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1.  A Study of Civil Society Core Activism 

1.1 Aim and Research Question 
In many Western democratic states civil society4 core activism5 is seen as 
one of the corner stones of a vibrant participatory liberal democracy (Ed-
wards and Foley 1998; Korten 1990; Lijphart 1999; Putnam 1993; Tocque-
ville 1969). However, a consensus is yet to be found among researchers as to 
the combination, or combinations, of contexts and characteristics that en-
courage people to engage as core activists in different civil society organiza-
tions. This study will contribute to this discussion by focusing on the issue of 
core activism within non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in the post-
Soviet context of Latvia. It is particularly interesting to study core activists 
in Latvia as they choose to remain active in civil society organizations de-
spite the large number of reasons for choosing not to remain active in 
present-day Latvia. There is a widespread absence of interest in politics 
among the population in general, combined with a lack of respect for the 
people in power as a result of perceived corruption and greed (Pabriks and 
Purs 2002, p. 81). The economic crisis during the 1990s, comparable with 
the “Great Depression” in the 1930s, has also created a large socioeconomic 
divide within society, which has stayed on into the 21st century, bringing 
poverty, survival stress and fatigue to large groups of the population (Shafer 
& Shafer 1993, pp. 162-163; UNDP 1995, p. 53; Grennes, 1997, p. 11; Lat-
via’s Central Statistical Bureau 2001, p. 59; Norkus 2007, p. 22). These are 
all good arguments for not getting involved in civil society organizations 
working with political and social issues in present-day Latvia. This suggests 
that those who are core activists today belong to the “true” core of activists, 
i.e. people who would be active in civil society regardless of the circums-
tances. 
 
Many studies about civil society activism have been carried out on an organ-
ization level, or, if based on individuals, have usually only focused on a few 
questions indicating one or two variables as being the most important causes 
for activity. Hence, many studies tend to ignore that reality is far more com-
plex than this, even though there are a few exceptions where more variables 
                              
4 See chapter 2, section 1 for a definition of the concept. 
5 Being a core activist means that one has participated in different activities of the organiza-
tion(s) in question on average not less than 1-2 times every second week during the last 3 
months. 
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have been involved (See McAdam & Paulsen 1993; Downton & Wehr 1998; 
Verba et.al. 1995). Further, with the exception of, for example Verba et.al. 
(1995), such studies are often limited in their validity, as they only use a 
limited number of sampled activists, and seldom include a group of non-
active people that can be compared with the activists. These weaknesses in 
existing literature are problematic. If we aim at drawing any generalized 
conclusions at all, it is necessary to use a quantitative method, such as a sur-
vey. Further, if our aim is to understand in what ways a group of respon-
dents, such as core activists, differ from respondents who are not engaged in 
civil society, we need to have such a group to compare the core activists 
with. Otherwise we will only be able to describe the core activists, without 
being able to reveal where they differ from the non-activists. Hence, the 
aims of this study are multiple, including theory testing, development of new 
theory, and an empirical review of civil society core activists in Latvia. 
  
First, this study builds on existing Western micro-level theories focusing on 
civil society activism, and intends to test their applicability when studying 
core activism in a post-Soviet context. The aim is to explore whether it is 
relevant and useful to use the same variables in different cultural spheres, or 
if it is necessary to view civil society core activism differently depending on 
the context.  

 
Second, the ambition of this study is to contribute to a further development 
of theory, by building on existing theories and suggest, as well as test, addi-
tional factors whenever deemed necessary.   

 
Third, this study also has the intention to make an empirical contribution to 
existing literature on Baltic studies, by shedding particular light on civil so-
ciety core activism in post-Soviet Latvia. This is done with the help of a 
quantitative study based on two nationwide surveys in Latvia, carried out 
among civil society core activists and non-activists. The results of the two 
groups will then be compared and discussed within the cultural context of 
Soviet and post-Soviet independent Latvia. 
 
The main research questions to be answered are as follows:  

• What are the characteristics and factors that influence a person to 
become a core activist in a civil society organization?  

• How does the post-Soviet Latvian context influence civil society core  
activism? 
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1.2 Why Civil Society Activism?  
There are three main reasons for the choice to study who core activists with-
in traditional civil society organizations are: First, different scholars argue 
that a high level of activity within civil society organizations supports the 
quality and health of a democratic society. Second, decreasing levels of ac-
tivity within such civil society organizations may weaken the democratic 
structure. This may be the result of a situation where less pressure is put on 
the politicians, where the voices heard are less representative of the popula-
tion in general, and where some of the new alternative movements and net-
works contain branches of members prone to violence. All three reasons 
make it important to better understand why some people become core activ-
ists in traditional civil society organizations, while others do not. Finally, 
there are different areas of civil society activism, and it is most likely that 
core activists differ in characteristics between these different fields of inter-
est.  

1.2.1 Civil Society Organizations Important for Democracy 
In Putnam’s well-known study “Making democracy work” (1993), he made 
the point that a dynamic and thriving civil society most likely is a necessary 
part of a well-functioning democratic society, and that a high level of mem-
bership in non-governmental organizations among the citizenry may contri-
bute to the effectiveness and stability of democracy. Putnam thought that this 
was the result of a high level of “civicness” among these activists, equaling 
high levels of reciprocal norms and generalized trust, leading to a high level 
of cooperation (Putnam 1993, pp. 111, 125). This in turn would be the rea-
son for flourishing societies with functioning and trustworthy political au-
thorities. Putnam’s assumption is supported by much research, which has 
indicated that the higher the level of activity within civil society, the heal-
thier a given democratic (see multi-party, multi-organizational) society is as 
a whole, enhancing the quality of government decision-making and respon-
siveness (Edwards and Foley 1998; Korten 1990 p. 99; Lijphart 1999; Toc-
queville 1969).  
 
I agree with the supporters of a strong civil society and believe that an exten-
sive and active group of non-governmental organizations, acting as a com-
municative link between the citizenry and the rulers, may increase public 
influence over politics and the public’s trust in their rulers, which in turn 
may strengthen the democratic system of the country in question. This is 
only valid, though, if the non-governmental organization is pro-democratic 
and the officials of the country recognize the organizations as representatives 
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of the public in different questions.6 However, if we accept that there is a 
connection between the levels of civicness and the level of well-functioning 
democratic institutions, the most important question is still not sufficiently 
answered by Putnam: How is such civicness produced?  Putnam places most 
of his faith in the matter of path-dependency, going back as long as a thou-
sand years in time, though in later books he has developed his thoughts on 
this issue somewhat. However, even though historical influence is one way 
of explaining phenomena in society, I argue that more needs to be added to 
the discussion. If we want to understand why we still find some people who 
are civil society core activists in societies where the general level of activity 
and civicness is low, it is useful to study the core activists themselves.   

1.2.2 A Decrease of Traditional Activism Problem for 
Democracy 
During the late twentieth century and onwards, the conventional wisdom put 
forward in public speeches, leader columns and academic studies in the US 
and other Western democracies has been that a massive citizen withdrawal 
from the traditional channels of political participation is taking place in 
many post-industrial societies. These traditional channels consist mainly of 
participation through voting and organizational work in interest groups, 
which formal organizations are focusing on particular social groups, eco-
nomic sectors, or on more specific issues, such as abortion. These groups 
often have well-established organizational structures and formal membership 
rules. Their main work is to try to influence policy processes as well as pro-
viding services for their members, though not all groups develop into mass-
based membership organizations. Some remain as lobbying organizations 
“focused on insider strategies, with little need to maintain a larger constitu-
ency” (Norris 2002, pp. 188-189).  
 
Today electoral turnouts in different Western countries are generally sag-
ging, anti-party sentiments are increasing and civic organizations are losing 
members and activists. According to Norris (2002), this should not be seen 

                              
6 It is, however, important to acknowledge that there are scholars who challenge the idea of 
desirability of civil participation in a democratic society. One such author is Huntington 
(1968), who argues that the modernization and democratization of a society, with an increase 
in citizen participation in party life and social movements, may counteract governmental 
stability and democratic effectiveness as a result of too many differing ideas communicating 
with the policy makers demanding to be heard (Huntington 1968). I argue that the potential 
problem of small groups of citizens deciding to use violence to achieve a goal not supported 
by the majority of the society is understandable. However, as long as we agree that a demo-
cratic society should demand of its citizens that they use non-violent actions to argue their 
case, deviant opinions will not be a problem to democracy. Instead they may invigorate the 
debate. 
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as any serious problem of citizen apathy in general, as alternative, more rad-
ical ways of engaging in questions in society have developed during the 
second half of the twentieth century in the form of protest activities through 
new social movements, transnational advocacy networks, and internet activ-
ism (Norris 2002, pp. 3-4). These new movements and networks are more 
decentralized and fluid in their organizational structures than the more con-
ventional organizations, and have less limited criteria for membership. The 
networks in particular are rather loose in their organizational structure, with 
much communication taking place via the Internet. They work mainly with 
direct-action strategies, and their members mainly connect by their shared 
concern about different issues and identity politics (Norris 2002, pp. 189-
190).   
 
Even though these new movements and networks have their role to play in 
political life, I believe that conventional political activities, such as voting, 
petitioning, and organizing one’s interests, as well as using official channels 
to express them, are important parts of a stable liberal participatory demo-
cratic system, as regards their (potential) ability to channel the opinion of 
both limited groups and broad sentiments of society to the authorities. A 
decline in traditional activity is therefore a democratic problem, even if the 
general political energy may be flowing just as powerfully as ever. Political 
participation among larger groups of society is important in order to com-
municate information about these people’s preferences to the policy makers 
at different levels of society, as well as exerting pressure on them to care 
about the message they hear. If political participation is meant to be a me-
chanism to “hold elected officials to account, to articulate and express public 
demands and grievances, and to train and educate future political leaders,” 
then widespread disengagement from civic life is problematic (Norris 2002, 
p. 5). If few people are active, little pressure will be exerted. If there is dis-
proportionality as to which groups are active and have access to political 
resources, the message the political leaders will hear will only reflect the 
opinion of limited groups of people who are not representative of the popula-
tion at large in a country. 
 
