty and 

commitment to any specific groups or causes (Bennett, 2003; Castells, 2001). This disconnect 

makes it difficult for today’s activist groups and organizers to obtain enough highly committed 

and motivated individuals to initiate and sustain collective action efforts; a condition that looks 

to possibly worsen in the future (Lim, 2012; Opp, 2009). 
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One way to further understand the extent of this problem of disengaged participation is to 

identify the various forms of collective activities that individuals can specifically do online, and 

their willingness to participate in them. The present study had done this and provided evidence 

showing that individuals’ willingness to participate in online activities was significantly different 

between those of low thresholds (e.g., providing donations and buying campaign-related 

products online, sending anonymous letters and emails to target groups, signing e-petition, etc.) 

and those of mid thresholds (e.g., commenting and relaying campaign-related messages, 

“Liking” and “Following” the campaign and the group on social networking platforms, providing 

additional information, etc.). However, contradictory to prior postulations by scholars, the 

present study found that individuals were more willing to participate in mid threshold activities 

as compared to lower threshold ones.  

 There is one chief reason why activities such as commenting and relaying messages to 

others online and “Liking” or “Following” campaigns and activist groups on social networking 

platforms are deemed as mid threshold instead of low threshold activities. It is that these 

activities require individuals to expose a certain level of their personal identity. For instance, 

passing the information to others and “Liking” a certain campaign on a social networking 

platform enable others in one’s online networks to see that he or she actually did this. 

Commenting on a campaign and its related messages also show others in the individual’s 

networks what he or she thinks about the specific campaign or cause. In short, these forms of 

collective activities require one to “cross the public/private boundary” for collective action in the 

online realm and sacrifice certain levels of privacy (Bimber & Flanagin, 2005), which they 

otherwise would not have to do had they participated in low threshold activities such as sending 

anonymous emails and letters to the target groups or providing donations online (Mercea, 2012; 
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Van Laer & Van Aelst, 2010). It is thus more probable that individuals would prefer to 

participate in low threshold activities as compared to mid threshold ones that demand a certain 

level of personal identity exposure and privacy costs.  

The findings in the present study, however, revealed that individuals were more willing 

to participate in mid threshold activities as compared to lower ones. One possible reason for this, 

and as discussed in-depth earlier, is that there is a strong social motive for participating in 

collective action. Participating in mid threshold activities over social networking platforms, for 

example, provides the ability to display to others in one’s online networks, especially those that 

share similar views, and to connect with them at a more personal level, by engaging in collective 

activities toward shared goals (Klandermans & Oegema, 1987). Another compelling rationale is 

provided by the logic of digitally mediated content sharing (Benkler, 2006) as posited in Bennett 

and Segerberg’s (2012) “online connective action” for collective action (p. 752). Specifically, 

individuals are motivated to share their personal opinions on a certain message with others in 

their social networks when they themselves received and recognized that the particular message 

had been imbued with the opinions of the sender. In short, the interactivity in online 

communication platforms, such as social media, facilitates reciprocal behavior (Rafaeli & Raban, 

2005), and receiving opinionated messages from others in one’s social networking platforms 

motivates one to comment and relay the messages to others in his or her networks.    

Another possible reason why individuals were found to be more willing to participate in 

mid threshold activities such as “Liking” and “Following” a particular campaign and activist 

group on social networking platforms as compared to lower threshold activities is the ease with 

which this is made possible. It is most convenient for individuals to reply to calls for collective 

action they had received from their social media page (e.g., Facebook, Twitter), as tested in the 
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present study, with the functions that are provided on the platform itself (e.g., ‘Share,’ ‘Like,’ 

comment boxes). Moreover, the negligible cost, ease of commenting on the messages received, 

and the automatic relaying of the messages, coupled with a display of their personal identities, 

make it more difficult for individuals to control their privacy and conceal their identity, which 

can be more effortful than contributing to collective action online (Bimber et al., 2005). In some 

cases, it is exactly these personally identifiable aspects in communication on social networking 

platforms that motivates youths to click “Join” and “Like” on social cause-related postings just 

so that they would be seen by their personal networks as trendy and politically savvy (Lim, 

2012). These reasons may explain why the present study found that individuals were more 

willing to take part in mid threshold collective activities online as opposed to lower threshold 

ones.  

It is thus not surprising that among the various collective activities identified and 

examined in the present study, “Liking” the message passed by others on their Facebook wall 

was found to be the one that individuals were most willing to do. This finding is also supported 

by prior studies showing that signing up or joining the group’s online profile, as well as “Liking” 

the group and its postings (e.g., videos, articles, images) are two of the most popular ways in 

which young individuals show support for activist organizations and social campaigns 

(Chouliaraki, 2010; Harlow & Harp, 2012).   

There are, however, serious implications to these acts. As Tatarchevskiy (2011) puts it, 

the Internet allows organizations to “not only make connections, but also display connections” 

between organizations and various actors (p. 300). “Liking” and increasing the number of 

individual memberships or organizations online are ways of increasing these displays of 

connections. Also, these displays (e.g., number of online ‘Followers’ and ‘Likers’) tend to be 
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picked up and reported by local and international media to validate the popularity of a certain 

movement (Faris, 2009).  

Additionally, the readily visible number of individuals who signed up to be part of a 

group and the number of “Likes” received by a movement and its related message may operate 

like public opinion poll results. The large number of group members and individual “Likes” may 

thus create the climate of opinion and perception of majority position on the group and its cause 

(Glynn et al., 1997; McDevitt et al, 2003; Wojcieszak, 2011). When this happens, the “herd 

mentality” and possible fear of being isolated in disagreement with the majority, especially if 

they constitute one’s close friends and colleagues, may motivate individuals to act in support of 

the campaign (Noelle-Neumann, 1993) or, at the very least, to re-think their existing thoughts on 

the issues that are contrary to the perceived majority’s opinion (Foslyn, 1999). Therefore, visible 

affiliating acts such as “Liking” or “Following” a certain movement and its postings on social 

networking sites may pose significant implications in popularizing and enhancing the efficacy of 

mobilization efforts.  