Another problem for the democratic state is that some of the new movements 
have branches of violent activists linked to them, whose actions are counter-
productive to their goals. However frustrating the slowness of the democratic 
process and the corruption of some of the political representatives might be, 
it will never be possible to build a solid democracy through violence and 
terror-like attacks, carried out by participants hiding behind masks and 
scarves unwilling to stand up for their ideas. Hence, it is of the utmost im-
portance to revitalize traditional organizational work within civil society to 
be a more appealing alternative for young activists. If we find that people 
who choose to be civil society core activists share common characteristics, 
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these could thus possibly be founding arguments in a discussion on how to 
encourage more people to become active. This in turn could contribute to the 
strengthening of different democratic systems. 

1.2.3 Different Forms of Traditional Civil Society Activism 

Three main categories of organizations serve as the home for the core activ-
ists in this study: political, social, and recreational organizations. If we be-
lieve that core activists engage in political and social work for more or less 
altruistic motives, we may argue that political work mainly targets the origin 
of different problems in society. We could picture this as the work of a doc-
tor or a scientist trying to extinguish the origin of various illnesses. This 
usually takes a very long time and the symptoms of the problems affect 
people in different ways, and may cause pain and suffering. Interconnected 
with political work we therefore find social and charity work, as some civil 
society activists find it difficult not to try to lessen the “symptoms” of differ-
ent problems in society immediately, even though they know that this kind 
of action will not cure the cause of these problems. They want to help lessen 
the immediate pain and suffering of people today, awaiting an eventual fu-
ture structural change. Core activism within political or charity organizations 
is thus nothing other than different sides of the same coin. The activists in-
volved are all interested in the health of society and its members, but choose 
to approach the problems from different perspectives. They either choose the 
more long-term political process to influence policy change, or they seek to 
immediately aid individuals who are suffering in different ways through 
charity activities. Further, recreational organizations have been added not 
only for comparative purposes, but also for theoretical purposes, since writ-
ers, such as Putnam, argue that organizations dealing with sports, culture, 
wildlife, etc. support the development of democratic values among their 
members. I also argue that any kind of organization may induce higher levels 
of different civic skills necessary for further civil society activism. Many 
times we also find that an organization has multiple aims, and that they fall 
under two, or even three, categories. These are the reasons why political, 
social, and recreational core activists are included as central categories in my 
study. We need to study all three kinds of organizations in order to better 
understand the world of core activism and the will to engage in society. At 
the same time we must keep in mind that some core activists are involved in 
civil society organizations for motives of self-interest. They want an income 
or various perks associated with this kind of activism. Some join for a com-
bination of reasons. Differing motives for civil society core activism in Lat-
via will be discussed at the end of chapter 7. 
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1.3 Why Latvia? 
There are four main reasons present for choosing Latvia as the country in 
focus for this study: To begin with, only limited research has been carried 
out focusing on civil society core activism in post-Soviet states, especially 
Latvia. Second, Latvia is a member of the “least-likely case” country-group, 
that is, one of several countries making up weak examples of the phenome-
non “activism in civil society.” Third, 25 percent of Latvia’s population is 
excluded from official political rights, and hence, it is interesting to study 
what role they play in civil society organizations. Finally, as a large part of 
the existing research on political and social activism has been carried out 
either in the US, or in other liberal democratic Western countries, it is of 
interest to explore to what extent we can use theory generated in a Western 
context to understand civil society activism in a post-Soviet context. 

1.3.1 Limited Empirical Research about Activism in Latvia 
Little research has been carried out about civil society core activism in post-
Soviet states, and even less about Latvia, even though we do find some au-
thors with this focus (Howard 2003; Juckevicius and Savicka 2003; Ruutsoo 
2002; Uhlin 2006; Zepa 1999a,b). Hence, it is of interest both to map the 
specific situation of Latvia and to learn more about transitional countries per 
se. Latvia has been moving rapidly from being ruled by an authoritarian 
system with no independent civil society in a Western sense to an elitist7 
democratic independent state with multiple-candidate elections, as well as an 
independent civil society. The area that is now the Latvian republic has only 
experienced independence and democratic rule as a nation-state once before, 
during the years between the two World Wars, and hence, the inhabitants of 
present-day Latvia have experienced democracy with free market forces only 
for a short while. Hence, the inhabitants of Latvia (as well as Estonia and 
Lithuania) have a very different experience of the role of civil society and 
possible ways of acting within that frame than people growing up under a 
stable liberal democratic system would have. Studying Latvia today gives us 
the opportunity to explore this unique situation by asking core activists ques-
tions about the time when they decided to become active within a non-
communist organization for the first time.  

1.3.2 Post-Soviet Democracies as Least-likely Cases  
Another reason for choosing to study Latvia is that the country is a weak 
example of the phenomenon “activism in civil society”, that is a “least-likely 
case.” By studying those individuals who are core activists in a least-likely 

                              
7 See Anton Steen (1997) for his analysis of the elites and the democratic system in the three 
post-Soviet Baltic States. 
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situation, we will learn what specific characteristics are needed for core ac-
tivism in a situation where a majority of the inhabitants are not active. In a 
least-likely situation core activists have decided to become active, or to stay 
active, even though times are rough and non-activism within civil society 
would be easy to defend. It is thus more interesting to study these core activ-
ists than core activists who only become active in civil society when the 
conditions are easy and positive, for example during times of mass upheav-
als. This suggests that those who are core activists today belong to the “true” 
core of activists, that is, people who would be active in civil society regard-
less of the circumstances. They possibly differ from the great masses of 
people who would be more likely to become core activists during times of 
public upheavals and times of special events when emotions in society are 
running high. If we study present-day Latvia, we most probably find that the 
core activists possess characteristics that differ from those inhabitants that 
are not active in civil society.  

   
Why is Latvia a “least-likely case”? Howard (2003) compares the medium 
scores8 for the level of civil society activism of three country groups; a) 
“older democracies,” b) “post-authoritarian countries,” and, c) “post-
communist countries9.” If we compare the number of members found in civil 
society organizations in these three different country groups, we find that old 
democracies have an average score of 24 percent, post-authoritarian demo-
cracies have an average of 18 percent, and post-communist democracies only 
9 percent. Hence, it is possible to say that the post-communist democracies 
belong to a country group of “least-likely cases.” Post-communist Latvia has 
a membership rate slightly below the group average, with 7 percent of the 
population members of a civil society organization, and is therefore a good 
representative of the “least-likely case” country group. Among the post-
communist countries that used to be part of the Soviet Union, only three 
countries show a one percentage point lower membership rate average 
among their civil society organizations than Latvia. These countries are Es-
tonia, Ukraine and Lithuania, with averages of 6, 6 and 4 percent respective-
ly, while Russia equals the Latvian percentage with an average of 7 percent. 
The difference, however, is so marginal that any one of these countries could 
be used as a representative of the “least-likely cases” group in such a study. 
Due to my support for a high level of civil society activity as a means to 
strengthen the democratic process in a given country, I see a problem in the 
low level of such activity in Latvia today. Especially in relation to the fact 

                              
8 He has used data from the 1995-97 World Values Survey, where respondents from three 
country groups were asked whether they were active in a civil society organization or not. 
Hence, the data for the different countries discussed in his book are based on a combination of 
passive and active members.  
9 Include post-communist countries from both Central and Eastern Europe, as well as coun-
tries that used to be Socialist Republics of the Soviet Union. The post-Soviet countries, on 
average, show lower membership numbers than the countries in Central and Eastern Europe. 
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that this country 16 years ago already declared its intention to break with its 
communist authoritarian past and build a solid democratic society, similar to 
the countries Howard calls “the Old Democracies” (Howard 2003, pp. 65-
66). This line of reasoning is also supported by the fact that Latvia is to be 
found among the bottom 1/3 of free democratic countries, where no more 
than 12-18 percent of the population work as volunteers10 in civil society 
organizations. The average percentage of volunteers among the population in 
free democratic countries is 30 percent, and the US leads the league with 66 
percent (Hodgkinson 2003, p. 43). If the goal is to increase volunteering and 
civil society core activism in Latvia, it is thus important to study the resi-
dents who are core activists today in order to understand the driving forces 
behind their behavior. 

1.3.3 Activism in an Ethnically Divided Democracy 
Latvia is also a very interesting choice of study as their democratic system 
today shows partial similarities to an ethnic democracy11, de facto excluding 
about 21 percent of the country’s permanent inhabitants from Latvian citi-
zenship, and hence, limiting their participation in public political life 
(Lindén 1999; Latvian Statistical Bureau 2007). When Latvia emancipated 
from the Soviet Union, 75 percent of the population, that is 365,000 “non-
Latvians” and 1,355,000 ethnic Latvians, received automatic citizenship in 
independent Latvia, as a result of the restored citizenry based on pre-1940 
Latvian citizens and their descendants. Left behind was a group of 700,000 
so called “Russian speakers”, who had moved to Latvia from different parts 
of the Soviet Union during the period 1940-1991, in order to work, study, 
work for the army, or settle down as retirees (Danjoux 2002, p. 229). This 
group of inhabitants was offered to become Latvian citizens through a natio-
nalization process with various requirements to fulfill, which de facto ex-
clude a majority of them by requiring Latvian language skills by the appli-
cant12 (Karklins 1994, p. 120; Lindén 1999, p. 19). Today’s Latvian citizen-
ship policy has resulted in a situation where the population in the country is 
divided into three groups: Latvian citizens, permanent residents13, and citi-

                              
10 It is worth noting that volunteering is not the only way an individual may become active in 
civil society. For example, in Latvia it is common that activists are employed as office staff or 
project leaders of the organization they are involved in. 
11 See Smooha et.al. (1992). 
12 I will not enter the value-laden discussion about whether or not these rules regulating the 
citizenship process are fair, or whether the non-citizens could make a stronger effort to learn 
Latvian in order to receive Latvian citizenship, since this is not connected with the aim of my 
thesis. I simply state the fact that these rules de facto have come to exclude many of the coun-
try’s stateless inhabitants from the opportunity of obtaining Latvian citizenship. See further 
discussion in chapter 4, section 4.2. 
13 A permanent resident is an inhabitant of Latvia who resides legally in the country as a 
permanent resident, holds a job permit, but who has not applied for, or been granted, Latvian 
citizenship or the citizenship of any other country. 
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zens of other countries. Among the members of these groups Latvian citi-
zens are the only ones with full access to the political arena (United Nations 
2007). In this context it is interesting to study Latvia’s civil society organiza-
tions and see if they help channel some of the Russian speaking population’s 
grievances or not14. 