These possible implications of the seemingly simple and easy-to-do act of “Liking” and 

“Following” a particular organization and campaign in social media should receive serious 

consideration from scholars and activist groups in future works, especially when considering the 

possibility of these acts in contributing to a more disengaged form of collective action. 

The mediating role of cognitive effort 

The findings presented and discussed thus far on the influence of the different message 

sources on individuals’ willingness to participate in different threshold of collective activities 

should not be taken without consideration for the cognitive effort expended by individuals in 

thinking about the messages they had received. As revealed by the findings, the amount of 
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thinking about the message received significantly affected the influence of message source on 

individuals’ willingness to participate in collective action. More importantly, results showed that 

when individuals’ cognitive effort was considered, the effect of message source on individuals’ 

willingness to participate in collective action was explained to about 42.8 percent of total 

variances; a substantial increase from 27.2 percent without the mediation of cognitive effort. 

Individuals’ cognitive effort was thus an important factor in explaining the influential potential 

of different message sources for collective action in the online realm.  

 Another interesting, and potentially important, aspect of this finding is that, contrary to 

what was hypothesized, the amount of thinking done by individuals when reading the message 

passed by others online was found to be positively related to their willingness to participate in 

collective action. The hypothesis was based on the assumption that individuals are typically 

“cognitive misers” in online settings where they tend to receive an abundance of information 

from a myriad of sources. In these conditions, individuals will thus utilize heuristic cues, such as 

whether the source is credible or whether they personally know the source, when deciding on 

whether or not to accept the message passed by the source (Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Sundar et al., 

2007).  

Furthermore, according to the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM), in such situations, 

individuals process messages peripherally and their judgments on a certain message tend to be 

made in low mental elaborative conditions and are influenced, not based on message content, but 

more on the automatic activation of “stored decision rules” (e.g., trustworthiness and recognition 

of message sources) (Chaiken, 1980; Chaiken, Duckworth, & Darke, 1999, p. 119; Petty & 

Cacioppo, 1986). It was thus hypothesized that individuals who had spent more effort in thinking 

about the messages received online may actually be less inclined to participate in collective 
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action, as compared to those who did less thinking upon which activation of source 

characteristics will significantly lead to their willingness to participate in collective action. This 

postulation was not supported by the present study’s findings. 

 One possible reason that may help explain the result is that in the present study, 

individuals were exposed to the different sources and their messages before their cognitive effort 

was measured. In other words, their cognitive level was not measured prior to their exposure to 

the different sources and messages. Due to this sequence, the findings in the present study were 

not able to account for the effects of source in conditions of low or high cognitive effort. 

Therefore, the findings were not able to support the hypothesis that individuals with lower 

cognitive effort will lead to greater willingness to participate in collective action upon activation 

of heuristic cueing of different source characteristics (e.g., recognition or trustworthiness of 

source). 

Nevertheless, the findings revealed an important aspect in individuals’ information 

processing of online messages pertaining to activism, particularly on the role of the message 

sender in influencing individuals’ willingness to participate in collective action. As shown by the 

source influence model for collective action tested in this study, the more personally close a 

source is to an individual, the higher was the amount of effort he or she spent thinking about the 

message passed by the source; the amount of thinking also affected their willingness to 

participate in collective action. These conditions presented another perspective to the formal 

conceptions of source influence on individuals’ acceptance of messages that posits source 

attributes to “directly influence the recipient’s willingness to accept the message’s conclusion 

without necessarily influencing reception or acceptance of argumentation” (Chaiken, 1980, p. 

752).  



 

 

170 

 

The present study showed instead that even though source characteristics (e.g., personal 

versus impersonal) do affect individuals’ willingness to act on the message, the influence was 

not purely a result of source evaluation itself. In fact, source cueing may actually increase or 

decrease individuals’ attention to the message itself. And this attention and cognitive effort given 

to the message are what explained a greater variance on individuals’ willingness to act on the 

messages received. A possible explanation for this finding could be that the task undertaken by 

individuals, which was to decide whether or not to participate in collective action based on a 

message and invitation forwarded by a source online, is one of high importance. As such, 

individuals were more prone to engage in greater cognitive elaboration of the message (Fiske & 

Taylor, 1991; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986), and this elaborated focus and thinking about the 

message was very important in their decision on whether to participate in collective action. In 

this case, a tenable stipulation is that the decision on whether to participate in collective action or 

not is one which individuals take seriously. Therefore, even though individuals can generally be 

regarded as “cognitive misers” when faced with an abundance of information and messages on 

the Internet (Sundar et al., 2007), their decision on whether to trust the source and act on the 

message is not taken lightly, especially if it involves participating in activism. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

CONCLUSION 

This dissertation had shown how, in online settings, message sources were important 

factors in determining individuals’ willingness to participate in collective action. Specifically, 

individuals were most willing to participate in collective action if they had received information 

and invitations from people in their close personal networks, and were least willing to participate 

if these messages came from an organizational source. When it comes to their willingness to 

participate in different forms of collective activities, individuals were most willing to participate 

in mid-threshold online activities (e.g., commenting and relaying campaign-related messages, 

“Liking” and “Following” the campaign and the group on social networking platforms, providing 

additional information). Individuals were also more willing to participate in online forms of 

collective activities (e.g., sign e-petitions,  post personal comments, relay information to others, 

“Liking” and “Following” campaigns on social networking platforms) as compared to offline 

ones (e.g., join public demonstrations, distribute campaign material use items, use campaign-

related materials). The implications of these findings for collective action, such as the impetus to 

leverage on the ‘socialness’ of online communication, the low impact of organizational sources 

and what can be done, and the possibility of a more disengaged form of collective action 

participation, was discussed in detail in the earlier section.  

Apart from showing the significance of different message sources in influencing 

individuals’ collective action participation in online settings, this dissertation had also 

conceptualized “source” as similar to Sundar and Nass’ (2001) explication and in a way that 

would apply across different media and communication channels. Basically, source was defined 
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as someone who had relayed a piece of information to others over the Internet. In this manner, a 

person would reasonably perceive the quality and attributes of a particular message sender, such 

as a close friend; similarly if he or she had received it across different online platforms (e.g., 

emails, social networking sites) or in real life settings. In short, the significance of different 

message sources in affecting individuals’ willingness to take part in collective action as found in 

the present study is expected to hold across the various communication settings in the online 

realm as well as in the real world. In this regard, it would be very useful for future studies on 

collective action to test and confirm this significant role of message sources in real life face-to-

face settings. Or, more interestingly, possibly framed by theories such as the “two-step flow” 

(Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955) and the “truth-effect hypothesis” (Hasher, Goldstein, & Toppino, 

1977; Schwartz, 1982). Future studies could test whether a combination of online and offline 

communication with different sources would be more influential than in just either one of the 

settings. This is increasingly important, since individuals tend to discuss and relate to what they 

have received online with others offline, especially in the context of activism and social 

movements (Diani, 2000; Harp, 2012).  

This dissertation also forwarded and tested an online source influence model for 

collective action. The model showed the significance of personal-ness of message sources to 

influence individuals’ willingness to participate in collective action through their perceptions of 

how credible the source is and the amount of thinking spent on the message received. The model 

also provided a more accurate reflection of the potency of source effects by accounting for 

individuals’ personalities and dispositions such as personal involvement with issue and activism, 

personal experience, ideological orientation, attitude toward activism, perceived efficacy, and 

cognitive motivation. Future studies may utilize the model to show the effects of message 
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sources in different contexts and demographics, such as whether the personal-ness of source 

affects individuals who are affiliated to the activist organizations or who are active participants 

in ongoing social movements. Future studies may also examine whether individuals’ cognitive 

effort matters in offline settings, since individuals may not have the time and distance away from 

the source to think more deeply about the messages received, as compared to online settings. 

Activist groups can also utilize the model to identify the main factors that are influential in 

motivating individuals to participate in collective action. For example, they may develop 

messages that require individuals to think more about a specific cause or how the cause relates to 

the individual. 

Through the contributions highlighted above, this dissertation increased the 

understanding of the reasons for individuals’ participation in activism, particularly through a 

communicative perspective for collective action. The study also provided support for the 

communicative model for online collective action (Flanagin et al., 2006) and showed how the 

logic of “online connective action” (Bennett & Segerberg, 2006) supplemented the main 

postulation in the communicative approach, that is the significance of close message sources and 

personal-ness in online communication in gathering support and mobilizing individuals for 

collective action in the online realm. The study also established how the communicative process 

in online communication, particularly through the dissemination of campaign related messages, 

depends on how message receivers perceived the credibility of the sender and the amount of 

thought invested in the message before it affected their willingness to participate in collective 

action.  

Within the broader field of collective action research and social movement studies, 

evidence for the communicative effects for collective action as set out in this dissertation 
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provided another perspective toward understanding the reasons for the effective organizing and 

mobilization of individuals for collective action. This went beyond the tradition of studies in the 

rational choice mobilization paradigm for collective action, which fundamentally posits that 

individuals’ decision to participate in collective action is primarily by weighing the risks and 

benefits and consideration of personal incentives to be obtained from participation (Gamson, 

1975; Klandermans, 1984; McAdam, 1983; McCarthy & Zald, 1977; Tilly, 1978).  

The dissertation also provided another perspective in looking at collective action beyond 

the strand of research grounded in the new social movement paradigm that emphasized the social 

construction of collective identity as the main reason for the success of social movements in 

today’s digitally-networked information society (Hunt & Benford, 2004; Klandermans et al., 

2004; Melucci, 1996). Even though this perspective shares a communicative approach to 

collective action similar to that used in this dissertation, in that the construction of collective 

identity is achieved mainly through a social communicatory process, the dissertation showed 

instead the direct effectual process of interpersonal communication (i.e., invitational messaging) 

on individuals’ willingness to participate in collective action.  

This view filled a gap in the new social movement communicative approach by providing 

evidence of collective action participation by individuals who were otherwise not affiliated, or do 

not identify themselves, with any activist groups or campaigns. Also, through the communicative 

effects approach, this dissertation may possibly have carried out one of the first few studies in 

the collective action literature that identified and tested the relationships between pertinent 

communication senders, receivers, and willingness to participate in collective action. Future 

studies should look into further bridging this gap in collective action research and social 
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movement studies with more empirical research examining possible significant relationships 

between the different factors that affect individuals’ participation in collective action.  

This dissertation also provided other novel contributions to the field of collective action 

research as well as social movement and activism studies at large. For one, while a number of 

studies had investigated the potential of interpersonal relationships and communication to 

influence individuals’ participation (e.g., Norris, 2006; Rosenstone & Hansen, 1993) and the 

difference between these direct contacts and online ones (e.g., Hooghe et al., 2010), a review of 

the literature revealed no prior studies that had tested the potential of specific communicative 

acts that can determine individuals’ participation in collective action, especially in the “micro-

mobilization” context (McAdam, 1986; Van Aelst & Walgrave, 2002). This is in spite of 

scholars’ arguing for the importance of acts such as relaying campaign information and 

invitational acts such as “being asked” to participate in affecting individuals’ participation 

(Klandermans & Oegema, 1987; Verba et al., 1995). The present study tested these factors and 

showed that they are indeed important in determining individuals’ willingness to participate in 

activism activities and that, more importantly, it depends on who is relaying the information and 

inviting individuals to participate in the campaigns and the kinds of activities they prefer to do. 