1.3.4 Applying “Western” Theories in a Post-Soviet Context 
A large part of the existing research on political and social activism has been 
carried out either in the US or in other liberal democratic Western countries. 
The question is, though, to what extent we can use these theories to explain 
civil society activism in post-Soviet countries. The processes that led to the 
kind of societies we find in the Western world today are not necessarily the 
same in post-authoritarian countries, such as post-Soviet countries like Lat-
via. It is widely accepted that a country’s history, both far back in time, and 
more recently, may leave cultural marks in path-dependent patterns, which 
in turn may influence, for example, the patterns of civil society activism. 
Different political systems also offer citizens widely different structures of 
opportunity to become engaged in civil society (Norris 2002, p. 10). I argue 
that it is also of great importance to explore whether the demographic cha-
racteristics, socioeconomic situation, network contacts, values and civic 
skills of civil society core activists differ between different cultural contexts, 
and to test whether it is possible to use our “Western”-produced theories 
elsewhere. One way to do this is to test theories based on studies carried out 
in the Western World empirically in post-Soviet countries. My data collec-
tion and analysis is a piece of this research puzzle. 

1.4 Background to Civil Society in Latvia 
During the time of occupation when Latvia was a member republic of the 
Soviet Union, civil society suffered greatly as only organizations connected 
to and approved by the ruling Communist Party were allowed to function. 
This changed during the second half of the 1980s and early 1990s, when the 
struggle for independence in Latvia was at its peak and there was a high 
level of activity within civil society within newly founded non-governmental 
organizations, social and political movements, as well as on an individual 
basis. Independence was re-gained in August 1991 and with it the introduc-
tion of new state structures (Lindén 1997, pp. 12-13). A transformation 
process towards democratic rule and market economy was initiated and 
many people held high hopes for the future. Since 1990 the high level of 
activity within civil society has fallen, partly as a result of the dismantling of 
the old Soviet organizations, at the same time as new non-communist organ-

                              
14 A similar situation is also found in Estonia. 
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izations have not developed at the same speed (Zepa 1999a, p. 11). The fig-
ures introduced to describe the number of civil society activists in Latvia 
since then differ depending on the source. A research report conducted by 
the market and social research center the Baltic Data House claims that 
membership of non-governmental organizations has increased since 1994 
(Riga NGO Center 2002). On the other hand, the general population survey 
from 2004 used for this study shows that the number of inhabitants in Latvia 
who are active members of a social and/or political NGO has fallen by 18 
percentage points, compared with the 24 percent who were active during the 
time of Perestroika, thus supporting Zepa’s data (Lindén 2004b). Latvia 
today is a country with a generally weak democratic system in regard to its 
relatively low level of civil participation, an absence of interest in politics 
and lack of knowledge about basic civil freedoms and rights among its popu-
lation, as well as the presence of differing levels of corruption (Pabriks and 
Purs 2002, p. 81). Latvia is not different from other post-Soviet countries in 
this way, but all the same, these factors may all contribute to a low level of 
activity in civil society. Additional factors that may further support passivity 
within different kinds of organizations are poverty, survival stress and fati-
gue among large groups of the population, since the economic crisis during 
the 1990s created a much larger divide between the different socioeconomic 
groups in society than was present within the Soviet society. Even though 
the general economy is improving, groups such as pensioners, single house-
holds with children, families with many children, families where the bread-
winner is young, unemployed or has a low level of education, and people 
living in the countryside still have a hard time getting by (Gassmann 1998; 
Latvia’s Central Statistical Bureau 2001, p. 59; Norkus 2007, p. 22). Other 
reasons for the limited number of civil society core activists in Latvia may 
be the lack of time or lack of belief in the future, as well as in one’s own 
ability to influence politics. There is also a general lack of experience of 
civil society work within a democratic structure, combined with only a li-
mited number of institutionalized channels for the citizenry to communicate 
with the politicians, either through organizations or as individuals, etc. (Pap-
briks and Purs 2002, p. 82; UNDP 1996, p. 87; Logina 2002). 
 
Organizations in Latvia are today to a great extent still weak as far as their 
finances, their organizational structure and their size are concerned. We of-
ten find that one or a few strong personalities are running the show, usually 
lacking finances, experienced staff, or active members performing voluntary 
work and/or democratic routines (Lindén 1997, pp. 19-21; Lindén 2002a; 
Logina 2000, Zeltina 2004). In those cases where the different organizations 
have enough funds to rent office space and hire staff, they are usually either 
very large or supported by foreign funding (Lindén 2002a). If we consider 
the described political and socioeconomic environment of Latvia, and its 
contemporary political history, we find good explanations for the inactivity 
of the Latvian inhabitants in NGOs today. However, the above-mentioned 
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parameters do not have to result in passive political behavior. What is inter-
esting is the fact that some people decide to become active within organiza-
tions despite the fact that it is not a widespread phenomenon in Latvia in 
general and that there is a lack of factors supportive of such activity. It is in 
this context that it is interesting to look at the driving forces behind the deci-
sion to engage in core activism in different civil society organizations, as 
these driving forces seem to be powerful enough to overcome many of the 
obstacles facing potential activists. 

1.5 The Argument in Brief  
In this study the data collected is analyzed in two stages. First, a correlation 
analysis is used in chapters 4-7, where two data sets representing core activ-
ists and non-activists are used in order to explore what independent variables 
are important when explaining core activism. This analysis introduces a 
number of interesting results. To begin with it is suggested that women do-
minate the civil society sphere in post-Soviet Latvia. The further away they 
are from the capital Riga, the larger the majority of women that make up the 
different civil society organizations surveyed, at the same time as men are 
over-represented among the core activists in the capital. We also find that 
Latvian citizens almost completely dominate civil society in the country, 
with permanent residents, i.e. the Russian speakers, mostly playing a passive 
role.  
 
Other results reveal that it is the former Soviet elite in Latvia that currently 
makes up a large part of the civil society core activists. They are highly edu-
cated, though often lacking a high income, which has resulted in a situation 
where we find the largest group of core activists among the respondents per-
ceiving their household income to be “like the average inhabitant”. Another 
interesting finding is that general organizational experience is not important 
for the explanation of civil society core activism in post-Soviet Latvia, but 
that leadership experience from a communist organization during the Soviet 
period is. Leadership experience also seems to be more important for women 
than men. Further, it is important to know someone in the organization one 
considers joining, in order to take the step and become a core activist of this 
organization, but it is not important to be recruited. 
 
Two of the most important factors when explaining civil society core activ-
ism are the presence of one or more role model activists, as well as the pres-
ence of positive support from an individual’s personal network. A very im-
portant finding is also that role models may replace the influence of a uni-
versity or college education when explaining civil society core activism. 
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We further find that a majority of the core activists have a high empathic 
ability, even though female core activists, chairpersons and founders are 
somewhat more likely to experience this value-based behavior. A high em-
pathic ability is also enough on its own to encourage altruistic behavior and 
charity work, and does not need to be combined with the moral obligations 
to help people in need or solve problems in society. Another interesting find-
ing is that generalized trust is not important for the decision to become a 
core activist in a post-Soviet context. 
 
Two of the most important civic skills found among the core activists are 
civic literacy and organizational competence. A large majority of the core 
activists believe that they understand Latvian politics, though male core ac-
tivists are more prone to believe so than the female ones. However, a high 
level of organizational competence seems to be the most widespread civic 
skill among Latvian civil society core activists. Though, this skill seems to 
need to be combined with some other factor(s) in order to lead to civil socie-
ty core activism. 
 
To sum up, the following independent variables are important when explain-
ing civil society core activism in general in both Western and post-Soviet 
contexts: Being a female, having a high level of education, citizenship of the 
country one resides in, prior organizational experience of the current organi-
zation of engagement, presence of prior contacts with the organization one is 
currently active in before joining, and a high level of civic literacy. It is fur-
ther important to reside in the capital or a large city, have a high empathic 
ability, as well as a personal contact network where activist role models are 
found and from which positive support towards the decision to act is re-
ceived. Previous research in a Western context has indicated that the follow-
ing factors are also important for civil society core activism: being male with 
a high income, having a high level of generalized trust, a moral duty to act, 
as well as high levels of subjective and administrative competences. Howev-
er, none of these factors have any general explanatory power in the post-
Soviet context of the present study; the exception being that even though 
men make up the minority of the core activists, they are over-represented 
among those with a high household income. 
 
The next stage of analytical work is carried out in chapter 8 with the help of 
binary logistic regression analysis, which allows us to test the impact of each 
independent variable alone on the dependent variable when all other inde-
pendent variables are kept constant. The results of regression analysis sup-
port the findings from chapters 4-7 saying that education, gender, empathic 
ability, place of residence, income and leadership experience are important 
variables when explaining different kinds of civil society core activism. At 
the same time the findings weaken the explanatory power of the independent 
variables civic literacy, support, generalized trust, citizenship, organizational 
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competence and role model(s), since they appear less frequent in the differ-
ent regression models. An interesting result of the regression analysis is also 
the introduction of the following “types” of core activist15: male, female, 
self-interested, altruistic, political, charity work, recreational, founder, chair-
person, non-leading position, and staff core activists. 