Overall, the findings suggest the need for future collective action research to increase 

their focus on grassroots activism. This refers to socio-political movements or campaigns that 

tend to be spontaneously initiated at a local community level where volunteers, particularly 

initial ones, are part of the community (e.g., family, neighbors) or belonged to the close social 

networks surrounding members of the community (e.g., friends, peers, colleagues) (Castells, 

1983; Ekins, 1992). A key characteristic of grassroots movements is that they tend to be initiated 

and orchestrated from the ground level, void of involvement from traditional organizational 
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structures such as church and party groups, union groups, or established activist groups and non-

government organizations (NGOs) such as People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) 

and GreenPeace, for example. This differentiates grassroots movements from grassroots 

campaigning which more accurately refers to the tactics used by established groups to recruit, 

train, and mobilize members of the local community toward a specific campaign. The repertoire 

for collective action in grassroots activism encompasses those similar to most other social 

movements such as raising funds, holding meetings, organizing public protests, and petitioning, 

to name a few. Their goals can range from smaller issues, such as pressurizing and petitioning 

the local government to improve water conditions in the neighborhood, to larger-scaled ones 

such as community organizing by underprivileged families for school reform that spreads across 

states such as Oakland, Miami, and Sacramento (Lopez, 2003).   

The strong influence of interconnected individuals belonging to close personal networks 

and the greater preference for socially-networked communicatory activities for collective action 

online, as evidenced and discussed extensively in this dissertation, point toward the possible 

proliferation of grassroots activism. This highly probable scenario is also backed by prior 

evidence showing how successful community mobilization was due mainly to the anchoring of 

communication “in participants’ interconnected personal online networks” 

(Maireder & Schwarzenegger, 2011, p. 171; Varnelis, 2008), and that this interconnectedness 

among community participants created a more comprehensible, accessible, and relevant 

information as compared to a ‘top-down’ communication patter for collective action (Gerodimos, 

2008, p. 964).  

To end, this dissertation has shown how the Internet, particularly social communication 

platforms, is important in facilitating and mobilizing collective action. But what were more 
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significant are the communicatory dynamics and interpersonal influences that affect this process 

in the online realm. Evidence thus far provides strong support for the diminishing role of 

otherwise traditionally influential actors such as experts and authority figures. It also points 

toward the weakening role of organizational structures and representatives in orchestrating 

collective action, and possibly taking their places now are more spontaneous and community-

driven forms of activism. These exciting changes impacting the understanding and process of 

collective action in theory and in real life beckon more scholarly attention from both researchers 

and experts. 

Study limitations 

 The main limitation of this study is that the generalizability of the findings is constrained 

by the sampling of college students. However, this limitation could not be addressed without a 

tradeoff in the experiment’s internal validity. It will be difficult to maintain the level of validity 

achieved with the use of message sources (e.g., professors and lecturers as experts and authority 

figures) and issue stimulus which are highly-specific and relevant to the students in this study 

(e.g., removal of a central park on campus) by sampling a larger population beyond the college.  

 The limitation thus reduces the potential of the study’s findings to accurately account for 

the potential of specific message sources to influence the collective action participation by 

individuals belonging to different segments of population. For example, when participating in 

campaigns challenging the status-quo, the older population may be more influenced by experts 

and authority figures instead of close personal networks as shown in this study. Nevertheless, 

seeing that participation in social movements involving digital technologies is most prevalent 

amongst the younger population (Marzouki et al., 2012; Snider & Faris, 2011; Thackeray & 

Hunter, 2010) and that this trend for collective action is looking to proliferate (Harris et al., 
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2010), the sampling of college students was thus important in providing insights on this 

population. Future studies may replicate and adapt the instruments used here to the study’s 

context to examine whether the findings hold for other segments of population.   

 Another limitation of this study is that it may not have accounted for other pertinent 

individual dispositional factors that may affect individuals’ acceptance of messages by online 

sources. Beyond the individual factors measured and controlled for in this study (e.g., personal 

involvement with activism and issue, ideological orientation, attitude toward activism, and 

perceived efficacy), other factors such as skepticism, openness to new ideas, and personal 

identification with the message sources and the campaign itself may also be pertinent in 

explaining individuals’ willingness to accept and act in accordance to the messages passed by 

others online, especially from sources they do not know personally. Different segments of 

population may also display more of these dispositions than others. For instance, the older 

population may be more skeptical and less open to new ideas expressed in the messages they 

receive from others online, as compared to the younger population. Future studies interested in 

investigating the effects of online communication on individuals’ willingness to participate in 

collective action should consider measuring and accounting for these personal dispositional 

variables. 

The study had also found significant relationships between a number of the personal 

dispositional variables (e.g., personal issue involvement, personal experience with activism, 

attitude toward activism, and perceived efficacy) and individuals’ willingness to participate in 

collective action. Even though the study had controlled for the influence of these variables in all 

relevant analyses of source effects, it should be noted that these variables can be stand-alone 

factors that may affect individuals’ willingness to participate in collective action beyond source 
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effects. For instance, individuals who feel really strongly about certain issues or socially 

rewarding causes would take any opportunity to contribute toward the issue and cause; 

regardless of who the person who had passed information on the issue is. Future studies on 

online collective action for activism and social movements should take this into consideration, 

especially if the studies are intended to explain the difference in participation between 

experienced and affiliated individuals and inexperienced ones. It would also be beneficial for 

future studies to look at the influence of these variables, personal issue importance and prior 

experience, as the main factors affecting individuals’ collective action participation. This would 

provide a more focused and comprehensive understanding of the significance of these factors in 

influencing individuals’ willingness to participate in collective action, particularly in activities 

that they come across on the Internet. 

The online source influence model for collective action as posited and tested by this study 

also faced certain constraints. For one, the model was not able to accurately account for the 

causal relationship between individuals’ perception of source credibility and the amount of 

cognitive effort they would exert in thinking about the message passed by a specific source. It is 

probable that a higher perception of source credibility may actually lead individuals to pay 

greater attention to the message. On the flipside, it is also possible that individuals would pay 

more attention to the messages passed by sources that are deemed less credible. Either way, it is 

only logical if the perceived source credibility is the factor that affects individuals’ cognitive 

effort, and not the other way round. However, this study measured both variables concurrently in 

one questionnaire and was therefore not able to account for the effects of one on the other. Future 

studies looking to extend investigation on the communicative effects of interpersonal 

communication for collective action in the online context should consider accounting for the 
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relationships between these two variables, especially when utilizing the online source influence 

model that is forwarded here. 