1.6 Outline of the Study 
In chapter 2, the theoretical framework used in this study is introduced. A 
cross-disciplinary theoretical approach is used drawing from political 
science, sociology and psychology, in order to answer the following research 
questions: 1)“ What are the characteristics and factors that influence a person 
to become a core activist in a civil society organization?” 2) “How does the 
post-Soviet Latvian context influence civil society core activism?”  
 
The intention is to test and develop the theory explaining who the individu-
als are that decide to engage in civil society. Many theoretical approaches 
are discussed, with the common denominator being that they originate from 
scholars working in the Western world and focus on civil society activism. 
First, the importance of demographic status when explaining civil society 
activism is explored, followed by the importance of socioeconomic factors. 
Third, organizational experience and personal network influences are dis-
cussed, followed by the possible importance of different values and civic 
skills. Finally, the importance of self-declared motives for activism is dis-
cussed. Based on this review I formulate hypotheses that I test with the help 
of frequency tables and cross-tabulations in chapters 4-7. 

 
In chapter 3, my choice of methods and material is discussed. First, I discuss 
the usefulness of qualitative and quantitative methods. Second, I account for 
the creation of the data, including the two surveys conducted for this study, 
as well as the steps undertaken to address potential methodological prob-
lems. Third, I describe the methods used for analyzing the data: frequency 
tables, cross-tabulations, and binary logistic regression analysis. 
 
In chapters 4-7, the hypotheses are explored through a descriptive 
correlation analysis based on the survey results and the theoretical 
assumptions. In this way correlations between “activism in general”, as 
well as activism within different “fields of interest” and different “positions 
in the organization” and certain characteristics held by the individual in 
question are made. The characteristics tested are: a) demographic and b) 
socioeconomic characteristics, c) organizational experience and personal 

                              
15 See chapter 8. 
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network influences, as well as d) values, civic skills and motives for ac-
tivism.  

 
In chapter 8, the analytical work carried out in chapters 4-7 continues.  
Here binary logistic regression analysis is carried out in order to test the 
relevance of the following 12 independent variables provided by the correla-
tion analysis in chapters 4-7:  

• Demography: Gender (1), citizenship (2), place of residence (3). 
• Socioeconomics: Level of education (4) and income (5). 
• Organizational experience: Former communist leadership (6). 
• Network influences: Presence of positive support (7) and activist  

role model(s) (8).  
• Values: Level of empathic ability (9) and generalized trust (10). 
• Civic skills: Level of civic literacy (11) and organizational  

competence (12). 
 

The use of binary logistic regression analysis is a complement to the com-
parative analysis carried out in chapters 4-7, and provides us with an oppor-
tunity to test the impact of each independent variable alone on the dependent 
variable when all other independent variables are kept constant. Hence, re-
gression analysis controls for covariance between different independent va-
riables, which may provide us with partially new results. The following 12 
independent variables are tested:  

• Gender: Female (1) and male (2) core activists. 
• Motives for activism: Self-interested (3) and altruistic (4) core acti- 

vists.  
•   Intensity of activity: Political (5), social (6), and rec- 

reational (7) core activists. 
• Position in organization: Founder (8), chairperson (9), other leading  

position (10), non-leading position (11), and staff core activist (12).  
 
The data set and the variables used in the regression analysis in chapter 8 
differ somewhat from the data set and the variables used in chapters 4-7. In 
the regression analysis the only set used is the core activist set, making com-
parisons between different groups of core activists found within the set. The 
main dimension “core activist vs. non-activist” used in chapters 4-7 is not 
present in the regression analysis, and hence, the regression analysis should 
be viewed as a complement to the analysis carried out in the previous chap-
ters of this study. However, the regression analysis still provides us with 
information about the different independent variables. 
 
In chapter 9, finally, a review is made of the structure of this study and the 
aims and research questions are introduced once more. The most important 
findings and patterns from the empirical examination of chapters 4-8 are 
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summarized, and implications for research on civil society core activism and 
the debate on the factors that are important for civil society core activism 
will be suggested. 
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Chapter 2 Explanations of Civil Society Core 
Activism 

In this chapter the theoretical foundation for this study will be introduced. 
First, the concepts civil society, civil society organizations, and different 
fields of interest, as well as “bad” civil society organizations, will be intro-
duced.  Second, contending levels of explanation for civil society activism 
will be discussed. At the macro level we find modernization theories, i.e. the 
idea that socioeconomic development in a country brings major societal 
changes leading to increased activity in civil society. There are also theories 
focusing on the importance of the structure of the state and its political insti-
tutions. At the group level we find different theories discussing the role of 
mobilizing agencies when understanding civil society activism, as well as 
the role of what are known as master frames generating a generalized belief 
among large numbers of the population, from which mass behavior may 
arise. At the micro level the “Civic Voluntarism Model” (Verba et.al. 1995) 
will be introduced and used as the foundation for our further discussion on 
micro level theories discussing civil society (core) activism. 
 
Third, a broad variety of micro level theories regarding civil society core 
activism will be discussed, and important theoretical hypotheses explaining 
civil society core activism will be introduced as a set of hypotheses to be 
tested in post-Soviet Latvia. We begin with the possible importance of the 
demographic control variables gender, citizenship, place of residence, life 
situation and age. This is followed by the independent variables: socioeco-
nomic status and resources, i.e. an individual’s level of education and in-
come, and the possible importance of previous organizational experiences, 
such as general or leadership experiences. The next step is to review the 
importance of possible network influence, such as the presence of positive 
support for the decision to become active, the presence of activist role mod-
els and of organizational contacts. After this the possible importance of dif-
ferent values and civic skills will be discussed. Important values may be an 
individual’s empathic ability, duties to solve problems in society and to help 
people in need, as well as level of generalized trust. Useful civic skills may 
be an individual’s perceived level of subjective and administrative compe-
tences, civic literacy and organizational competence. Finally, in the last sec-
tion of the chapter the activist’s own declared motives to act will be dis-
cussed.  
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2.1 Defining Civil Society and Identifying Fields of 
Interest 
In order to understand civil society core activism it is necessary to first de-
fine the concepts civil society, civil society organizations, and fields of inter-
est. There is not one generally accepted definition of what these different 
concepts constitute, though there are certain basic characteristics, which 
many scholars put forward in their definition of civil society. These are no-
tions such as the importance of civil society organizations being independent 
from the state, voluntary, and self-regulatory16 (Åberg 2003, p. 487). We also 
find a consensus regarding the distinction made between the state and civil 
society as two separate spheres, though they are not completely separated, as 
these spheres tend to overlap (Åberg 2003, p. 488). However, the primary 
scholarly division is found between scholars belonging to either the mini-
malist or maximalist school, where the difficulty to agree on one common 
definition of civil society is most likely related to the different approaches to 
whether the market and economic sphere is part of civil society or not, and 
what the relationship between the state and civil society should be (Åberg 
2003, p. 489). The minimalists are strict and argue that only organizations 
which represent the interests of their members through political action, and 
which are “civic” in the sense that their members internalize norms of de-
mocracy during their activism, may be defined as civil society organizations 
(Hyden 1998, p. 30; Rodan 1997, p. 162). At the other end of the spectrum, 
the maximalists argue that anything that takes place outside the state realm 
counts as part of civil society, including all kinds and sizes of groups and 
organizations; even family and separate individuals, usually referred to as 
the private sphere (Hyden 1998, pp. 30-31; Bermeo 2000, p. 238; Seligman 
1995, p. 5). This study takes as its starting point Howard’s model in chapter 
2, section 2.1.1 of this study, showing the correlation between the public and 
the private sphere, as well as the correlation between the three arenas: politi-
cal, economic, and civil society, which is useful when discussing the concept 
of civil society and civil society organizations (Howard 2003, pp. 36-37). 
Howard’s model is closer to the maximalist view of the spectrum than the 
minimalist view, though not completely at the end of the spectrum.  

2.1.1 Defining Political, Economic and Civil Society 
Howard makes a clear divide between the private sphere consisting of family 
and friendship networks, and the public sphere. Social activities within close 
and trusted circles are qualitatively different from activities within formal 
organizations, where people join, linked by a common idea, cause or talent. 
Within the public sphere we find five arenas, where “state bureaucracy” and 
“rule of law” make up one category based on legal-rational institutions and 

                              
16 For further discussion see Cohen & Arato 1995; Keane 1988; Gill 2000; Diamond 1999. 
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organizing principles, the basic core of any modern democracy. The second 
category is made up of the arenas political, economic, and civil society, 
which consists of different organizations and groups of people. These two 
categories reinforce each other and the framework within which the second 
category’s three arenas work as institutionalized bureaucratic and legal sys-
tems reinforcing freedoms and opportunities for actors within political, eco-
nomic, and civil society (Howard 2003, p. 34). Much of the literature has 
argued that state society and civil society exist in sharp dichotomy to each 
other. Howard’s view of this issue, is that  

this focus was appropriate within the context of opposition to [for ex-
ample] a communist regime - especially since it was used more as a polit-
ical statement …but it is less applicable to either established democracies 
or democratizing countries, where the state - civil society relationship is 
much more interactive and reciprocal (Howard 2003, p. 38). 

In political society elite politics is carried out through official political lea-
dership and the struggle for office and political power. In this arena we also 
place the leadership of different political parties. In economic society entre-
preneurs and financial institutions run business organizations with the main 
goal of producing financial profit within a capitalist system. Within these 
arenas individual elites may have the ability and power to influence politics 
on their own, without being supported by the membership of an organiza-
tion. Civil society, on the other hand, is the arena of the masses, and individ-
uals may influence politics by acting through their organizations. The organ-
izations that belong to civil society are commonly called non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), and are formally established, protected by law, auto-
nomous, and consist of citizens who have joined of their own free will. 
Within this arena we find a wide array of groups, associations, and organiza-
tions, including community and local organizations; human rights, peace, 
and environmental groups; educational or cultural activities; churches or 
religious organizations; sports or recreational clubs; and groups working 
with women’s, veterans’, youth, elderly, disabled, animal rights, health, and 
self-help issues. 
 
Civil society is thus made up of ordinary citizens who engage in organiza-
tional activity as a result of their own interests, needs and desires. However, 
Howard argues that civil society only refers to membership and participation 
in a formally organized group, club, or association, i.e. an NGO (Howard 
2003, p. 39). Social movements, on the other hand, would often be excluded 
from civil society, as this form of collective action is more informal and less 
sustainable than NGOs, with a mass-base divided between many different 
organizations and individuals more or less closely related to each other (Uh-
lin 2006, p. 25). Social movements would only be included in civil society if 
they take on the attributes of a civil society organization with an institutiona- 
lized structure, a name, an office, volunteers and personnel (Howard 2003, p.
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Figure 2. Political, economic, and civil society.                       * Political leaders and elites 
                (Howard 2003, pp. 36-37)                                     * Leadership groups of  
                                                             political parties  
            * Media                              * Inter-party alliances 
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39). This would exclude the political activity of individuals, such as signing 
petitions, contacting politicians, writing to newspaper editors, etc., as well as 
many of the contemporary network organizations among young people, and 
Internet-based activism groups. In my mind this view is too limited and in 
this study it is argued that individual political activity and social movements 
are part of civil society, though this study is limited to official civil society 
organizations, which are believed to form the core of civil society.  
 
The difference between political and economic society on the one hand, and 
civil society on the other, is that the first is made up of elite actors and insti-
tutions trying to gain power and money, while the second is made up of or-
dinary citizens who do not have power and money as their main goal.18 
Though it is true that many civil society organizations try to influence policy 
and many need financial support. However, there are no clear-cut lines sepa-
rating the three arenas, but significant overlaps, and there exists a complex 
relationship between the political, economic, and civil society. Some groups 
and organizations belong to more than one type of arena at the same time. In 
the overlap between political society and civil society, for example, we find 
political parties and large-scale NGOs, which while explicitly focusing on 
influencing and changing power structures, still need a mass-based member-
ship of active citizens in order to legitimate their course (Howard 2003, pp. 
34-35). 

 
Similarly, in the overlap between civil society and economic society, we will 
find organizations such as labor unions; professional, employer, and produc-
er associations, as well as economic interest groups and NGOs. These organ-
izations work to influence economic outcomes of their members, and thus 
belong to economic society, while their membership basis is voluntary and 
consists of people who wish to act out of their personal interests (Howard 
2003, p. 38). In this study such organizations have been included in the sur-
vey sample. There also exists a discussion about whether an NGO should be 
strictly non-profit-making in order to qualify as a civil society organization, 
or if it is also possible to have for-profit activities. The standpoint taken in 
this study is that an organization may take part in for-profit activities and 
still be a part of civil society, if this activity exists in order to finance the 
organization’s major activity, and this activity clearly belongs in the arena of 
civil society (Boussard 2003, p. 82). 
 
Contrary to the previous two overlaps, the overlap between political society 
and economic society differs in that it includes political-economic organiza-
tions, which do not depend on mass-based membership or active support. In 
some countries this overlap is also the place where we may find firms and 

                              
18 This may differ in a post-Soviet context, where some people found NGOs, at least partly, in 
order to make a living. 
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unions that cooperate in corporatist or quasi-corporatist arrangements, with-
out their members being involved in the process. Finally, in the overlap 
across all three arenas we find the media. The media influence the agenda 
within political and economic societies, as well as serving as a means of 
communication with, and among, different groups of society (Howard 2003, 
p. 38).  

2.1.2 “Bad” Civil Society Organizations  
When discussing the concept of civil society there is one problematic issue 
that arises and creates a divide among the scholars. What to do with the or-
ganizations that fit the general definition of being formally organized, volun-
tary, non-elite and autonomous, but where the members’ interests are anti-
liberal or anti-democratic? Examples of such organizations are the Ku Klux 
Klan in the US, the Communist Party of the Russian Federation, and the 
National Front in Great Britain. Are they civil society organizations? And 
how do we define organized crime and Mafia groups?  
Howard argues: 

…only those groups or organizations that accept the legitimacy of other 
groups, in a mutually recognized public realm, can be considered part of 
civil society (Howard 2003, p. 40).  

Howard bases his arguments on the historical fact that the concept of civil 
society is a Western construct based on our liberal-democratic societies 
(Howard 2003, p. 41). However, in a contemporary discussion of civil socie-
ty, which takes on a global perspective, where the “bad” organizations are 
found also within the realm of Western liberal democracies, it is necessary to 
include also non-liberal, non-democratic organizations as civil society organ-
izations. They do not support the development of democracy or general lib-
eral values, and hence, it is important to include them in the discussion in 
order to understand the different forces battling against each other within 
civil society. However, due to the lack of access to officially non-liberal, 
non-democratic organizations in Latvia, these have not been discussed spe-
cifically in this study. It is also noteworthy to point out that it is very diffi-
cult to know what the actual democratic level of the organizations surveyed 
is. That would require a totally different study, and thus it has been accepted 
that in order to be included in this study an organization has to be officially 
registered, have an institutionalized structure, a name, volunteers, and when 
financing is available - an office and personnel. NGOs in post-Soviet coun-
tries, such as Latvia, often organize small businesses in order to obtain mon-
ey needed for their organizational work. Due to the difficult economic situa-
tion of the inhabitants in Latvia, as well as the system of applying for project 
money from different international donors, we also find that many individu-
als that would probably have been volunteers in Western countries due to a 
different private financial situation are here working as project leaders or 
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office staff in “their” organizations. Hence, an NGO in this study is defined 
the following way: 

A formal, self-governing, voluntary organization, where although profit 
is not the main goal it may still occur, and where work is performed by 
volunteers and by people employed by the organization in question.  

Parties with seats in the municipality and/or the national parliament, the 
Saeima, qualify for the overlap between political and civil society, as they 
are mass-based, but function under the influence of government funding and 
in close cooperation with their representatives who are elected politicians. A 
majority of the registered parties in Latvia hold no seats in legislative bodies, 
and the work of their members is carried out independently of the authori-
ties, thus qualifying as NGOs. However, in the sample of organizations from 
the central NGO center in Riga only two parties were present, much too 
small a number for any conclusions to be made about party activists. Hence, 
in this study political parties are not included as civil society organizations. 
From now on any kind of civil society organization, association, or group, 
will simply be referred to as an “organization.” 

2.2 Contending Explanations of Civil Society Activism 
 
Different theories exist that attempt to explain activity within civil society 
within political systems and institutional settings, or within the structures of 
different organizations and social movements. Others focus on how organi-
zations recruit new members, including network contacts and identity issues. 
Some researchers focus on the individual and his/her demographic and so-
cioeconomic situation, ideological views, location in, and ties to, personal 
networks, as well as his/her values and civic skills. In this chapter I will be-
gin by discussing the most important approaches to explaining political and 
civic activism within the framework of Pippa Norris’ (2002) analytical mod-
el for explaining civil society activity. There are several arguments for why I 
do not find the first three approaches of the model sufficient for explaining 
civil society core activism in a comprehensive way. One sufficient argument 
is that it is not possible to explain variation within one state with the help of 
theories of modernization or state structures. It is partly possible to use theo-
ries regarding mobilization agencies, such as family units, friendship net-
works, voluntary associations, etc., and hence questions evaluating the res-
pondent’s possible presence of personal network support for activism or 
activist role models have been asked in this study. However, in order to bet-
ter understand and explain variation within the framework of a state with a 
certain level of modernization, we need to place our major focus on the indi-
viduals who engage in civil society and learn about who they are. Hence, the 
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Figure 3. The core analytical model to explain civil society activity, slightly modified from Norris’ original model (Norris 2002, p.20) 
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micro-level approach will be discussed in-depth, expanding beyond the 
“Civic Voluntarism Model” (Verba et.al. 1995), which Norris bases her 
analysis on. Important theoretical hypotheses concerning the factors influen-
cing an individual’s decision to become a civil society core activist will here 
be introduced as a set of variables. These variables will then be tried in a 
post-Soviet context in the following analytical chapters of this study.20 These 
hypotheses are based on theories from political science, sociology and psy-
chology, and include the following variables: demographic characteristics, 
socioeconomic factors, previous organizational experience, positive network 
influence, differing values and civic skills, as well as motives for activism.  

2.2.1 Modernization   
The first approach in Norris’ analytical model is the question of societal 
modernization. One of the major contributors to the modernization theory is 
Ronald Ingelhart. In his book from 2005 he uses survey data from eighty-one 
countries, collected from 1981 to 2001, to confirm the idea that socioeco-
nomic development in a country brings major social, cultural, and political 
changes. The basic values and beliefs of the general population of advanced 
societies differ dramatically from those found in less-developed societies, 
and these values are said to change in a predictable direction as socioeco-
nomic development takes place (Ingelhart 2005, p. 1).  

Economic growth, rising levels of education and information, and diver-
sifying human interactions increase people’s material, cognitive and so-
cial resources, which make them materially, intellectually, and socially 
more independent (Ingelhart 2005, p. 2).  