The study had identified the pertinent sources that were found in previous studies to be 

highly involved in collective action online. However, there may be other online sources that can 

also be influential in influencing individuals’ willingness to participate in collective action. They 

can be bloggers and online reporters, for example. The different sources were also 

conceptualized in a similar manner to previous studies on source credibility (e.g., Sundar & 

Nass, 2001). It should however be acknowledged that there can be other dimensions of 

“personal-ness” or “closeness” of a particular source to an individual apart from the description 

utilized in the study (i.e., how close do participants perceive their relationship with the source, 

how well individuals know the source, and how often individuals meet up with the source). For 

instance, individuals may perceive “closeness” in terms of how similar their attitudes or beliefs 

are to the source. In this case, individuals who are highly involved in the issue or feel strongly 

about the issue may perceive the organizational source representing the activist group 

propagating the issue as very close or very similar to them.  There might also be an overlap 

between the definition of source used in this study and individuals’ actual relationship with the 

source. For example, an impersonal source such as a university Professor may also be a personal 

friend of the study participant. These limitations highlight some precautionary notes for the 

interpretation of the study’s findings  
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APPENDIX B 

Survey questionnaire 1 collected through Qualtrics online survey system 

[Study information page] 

 

This study is being conducted by Elmie Nekmat, a Ph.D. student at the College of 

Communication & Information Sciences in the University of Alabama, with Professor Karla 

Gower from the Department of Advertising and Public Relations. We would like to invite you to 

participate in a research project to determine personal campaign participation. Please read this 

form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to participate in this study. 

 

Background information and Procedures 

The objective of this study is to examine the factors affecting individuals’ willingness to 

contribute to campaigns. The research findings will be shared in academic settings through 

papers and presentations. It will not be used for any commercial purposes. You are invited to take 

part in the current study.  

 

This is a two parts survey questionnaire study. Each part will take less than 10 minutes to 

complete. You will be asked to answer a set of questions in the first questionnaire. You will then 

be asked to include only your email address at the end of the first questionnaire for the principal 

investigator to pass you the second questionnaire 5 days after completion of the first 

questionnaire. You may choose not to do so if you decide to stop participating at any time. There 

are no penalties or consequences of any kind if you decide that you do not want to participate or 

wish to stop participating at any time. Participants will receive a total of 1 credit point for 

participating in both parts of the study. Participating in any one of the questionnaire is worth .5 

points.  

 

There are NO right or wrong answers for this survey. We are only interested in your honest 

opinions. Participants who do not choose to participate in this study are open to participate in 

other alternative studies options being carried out by other researchers in the College of 

Communications and Information Sciences. Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. 

 

Risks of Being in this Study 

There will be minimal risks to the participants involved in this study. You will be asked about 

your opinions and thoughts about the websites and its information. These questions are not 

expected to cause any feelings of embarrassment or discomfort for the participant or researcher.  

 

Benefits of Being in this Study 

The findings from this study will help in furthering knowledge on the factors associated with 

online campaigns. Participants will also learn about the procedures in online-based research.  

 

Confidentiality and Voluntary Nature of the Study 
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Please note that the researcher will not, in any way, be able to identify your answers. Your 

confidentiality will be maintained throughout the entire process. All data will be destroyed by the 

principal investigator within a year of study completion. 

 

This study is strictly voluntary. If you agree to be in the study, but later change your mind, you 

may stop at any time. You are encouraged to email any of the investigators at any point if you 

choose to stop or experiencing any problems or distress during the study. There are no penalties 

or consequences of any kind if you decide that you do not want to participate.  

 

Contacts and Questions 

If you have further questions about this research project or if you have a research-related 

problem, you may contact Elmie Nekmat at mbnekmat@crimson.ua.edu, or Professor Karla K. 

Gower at gower@apr.ua.edu.  

 

If you have questions about your rights as a person taking part in a research study, make 

suggestions or file complaints and concerns, you may call Ms. Tanta Myles, the Research 

Compliance Officer of the University at  (205)-348-8461 or toll-free at 1-877-820-3066.  You 

may also ask questions, make suggestions, or file complaints and concerns through the IRB 

Outreach Website at http://osp.ua.edu/site/PRCO_Welcome.html. You may email at 

participantoutreach@bama.ua.edu 

 

Once you have read and clearly understood all the information above, and are ready to start the 

study please click the ‘Next’ button below to participate. 

 

[page 1] 

 

Instructions: Please select the option that best describes you. 

7-point Likert-type scale, ranging “strongly disagree – strongly agree” 

 

1. I would prefer complex to simple problems. 

2. I like to have the responsibility of handling a situation that requires a lot of thinking. 

3. Thinking is not my idea of fun. (reverse coded) 

4. I would rather do something that requires little thought than something that I know will 

challenge my thinking abilities. (reverse coded) 

5. I try to anticipate and avoid situations where I feel that I will have to think in-depth about 

something. (reverse coded) 

6. I find satisfaction in deliberating hard on problems I face. 

7. I only think as hard as I have to. (reverse coded) 

8. Learning new ways to think about something excites me very much.  

9. I would prefer a task that is intellectual, difficult, and important to a task that is somewhat 

important but does not require much thought. 

10. I feel satisfied after completing a task that required a lot of mental effort.  

mailto:mbnekmat@crimson.ua.edu
mailto:gower@apr.ua.edu
http://osp.ua.edu/site/PRCO_Welcome.html
mailto:participantoutreach@bama.ua.edu
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11. It is enough for me that something gets the job done; I don't care how or why it works. 

(reverse coded) 

12. I usually end up deliberating about issues even when they do not affect me personally. 

 

[page 2] 

 

Instructions: Please rate how much you personally feel about the following statements. 

 

[Personal issue involvement] 

7-point Likert-type scale ranging “very little to very much”  

 

Natural environment conservation 

(General) 

1. To what extent do you feel that society should protect the natural environment (e.g. trees, 

rivers, lakes, etc.)? 

2. How important is the issue pertaining to conservation of the natural environment to you? 

3. How strongly do you feel about issues pertaining to the natural environment? 

 

(Specific) 

1. To what extent do you feel that parks should not be removed to make way for buildings? 

2. How important is the issue about parks being removed for other developments (e.g. buildings, 

roads, car lots, etc.) to you? 

3. How strongly do you feel about issues pertaining to the conservation of parks? 

 

Animal rights (dummy variable) 

(General) 

1. To what extent do you feel that animals have rights (e.g. live export of animal produce, 

euthanizing strays, etc.)? 

2. How important is the issue of animal rights to you? 

3. How strongly do you feel about issues pertaining to animal rights? 

 

(Specific) 

1. To what extent do you feel that animals should not be used in lab research? 

2. How important is the issue about animals being used for lab research is to you? 

3. How strongly do you feel about issues pertaining to animals being used in lab research? 

 

 

[page 3] 

Instructions – Please read the description below and answer the following questions. 

 



 

 

222 

 

“Activism refers to organized activities by groups that aim to bring about or prevent changes 

to law, economic, environment, and society.” 

 

Personal experience with activism 

12-point scale between “0 to more than 10”  

 

“In the last 24months (2 years), please state the number of times you have participated in any 

campaign-related activities organized by any groups to create or prevent changes to law and 

society (e.g. signing petitions, giving donations, passing information to others, joining 

demonstrations, protests, and rallies, etc.)” 

 

Attitude toward activism 

5-item, 7-point semantic differential scale with anchors “positive/negative”, 

“beneficial/harmful”, “good/bad”, wise/foolish”, and “favorable/unfavorable” 

 

1. “How do you feel about activism in general?” 

“Activism to you is-” 

 

2. “How do you feel about activist groups in general?” 

“Activist groups to you are-” 

[page 4] 

 

Ideological orientation 

 

7-point semantic differential scale, 1) “very liberal -7 to very conservative - 1” and 2) “strongly 

Democrat - 7 to strongly Republican - 1.” 

 

“Please select the option that best describes your personal views.” 

 

Instructions:  Please read the description below and rate how much you agree with the 

following statements. 

 

“Campaigns refer to the collective activities organized by activist groups to create or prevent 

changes to law, economic, environment, and society.” 

 

Perceived self-efficacy 

7-point-likert-type scale ranging from “strongly disagree to strongly agree” 

 

[Individual’s perceived self-efficacy] 
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1. I consider myself to be well qualified to participate in campaigns against university’s 

administrators. 

2. I feel that I have a good understanding of the important campus issues that university is facing. 

3. I feel that I could do a good job contributing to campaigns against university administrators as 

most other people. 

4. I feel that my participation in campaigns against university administrators can help make a 

difference. 

 

[Individual’s perceived group efficacy] 

 “I feel that campaigns organized by student activist groups against university administrators:  

1) are wise. 

2) are beneficial. 

3) are harmless. 

4) will be able to create changes on campus. 

5) makes it easier to achieve desired outcomes. 

 

[Individual’s perceived technological efficacy] 

Instructions:  Please read the description below and rate how much you agree with the 

following statements. 

 

“Internet activities refer to any online campaign-related activities (e.g. e-petitions, online 

donations, commenting, passing information to others, etc.) that are carried out on any online 

platforms (e.g. Websites, Blogs, Emails, Twitter, Facebook, etc).  

 

1. I consider myself to be well qualified in using the Internet to participate in campaigns. 

2. I have a good understanding of the different activities on the Internet that are carried out in 

campaigns. 

3. Taking part in Internet activities to support a campaign is easy to me. 

 

[page 5] 

1. Age  

2. Gender 

 

Where is your location now while doing this survey? 

a. Home 

b. School (e.g. library, classroom, student lounge, etc) 

c. Public place (e.g. cafe, mall, etc) 

d. Others (e.g. friend’s place, relative’s place, etc) 
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Please provide an ACTIVE email address in the box below so that you can receive the 2
nd

 part 

survey questionnaire within the next 5 days. (Please ensure that the email mailbox is not full, and 

that you can receive emails in the address provided.) 

 

[page 6] 

You have come to the end of the 1
st
 part of the survey. Thank you for participating as a research 

participant in this study.  

 

All the scenario and information shown survey are not real and were created specifically for the 

purposes of this study only. NONE of the issue shown in the survey or the student activist group 

are true or represent any ideas or information from any organization or persons in real life 

whatsoever. 

 

This study makes a prediction that individuals’ willingness to participate in campaigns depend on 

the source of the message who had passed information about the campaign. The findings from 

the study hope to help provide a better understanding of the role of digital communication 

technologies in influencing youths’ involvement in campaigns. 

 

You may choose to withdraw all your responses and data from this study at any time. Please 

email icir@ua.edu with email titled “Withdrawal of participation data for study Online source 

influence effects for collective action” if you choose to do so. All responses and data associated 

with your SONA participant ID in this study will then be removed. There is no way for the study 

researchers to know your real identity if you choose to withdraw your responses from the study. 

There will be no repercussions whatsoever and you will still receive the extra credits for 

participating in this study.  

 

If you have further questions about this research project or if you have a research-related 

problem, you may contact Elmie Nekmat at (205) 765-5367 or at mbnekmat@crimson.ua.edu, or 

Professor Karla Gower at gower@apr.ua.edu.    

 

If you have questions about your rights as a person taking part in a research study, make 

suggestions or file complaints and concerns, you may call Ms. Tanta Myles, the Research 

Compliance Officer of the University at  (205)-348-8461 or toll-free at 1-877-820-3066. 