As existential worries diminish, collective discipline and group conformity 
give way to individual liberty and human diversity, and state authority is 
replaced by individual autonomy. As self-expression values become more 
and more important, local cultures change, reaching all major domains of 
life, such as sexual norms and gender roles, how we view the family and 
religion, our reasons for working, our interconnectedness with the environ-
ment, and our right and duty to participate in political work (Ingelhart 2005, 
pp. 2-3). One of the effects of the modernization process is thus to have con-
tributed to producing citizens who to a larger degree than before engage in 
elite-challenging forms of civic mass action (Ingelhart 2005, p. 7). From this 
perspective self-expression values are not necessarily egocentric but huma-
nistic. Autonomy is wanted for oneself and for others, which may work as a 
major motivation for movements working to improve the rights of, for ex-
ample, children, women, and homosexuals; or universal goals, such as eco-
logical sustainability and the protection of our environment. These social 

                              
20 See chapter 3 for a discussion on the selection procedure. 



 
 

27

movements are the reflection of a broad trend emphasizing humanistic 
norms (Inghelhart 2005, p. 12). However, the reality of the world is still that 
a high level of human development, which is necessary for the development 
of such self-expression values, has so far only been concentrated to post-
industrial societies experiencing sustained economic growth. Most low-
income societies and many post-Soviet societies show relatively little impact 
from the trend towards greater human autonomy and choice. The diversity of 
basic value systems is said to explain the difference in levels of institutional 
performance and human self-expression in different societies of the world 
(Ingelhart 2005, p. 4). 
 
Central criticism of modernization theories has pointed out that the assump-
tion of a linear, deterministic progress toward a Western model of democra-
cy and economy is ethnocentric. Why should one make the assumption that 
the only way to develop is the way of the Western countries? Some of the 
core explanations are also said to have been rather simplistic, such as the 
assumption that progress always leads to a decline in religiosity and scientif-
ic rationality, as modernization processes have been met with religious re-
vivals among conservative, orthodox, and traditionalist groups of people in 
different post-industrial societies (Norris 2002, pp. 19-21). It has further 
been argued that the concept of “societal modernization” includes many 
different dimensions of social change, and hence may be interpreted diffe-
rently depending on the researcher in question. While social change seems to 
encourage civic engagement, as mentioned above, there are also aspects of it 
that would be argued to depress activism. These are the processes of indivi-
dualism, secularization, and sub-urbanization, which contribute to the wea-
kening of civil society activity rooted in traditional habits and affective 
loyalties to institutions such as parties, unions and churches, as well as social 
class per se. This does not mean, however, that people are generally less 
active within politics. They may simply have changed the kind of activity 
they engage in, such as an increased level of campaign donations instead of 
volunteering, or alternative political participation beyond voting within dif-
ferent action groups using methods of direct democracy (Norris 2002, pp. 
23-24). 
 
There are many valid arguments within modernization theory, especially the 
argument saying that increased education among the population at large in a 
country supports growing levels of human capital, and therefore the cogni-
tive skills necessary for activism within civil society. However, the argument 
that citizen activism increases according to a curvilinear pattern that tapers 
off after a certain development level contributes to the weakness of this ex-
planation. The contemporary levels of education and literacy in the Western 
countries, though not always the level of wealth, are high enough to have 
reached the peak of Ingelhart’s explanatory model, at the same time as tradi-
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tional modes of action are said to be declining. This does not add up if we 
follow the line of reasoning of the modernization theory, and hence, it is not 
a sufficient explanation in order to address core activism in post-industrial 
countries. Neither does it explain the activism of some post-Soviet countries, 
where the industrial development is rather high but civil society activism is 
low compared to the older democracies of the Western world. The long-term 
processes of societal and human development seem to be shaping a country’s 
pattern of political participation, but not on their own, and only to a certain 
extent. Different kinds of political institutions, the structure of the state, so-
cial inequalities of resources, the amount and strategies of different mobiliz-
ing organizations and parties, as well as the cultural attitudes and motiva-
tions held by groups and individuals, including prevailing gender roles, pos-
sibly all influence the aggregated patterns of political participation in a coun-
try (Norris 2002, p. 9). It is therefore necessary to look elsewhere for 
additional explanations. 

2.2.2 State Structure   
The second approach in Norris’ analytical model discusses the importance of 
the structure of the state and its political institutions when explaining the 
political activity level of a country. These theories focus on how institutional 
structures create boundaries or opportunities for different kinds of participa-
tion within civil society through legislation, i.e. electoral laws, party sys-
tems, and the constitutional framework of the country, as well as the level of 
democracy and the existence, or not, of political rights and civil liberties 
(Norris 2002, pp. 19, 25). It is said that state action is capable of producing 
collective actors by a) fixing the territorial limits of political action, and b) 
by facilitating or blocking the development or reproduction of certain social 
groups, depending on the priorities of public policy and in particular on the 
destination of public spending (Della Porta & Diani 1999, pp. 224-5, 233). 
Political institutions thus play an essential role in shaping civil society 
(Schofer & Fourcade-Gourinchas 2001, pp. 806-807; Rothstein 2003). One 
of the theories focusing on the importance of institutional structures is Polit-
ical Opportunity Structure Theory, which deals with the openings and avail-
ability of resources within a political system, which might exist for a social 
movement [or organization/group/party] during a particular moment in histo-
ry (Downton & Wehr 1998, p. 532; McAdam et.al 1996). National and in-
ternational political forces and events, such as national economic expansion 
and political liberalization, are said to shape local projects and opportunities 
(Downton & Wehr 1998, p. 538).   
 
The political opportunity structure theory could have been an interesting way 
of trying to explain the events during the “Singing Revolution” in Latvia, 
when a large group of people became active in the independence movement 
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named the “Popular Front”, as a result of the new political possibilities that 
existed to speak one’s mind without oppression. However, this particular 
moment in history is now over and while the model would be helpful in ex-
plaining the lack of civil society activism in Latvia today, it is not sufficient 
for analyzing why we still find people who are active. Even though the struc-
ture and quality of institutions in a country lay the groundwork for the gen-
eral political and social activity among its inhabitants, we will always find 
civil society activists in countries with a generally low level of activism, 
such as Latvia, as well as non-active people in countries with a generally 
high level of civil societal activism, such as Sweden or the US. Which theory 
helps us best to understand this variation in activism within the same institu-
tional structure? In this case it is most useful to approach the issue on a mi-
cro level, which is the immediate context in which individuals live their 
lives, such as their family and church, their social networks, as well as com-
munities and organizations they are already members of. No matter what 
kind of external influences exist, in the end it is the individual him-
self/herself that makes a decision as to whether or not he/she will take ac-
tion. The institutional and ideological design of a country’s political system, 
including its openness or closeness towards civil society and opposing 
views, for sure influences the quality and intensity of activism within civil 
and political society to a certain extent. However, values, behaviors, and 
self-perceived skills at the individual level contribute to the formation of 
voluntary organizations and the prosperity of democratic institutions as well, 
which makes it interesting and important to take a bottom-up perspective 
when studying core activism. 

2.2.3 Mobilizing Agencies and Framing Processes  
The third approach in Norris’ analytical model discusses the role of different 
mobilizing agencies when understanding civil society activism. An impor-
tant question within this field of theories is the role of traditional organiza-
tions of civil society, such as political parties, trade unions and religious 
groups, in recruiting, organizing and engaging activists (Norris 2002, p. 19). 
Mobilizing structures have thus been described to be  

those agreed upon ways of engaging in collective action, which include 
both the strategies of movements to recruit activists, and micro-
mobilization of structural social locations, such as family units, friend-
ship networks, voluntary associations and elements of the state structure 
itself, where mobilization may be generated (McCarthy 1996, p. 141).  

Various media and the Internet may also play an important role as mobiliz-
ing agencies (Norris 2002, pp. 28-29). Mobilizing structures in a society are 
certainly interesting as an object of study in order to understand how people 
are recruited. However, it is even more interesting to explore why some indi-
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viduals are more open to such attempts at recruitment than others. Why do 
some people, regardless of their place of residence or their financial and 
educational level, join organizations, while most people will not be open to 
these groups’ attempts to recruit them? This understanding is achieved by 
studying individual activists, while bearing in mind the context. The smallest 
building-block of organizational and movement activity is the individual. 
Without him/her no action will take place, no changes will be made and no 
aggregate values will be spread. This is a good reason for taking an individ-
ual approach instead of an organizational one. 
 
Many scholars have explained the differences in involvement in civil society 
between inhabitants in different countries and regions to be the result of dif-
ferent value systems, which members of each society internalize. These val-
ues may originate from larger institutional and ideological structures (Ma-
cAdam et.al.1996, p. 5). A “master frame” may generate a generalized belief 
among large numbers of the population, from which mass behavior could 
arise. This theoretical approach has been used by, for example, social scien-
tists following World War II to explain Fascism and Communism (Downton 
& Wehr 1998, p. 5, 32). Mass behavior may certainly arise from generalized 
beliefs in certain situations and during certain times, and would successfully 
be used to explain the action of the masses during the “Singing Revolution” 
in the three Baltic States at the end of the 1980s and early 1990s. This expla-
nation of activity may also help us to explain the lack of civil society activity 
in present-day Latvia, arguing that low levels of core activism are present 
because of a generalized belief among the population that there is “no use 
getting involved in civil society because nothing will change as a result of 
this activity.” Still, the argument of the importance of a master frame does 
not help us understand why some people become core activists of civil socie-
ty despite the lack of a generalized belief underlining the importance to act. 
However, at an individual level different “frames” may dominate among 
civil society activists, compared with non-activists. It is thus necessary to 
take the explanation one step further, by studying why some individuals 
interpret an event in some way, while others do not; why some are open to 
radical or conservative ideas, while others are not, etc. Where do the patterns 
of interpretation come from? Do they come from values internalized through 
an individual’s socialization processes? Do civil society activists feel they 
have a duty to help other people in need and to change problems in society to 
a greater extent than non-activists, or do they feel higher levels of genera-
lized trust and empathy towards other people?21 At least people would need 
to feel aggravated about some aspect of their lives, as well as being optimis-
tic that, acting collectively, they can redress the problem. Lacking either one 
or both of these perceptions, they say, it is highly unlikely that people will 

                              
21 See further discussion in the sections 2.3.5.1, 2.3.5.2 and 2.3.5.3 below in this chapter. 
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mobilize even when afforded the opportunity to do so (McAdam et.al.1996, 
p. 5). These perceptions have been referred to as frame alignment processes, 
and are said to enable an individual to interpret events and occurrences in 
his/her life in a meaningful way, as well as provide the necessary conditions 
to organize experiences and guide action, whether individual or collective 
(Snow et.al. 1986, p. 464).  Feelings of aggravation and an optimistic out-
look towards the possibility of success if taking action are probably neces-
sary for some fields of activity, such as political activity. If one believes that 
nothing is wrong, or, if one believes that some things are wrong and that one 
cannot change anything, it is less likely that one will take action. However, 
some people may act even though they believe it is less likely that they will 
succeed, because they feel a moral obligation to at least try. Other people 
engage in activities that do not have the purpose to change a wrong to a 
right, but to help the individual develop as a human being, to provide a con-
text within which to spend his/her free time, or to offer possibilities of dif-
ferent kinds. The end result may still be positive for other human beings or 
for the society at large.  