 

You may also ask questions, make suggestions, or file complaints and concerns through the IRB 

Outreach Website at http://osp.ua.edu/site/PRCO_Welcome.html. You may email at 

participantoutreach@bama.ua.edu 
 

 

Thank you again for your participation. 

 

 

mailto:icir@ua.edu
mailto:mbnekmat@crimson.ua.edu
mailto:gower@apr.ua.edu
mailto:participantoutreach@bama.ua.edu
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APPENDIX C 

Survey questionnaire 2 collected through Qualtrics online survey system 

[Study information page] 

 

This study is being conducted by Elmie Nekmat, a Ph.D. student at the College of 

Communication & Information Sciences in the University of Alabama, with Professor Karla 

Gower from the Department of Advertising and Public Relations. We would like to invite you to 

participate in a research project to determine personal campaign participation. Please read this 

form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to participate in this study. 

 

Background information and Procedures 

The objective of this study is to examine the factors affecting individuals’ willingness to 

contribute to campaigns. The research findings will be shared in academic settings through 

papers and presentations. It will not be used for any commercial purposes. You are invited to take 

part in the current study.  

 

This is a two parts survey questionnaire study. Each part will take less than 10 minutes to 

complete. You will be asked to answer a set of questions in the first questionnaire. You will then 

be asked to include only your email address at the end of the first questionnaire for the principal 

investigator to pass you the second questionnaire 5 days after completion of the first 

questionnaire. You may choose not to do so if you decide to stop participating at any time. There 

are no penalties or consequences of any kind if you decide that you do not want to participate or 

wish to stop participating at any time. Participants will receive a total of 1 credit point for 

participating in both parts of the study. Participating in any one of the questionnaire is worth .5 

points.  

 

There are NO right or wrong answers for this survey. We are only interested in your honest 

opinions. Participants who do not choose to participate in this study are open to participate in 

other alternative studies options being carried out by other researchers in the College of 

Communications and Information Sciences. Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. 

 

Risks of Being in this Study 

There will be minimal risks to the participants involved in this study. You will be asked about 

your opinions and thoughts about the websites and its information. These questions are not 

expected to cause any feelings of embarrassment or discomfort for the participant or researcher.  

 

Benefits of Being in this Study 

The findings from this study will help in furthering knowledge on the factors associated with 

online campaigns. Participants will also learn about the procedures in online-based research.  

 

Confidentiality and Voluntary Nature of the Study 
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Please note that the researcher will not, in any way, be able to identify your answers. Your 

confidentiality will be maintained throughout the entire process. All data will be destroyed by the 

principal investigator within a year of study completion. 

 

This study is strictly voluntary. If you agree to be in the study, but later change your mind, you 

may stop at any time. You are encouraged to email any of the investigators at any point if you 

choose to stop or experiencing any problems or distress during the study. There are no penalties 

or consequences of any kind if you decide that you do not want to participate.  

 

Contacts and Questions 

If you have further questions about this research project or if you have a research-related 

problem, you may contact Elmie Nekmat at mbnekmat@crimson.ua.edu, or Professor Karla K. 

Gower at gower@apr.ua.edu.  

 

If you have questions about your rights as a person taking part in a research study, make 

suggestions or file complaints and concerns, you may call Ms. Tanta Myles, the Research 

Compliance Officer of the University at  (205)-348-8461 or toll-free at 1-877-820-3066.  You 

may also ask questions, make suggestions, or file complaints and concerns through the IRB 

Outreach Website at http://osp.ua.edu/site/PRCO_Welcome.html. You may email at 

participantoutreach@bama.ua.edu 

 

Once you have read and clearly understood all the information above, and are ready to start the 

study please click the ‘Next’ button below to participate. 

[Page 1] 

Instructions: Take your time to read the news article below. You may proceed to the next page 

ONLY AFTER reading the news. 

Please check the box below if you have read the news article fully. 

         I have read the news article fully. 

[Page 2] 

Instructions: Picture the scenario that you have received the below message online in either one 

of the ways – on Twitter, Facebook, or email.  

“The University is removing the Quad to build classrooms and offices. The group Students for 

Nature is campaigning against this. Do support.” 

“The message was passed by -  

1. Close personal network - [SOMEONE TO WHOM YOU ARE VERY CLOSE. This 

person can be a family member, friend, classmate, or anyone else whom you are very close to.] 

“Write the name of this person in the blank space below.”  

mailto:mbnekmat@crimson.ua.edu
mailto:gower@apr.ua.edu
http://osp.ua.edu/site/PRCO_Welcome.html
mailto:participantoutreach@bama.ua.edu
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“Keep this person in your mind when you answer the following questions.” 

2. Distant social network - [SOMEONE WHO IS A FRIEND OF SOMEONE YOU 

KNOW. You may or may not personally know this person who passed the message to you.] 

“Picture this one person and keep him or her in your mind as you answer the following 

questions.” 

3. Expert or authority figure – [A PROFESSOR. You may or may not know personally 

know this professor who passed the message to you.] 

“Think of this one person and keep him or her in your mind as you answer the following 

questions.” 

4. Organizational source – [AN OFFICIAL FROM THE GROUP STUDENTS FOR 

NATURE. You do not know this person.]  

“Think of this one person and keep him or her in your mind as you answer the following 

questions.” 

Instructions: Please select the option below that best describes how much you know or do not 

know the person in mind. 

7-point Likert-type scale ranging from “very little to very much” 

1. How close are you to the person who sent the message to you?  

2. How much do you know about the person who passed the message to you?  

3. How often do you meet up with the person who passed the message to you? 

 

[Page 3] 

Instructions: Bearing in mind that you have received the message from *[SOMEONE TO 

WHOM YOU ARE VERY CLOSE] [SOMEONE WHO IS A FRIEND OF SOMEONE YOU 

KNOW] [A PROFESSOR] [AN OFFICIAL FROM THE GROUP STUDENTS FOR NATURE] 

(the person you have placed in your mind earlier), how likely are you to do the following 

activities if you have the time and resources? 