2.3 Micro-level Explanations of Civil Society Core 
Activism  
The fourth and final approach of Norris’s model discusses a micro-level 
perspective of political activity based on the Civic Voluntarism Model (Ver-
ba et.al. 1995), which argues that the political participatory process rests 
upon three main factors. These are motivation, capacity and networks of 
recruitment. An individual must want to be active, have the capacity to be 
active, and have the contacts necessary for being recruited into political ac-
tivity. The core of the Civic Voluntarism Model thus focuses on an individu-
al’s socioeconomic resources which are said to produce an individual’s ca-
pacity for activism through different civic skills, that is, his/her level of edu-
cation and income. However, congregational activity is said to be the most 
important counterbalance to education and income in the US.  

     
Important capacities said to be necessary for political activity are an individ-
ual’s level of political engagement factors. First, an individual needs to have 
an interest in politics, the information needed to act (i.e. civic literacy), as 
well as a commitment to specific policies that he/she would like to see im-
plemented (i.e. issue engagement). To feel strong concern for an issue, such 
as being for or against abortion, can also be a catalyst for activity. Second, an 
individual needs to identify with a political party and have the kind of group 
consciousness that links his/her faith to others (Verba et.al. 1995, pp. 272, 
391-392). Third, a sense of political efficacy is needed (i.e. a high level of 
political, subjective, and administrative competence), which provides the 
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individual with the subjective feeling that he/she can make a difference when 
taking action. Fourth, civic values have to exist that imply that participation 
will be accompanied by the psychic gratification of having fulfilled a duty 
(Verba et.al. 1995, p. 272; Almond & Verba 1965, p. 187). And, finally, the 
catalyst for activity may also come from being asked to join an organization 
or help out with some sort of activity (Verba et.al. 1995, p. 391). The civic 
voluntarism model further points to the importance of gender, ethnicity, citi-
zenship, age and religion, as well as an individual’s life situation, as addi-
tional factors influencing the decision to become a political activist or not. 
Different configurations of participatory factors are also said to be signifi-
cant for different forms of activity, interacting in complex ways. The origin 
of these factors comes from institutions with which individuals are asso-
ciated as they move through life:  

…the families into which they are born, the schools they attend, the 
families they form as adults, the jobs they take, and the non-political or-
ganizations and religious institutions with which they become affiliated... 
(Verba et.al. 1995, p. 17).  

Thus, political life is linked to our social life. Our personal networks are also 
the arenas for possible recruitment attempts, and the possibility to train skills 
needed for political action (Verba et.al. 1995, p. 17).  
 
The psychological identification with a political party or policies, as well as 
a general interest in politics, are important but not enough in themselves to 
convince a person to act in civil society, nor is a perceived common faith in 
mankind, the nation or the local community. There are plenty of people who 
feel that they belong to a community, which is either of a limited or encom-
passing nature, who have strong ideas about different things and might com-
plain very much, but who will never lift a finger to make changes happen. 
Likewise, there are many people who follow the political life of their country 
or municipality through the media, without ever taking action apart from 
voting. It seems likely that only individuals holding a very sophisticated 
moral value system would act on behalf of an enlarged community, includ-
ing “all of mankind”. It takes a lot of selflessness and a high abstract em-
pathic ability to be able to link one’s own faith with the rest of the people in 
one’s country, or in the world, in such a way that it seriously affects the de-
cision to act or not. Hence, these characteristics are not further included in 
the theoretical discussion or in the surveys for this study.  
 
The rest of the suggested factors in the Civic Voluntarism Model will be 
discussed and either included in my study, or excluded and replaced by al-
ternative theories in order to help me explain civil society core activism from 
the perspective of the individual. These theories will provide a list of charac-
teristics important for explaining activity, though they do not all focus on the 
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same kind of civil society activity. A majority of the scholars focus on spe-
cific kinds of political activity, few include discussions about social/charity 
activism, and even fewer discuss recreational activity. The two most well-
known scholars are the Americans Verba (see above) (Verba et.al. 1978) and 
(Verba et.al. 1995), and Putnam (1993). Verba focuses very much on who 
the people are who engage in formal political activity, but also discusses 
NGOs and congregational activity, often as sources of resources necessary 
for political activism. He is the Western scholar who has provided us with 
the most well developed model of civil society activism so far. Putnam 
(1993), on the other hand, argued that an individual’s level of generalized 
trust increases from working together with other people in different kinds of 
non-governmental (non-religious) organizations, which in turn makes 
him/her more likely to participate in political activity (Putnam 1993, pp. 
170-171).  
 
Others, such as McAdam and Paulsen (1993) discuss political high-risk ac-
tivity, or Snow (1980) and (1986) the difference in recruitment strategies 
between “open” and “closed” civil society organizations, as well as different 
social movements. McAdam et.al. (1996), and Della Porta and Diani (1999) 
focus on different kinds of social movements, and Norris (2002) devotes 
general discussion on a broad spectrum to political activity within both for-
mal party systems, and social and network movements. Downton and Wehr 
(1998) in turn focus on peace activism. I want to explore whether it is possi-
ble to use the theories explaining civil society activity more comprehensive-
ly, and hence, I include ideas regarding all of these forms of activity in my 
study. Maybe factors explaining peace activism can be linked to other social 
movements or charity activism, or factors explaining high-risk political ac-
tivity be linked to recreational or formal political activity. I also want to ex-
plore whether it is possible to use the same explanations of civil society ac-
tivism in both Western and post-Soviet contexts, and hence the applicability 
of these theories in the post-Soviet context of Latvia.  

2.3.1 Demographic Characteristics 
In the following sections the possible importance of demographic control 
variables for civil society core activism will be discussed, including an indi-
vidual’s gender, citizenship, place of residence, life situation and age. 

2.3.1.1 Gender 
One common demographic characteristic used when discussing the behavior 
of an individual is his/her gender. Though our sex is physically obvious, our 
gender is taught to us through our upbringing, fully or in part depending on 
what stand we take in this debate. However, our gender will affect our beha-
vior and ourselves in different ways, depending on the political system and 
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culture of the country we reside in, as well as the level of personal awareness 
of the impact these symbols have over us. Some r 
esearchers also believe that our gender influences the decision of whether or 
not to become active within politics and civil society in general (Verba et.al. 
1978, pp. 157, 267). In 1978 many studies showed that men were more like-
ly to be active than women, a difference growing bigger when the focus was 
turned away from voting and towards political acts such as the occupancy of 
political office. This difference has turned out to be the result of a more gen-
eral conservative role differentiation between men and women in our socie-
ties, where men generally have higher levels of socio-economic and institu-
tional resources than women, as well as larger capabilities to convert these 
resources into political activity (Verba et.al. 1978, pp. 234-236; Norris 2002, 
p. 130). Hence, women increase their level of political activity in the same 
way men do, when given the same access to education, work opportunities 
and organizational membership (Verba et.al. 1978, p. 267).  
 
Verba’s early work, along with other studies on political activity, has been 
criticized for how they defined political activity (Verba et.al. 1995, p. 9). 
These critics argued that political participation was so much more than the 
narrow formal definition made by Verba et.al. 1972 and 1978, referring to 
political participation in the following way: 

…those legal acts by private citizens that are more or less directly aimed 
at influencing the selection of government personnel and/or the actions 
they take…participation that involves attempts (successful or otherwise) 
to influence the government…[using] “regular” legal political chan-
nels...[and not through] protests, extralegal violence, or rebellions  (Ver-
ba et.al. 1978, p. 1).   

 
These legal acts could be voting, campaigning, contributing financially to 
campaigns, running for office, as well as contacting public officials on dif-
ferent issues. It could also mean informal activity in local communities, affil-
iation with political parties and serving on local governing bodies, such as 
school boards and the like (Verba et.al. 1995, p. 9). These are the very same 
kind of activities Norris (2002, p. 23) defines as occurring within traditional 
hierarchical organizations such as political parties, trade unions and religious 
organizations. Critics have argued that the definition of political activity also 
needs to include non-traditional organizational, grassroots, community, and 
protest activity, as these are said to be modes of activity, however of a less 
formal, less conventional and more local type, in which women have always 
taken part, and sometimes even dominated (Verba et.al. 1995, p. 253). The 
study from 1995 sadly shows that the magnitude of the differences in partic-
ipation between men and women still exists within different fields, the larg-
est difference being found in the arena of politics (Verba et.al. 1995, pp. 
263-264). However, the difference is small within non-political organiza-
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tions and there is a female dominance within religious institutions (Verba 
et.al. 1995, pp. 256-257, 259). 
 