7-point Likert-type scale ranging “very unlikely to very likely”  

 

[Low-threshold activities (online)] 

1. Provide donations on the group’s website to support the cause. 

2. Buy campaign-related products online (e.g. t-shirts, badges, armbands, etc.) 
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3. Write an anonymous online letter and send it to university administrators. 

4. Send an unidentifiable email directly to the university administrators. 

5. Sign the e-petition on the group’s website to lobby against the ruling by the university 

administrator. 

 

Bearing in mind that you have received the message from *[SOMEONE TO WHOM YOU ARE 

VERY CLOSE] [SOMEONE WHO IS A FRIEND OF SOMEONE YOU KNOW] [A 

PROFESSOR] [AN OFFICIAL FROM THE GROUP STUDENTS FOR NATURE] (the person 

you have placed in your mind earlier), how likely are you to do the following activities if you 

have the time and resources? 

 

[Mid-threshold activities (online)] 

1. Post personal comments on the campaign on any online platforms (e.g. Twitter, Facebook, 

Blogs, Website, etc.) 

2. Post personal comments on the message received. 

3. Pass the message that was received to others through any online platforms (e.g. Twitter, 

Facebook, Blogs, Website, etc.) 

4. “Like” the message that was received on Facebook. 

5. Join the online group page for Students for Nature. 

6. “Like” or “Follow” the online group page for Students for Nature on Facebook or Twitter. 

7. Upload other materials (e.g. photos, videos, etc.) related to the campaign issue. 

8. Provide links to other information from the Internet that pertains to the campaign issue. 

 

Bearing in mind that you have received the message from *[SOMEONE TO WHOM YOU ARE 

VERY CLOSE] [SOMEONE WHO IS A FRIEND OF SOMEONE YOU KNOW] [A 

PROFESSOR] [AN OFFICIAL FROM THE GROUP STUDENTS FOR NATURE] (the person 

you have placed in your mind earlier), how likely are you to do the following activities if you 

have the time and resources? 

 

[High-threshold activities (offline)] 

1. Join any public demonstrations organized by the group. 

2. Speak about the campaign to other people that you meet face-to-face. 

3. Help distribute any campaign materials to others (e.g. flyers, pens, badges, etc.) 

4. Use items related to the campaign in public (e.g. t-shirts, wristbands, badges, etc.) 

 

Instructions: Please state how much you agree with the following statement. 

7-point Likert-type scale ranging “strongly disagree to strongly agree” 

1. My willingness to show support for the campaign will differ if the message had not come from 

the [specific source variable participant was exposed to] 
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2. It does not matter who passed the message to me, my willingness to show support for the 

campaign remains the same. 
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Instructions: Based on the list of statements below, how would you personally rate the person 

who had passed you the message (the person you had placed in your mind earlier)? 

7-point-likert-type scale ranging from “strongly disagree to strongly agree” 

 

 I feel that the [source variable] who had sent me the message:  

1. is believable. 

2.  is competent with regards to the topic 

3. is a knowledgeable person. 

4. has accurately described the matter. 

5. is a trustworthy person. 

6. is very honest. 

Instructions: The following questions refer to the message you have received - “The University 

is removing the Quad to build classrooms and offices. The group Students for Nature is 

campaigning against this. Do support.” NOT the news article. 

7-point Likert-type scale ranging “very little to very much”  

 

1. How carefully did you read the message? 

2. How much were you thinking about the information in the message? 

 

 [systematic processing] 

When you encountered the message, 

1. You think about how the information in the message relates to other things you know. 

2. You found yourself making connections between the information You get from the message 

about the campaign with information you can get elsewhere. 

3. You try to relate the issue you get from the message to your own life. 

4. You think about the implications of the issue you get from the message. 
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1. Age  

2. Gender 

 

Where is your location now while doing this survey? 

a. Home 
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b. School (e.g. library, classroom, student lounge, etc) 

c. Public place (e.g. cafe, mall, etc) 

d. Others (e.g. friend’s place, relative’s place, etc) 

[Overall distraction] 

7-point Likert-typed scale stating “very much to very little” 

 

1. Overall, how distracted were you when doing the survey (e.g. background noise, surrounding 

movements, etc.)? 
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You have come to the end of the survey. You have come to the end of the 1
st
 part of the survey. 

Thank you for participating as a research participant in this study.  

 

All the scenario and information shown survey are not real and were created specifically for the 

purposes of this study only. NONE of the issue shown in the survey or the student activist group 

are true or represent any ideas or information from any organization or persons in real life 

whatsoever. 

 

This study makes a prediction that individuals’ willingness to participate in campaigns depend on 

the source of the message who had passed information about the campaign. The findings from 

the study hope to help provide a better understanding of the role of digital communication 

technologies in influencing youths’ involvement in campaigns. 

 

You may choose to withdraw all your responses and data from this study at any time. Please 

email icir@ua.edu with email titled “Withdrawal of participation data for study Online source 

influence effects for collective action” if you choose to do so. All responses and data associated 

with your SONA participant ID in this study will then be removed. There is no way for the study 

researchers to know your real identity if you choose to withdraw your responses from the study. 

There will be no repercussions whatsoever and you will still receive the extra credits for 

participating in this study.  

 

If you have further questions about this research project or if you have a research-related 

problem, you may contact Elmie Nekmat at (205) 765-5367 or at mbnekmat@crimson.ua.edu, or 

Professor Karla Gower at gower@apr.ua.edu.    

 

If you have questions about your rights as a person taking part in a research study, make 

suggestions or file complaints and concerns, you may call Ms. Tanta Myles, the Research 

Compliance Officer of the University at  (205)-348-8461 or toll-free at 1-877-820-3066. 

 

You may also ask questions, make suggestions, or file complaints and concerns through the IRB 

Outreach Website at http://osp.ua.edu/site/PRCO_Welcome.html. You may email at 

participantoutreach@bama.ua.edu 

 

Thank you again for your participation. 
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