What does it look like in post-Soviet countries where gender roles are more 
traditional than in the US in general? Do men in these countries still domi-
nate politics, i.e. the formal world, while women catch up in the more infor-
mal world of non-governmental organizations, groups and congregations? 
Another interesting aspect to study is whether women and men in traditional-
ly structured societies take on different kinds of responsibilities when they 
join organizations, with men more likely than women to be found occupying 
positions of leadership of various kinds? If this is the case, such a result 
would support the idea that a general role differentiation between men and 
women influences our decision to engage in different organizations and par-
ties, as well as what role we will play in the said organization. It would also 
mirror the world’s general division into the private and the public spheres 
where women are still more likely to act within the privacy of family and 
local networks, while men to a higher degree participate in public life 
through their work and their role as breadwinners. However, it would not 
support the assumption that the division of activity between the public and 
private sphere changes in general in relation to an increasing level of wom-
en’s education, employment outside the home and income of their own, 
since post-Soviet women generally have a high level of education and make 
up a large part of the work force. Such a hypothesis would only hold strong 
if women were a minority among the NGO activists in Latvia.    
 
The hypotheses to be tested in this study are the following: 

• Men are more likely than women to become active in formal political 
work.  
 

• Men are more likely than women to become civil society core activ-
ists in general. 
 

• Men are more likely than women to become core activists within or-
ganizations working with mainly political issues, while women are 
more likely than men to become core activists within organizations 
working with non-political issues. 
 

• Men are more likely than women to have positions at the higher end 
of an organization's hierarchy. 

2.3.1.2 Citizenship and Place of Residence 
Other demographic characteristics used when discussing an individual’s 
behavior in society are his/her ethnic affiliation and citizenship status, either 
as a citizen, foreign citizen or permanent resident, i.e. stateless person. How-
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ever, when the factors that foster participation were taken into account in the 
American study, the differences between different ethnic groups disap-
peared, underlining the fact that it is not our ethnicity per se which influ-
ences our decision whether to join a civil society organization or not (Verba 
et.al. 1995, p. 523). Hence, this study will not ask any questions about the 
respondent’s ethnic affiliation. Citizenship, on the other hand, is said to in-
fluence our level of civil society activism as a result of what political and 
cultural system we reside in, as well as what socioeconomic circumstances 
we live under (Verba et.al. 1978, pp. 157, 267). Will a person who has not 
been offered the opportunity to gain citizenship in his/her country of perma-
nent residence be active in civil society organizations of this country? Is the 
decision to act or not influenced by his/her citizenship status? In many coun-
tries recent immigrants are limited in their possibility to gain citizenship and 
the right to vote, as well as being founders and/or members of civil society 
organizations. This could possibly influence the willingness to become ac-
tive in civil society organizations outside the party system, either by becom-
ing a core activist in a civil society organization as an alternative way of 
carrying out political protest, or by abstaining from activity as a result of 
feelings of alienation. The importance of citizenship and its attached regula-
tions for an individual’s possibility to take part in the life of civil society is 
therefore acknowledged.  
 
Some researchers have argued that it is also important to take into account a 
person’s place of residence when discussing the reasons for becoming an 
activist in civil society. They believe that it is hard to become, for example, a 
peace activist, if one lives in a small village far away from the national gov-
ernment, military plants or army bases. Another aspect is that since educa-
tion seems to play such a strong role as to who becomes active, it seems 
more likely that civil society activists should live in bigger cities rather than 
in villages and towns. This is because both universities and work places for 
people with a higher education are usually located in cities and in the capital 
(Downton & Wehr 1998). This argument may not be equally strong when we 
turn to organizations working with questions of social welfare and charity 
work, as well as recreation, education, and religion. There will most likely 
always be a need for such activities in small towns and in the countryside, 
maybe even more than in the big cities or the capital. It is also possible that 
people interested in engaging in civil society will initiate the founding of an 
organization if there is none available in the first place. Hence, an individu-
al’s place of residence does not necessarily influence his/her decision to 
become active. However, it seems likely that it requires a stronger dedication 
and drive of a person who joins, or even founds, an organization in a small 
place far away from other supportive groups, regional and national authori-
ties, as well as international funding. He or she would have to spend much 
more energy and funding than core activists in bigger cities, in order to reach 
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decision makers in other parts of the country and keep in contact with other 
activists.  
 
The hypotheses to be tested in this study are the following: 

• Individuals who are citizens of the country they reside in are more 
likely to become core activists within civil society organizations than 
individuals who are not. 

 
• Individuals who live in areas with easy access to different organiza-

tions, authorities and institutions, etc. are more likely to become 
core activists within civil society organizations than individuals who 
do not.  

 
• Individuals who become active in organizations working with chari-

ty work, as well as recreation, education, and religion, are just as 
likely to be found outside the capital in cities, towns and rural areas 
as in the capital. 

2.3.1.3 Life Situation and Age 
Until the 1960s many scholars saw collective action primarily as a conse-
quence of the breakdown of the mechanisms of social integration. Those 
most likely to join movements or religious sects were considered to be 
people with low levels of integration in different organizations, as well as 
weak social links of various types. A result of their alienation was their like-
liness to be attracted to “total experiences”, largely segregated from the rest 
of society. Some researchers have modified this, however, and suggest that 
the reason why some individuals rather than others join a movement once 
they have been introduced to it may be explained largely by its structural 
availability. This would largely be a result of the extent to which an individ-
ual has a life situation permitting him/her to become available for activism in 
civil society (Downton & Wehr 1998). Since sets of social relationships can 
be more or less demanding in regard to time, energy, and emotional attach-
ment, it follows that they can vary in the extent to which they allow a person 
the possibility to take part in the work of alternative networks and lines of 
action. From this perspective activity in civil society would be a function of 
how tightly individuals are tied to their personal networks, and thus have 
commitments that hinder the recruitment efforts of social movement organi-
zations. However, this does not mean that activists have to be “loners”, “so-
cial isolates”, or “outcasts”. They are simply individuals who have the possi-
bility to join organizations, as they are not bound by commitments, such as 
spouse, children, debts, job, and occupational reputation (Della Porta & Di-
ani 1999, p. 115; Snow et.al. 1980, pp. 792-794). Individuals who are work-
ing full-time, are married with young children, or are in poor health, would 
supposedly be less free to undertake action, even if they were ethically pre-
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disposed to do so (Downton & Wehr 1998, pp. 535-538; Verba et.al. 1995, 
pp. 293-294). However, the American results of the study of Verba et.al. 
(1995) show that available free time is a much less potent predictor of activi-
ty that entails the provision of time, than family income is in relationship to 
activity that entails the provision of money. 

...this means that time and money differs in the extent to which their ab-
sence constrains the ability to take part. (Verba et.al. 1995, p. 515)  

 

This study also shows that working men have significantly more free time 
available than working women, as a result of still existing traditional role 
models, where women have the major responsibility for household work and 
raising children even when they work outside the home (Verba et. al. 1995, 
pp. 302-303). 
 
However, many scholars believe that collective action is a product of inte-
gration, rather than of social disintegration, which has challenged the posi-
tion described above. These scholars focus on research showing that those 
forming the core group within a movement include a high percentage of 
people from a mid, or high social position, i.e. people who have access to 
resources such as education, money, and contacts. People who cannot be 
said to have marginal social positions in society (Della Porta & Diani 1999, 
pp. 112-113). 
 
The difference in arguments within the literature offers us the possibility 
that, depending on what kind of activity one engages in, one may be a “lon-
er” or socially integrated. It seems more likely that sect-like organizations 
would attract loners longing for community and meaning, at the same time 
as people with a given place in society might be more attracted to working 
with political and social issues through formal and informal channels access-
ible to them through their personal networks. The in-depth interviews which 
I carried out with civil society activists all over the three Baltic States in 
2000/2001 during my time as a program officer of the organization Forum 
Syd described a majority of the activists as individuals that were integrated 
members of their communities, as well as family members, either as spouses, 
parents, or as children. Among the people I interviewed there was a mix of 
students, people working in the organization in question or in another work 
place. They were all very active and always busy, and neither their health 
nor their marital status seemed to affect their level of activity. A study by 
Reed and Selbee in Canada (2000) partly supports this assumption by show-
ing that volunteers are more likely to have dependent children living at home 
than non-volunteers (Reed & Selbee 2003, p. 92). Hence, I decided not to 
include questions concerning the core activist’s life situation as to whether or 
not he/she was married, had children, etc. However, a question regarding the 
respondent’s age is included in order to test an interesting argument stating 
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that young people are relatively free of other responsibilities and constraints 
and thus more available and able to sustain the costs and risks that may be 
involved in civil society activity (Della Porta & Diani 1999, p. 115; Down-
ton & Wehr 1998). An opposing idea within the social movement theory 
discussion is that the middle-aged group is the most active, with a fall-off 
among both the youngest and the oldest cohorts. Though, it is difficult to 
know if this is a life-cycle effect or a generational effect, as social movement 
activism has normalized along with the aging cohorts of the 60s and 70s22 
(Norris 2002, p. 202). No matter what the reason, the literature agrees that an 
activist’s age profile is far less important for activism per se than the pattern 
of gender, class and education (Norris 2002, p. 130). Differing theories make 
it difficult to accurately predict activity based on age groups. It is also likely 
that different kinds of activities attract different kinds of age groups, just as 
different kinds of activities attract different kinds of personalities.  
 
The hypothesis to be tested in this study is the following: 

• Individuals who are young (below the age of 31) are more likely 
to become core activists within civil society organizations than 
individuals who are not.  

2.3.2 Socioeconomic Status and Resources 
In the following sections the possible importance of socioeconomic status 
and resources, such as level of education and income, will be discussed. 
 
The Socioeconomic Status Model (SES) claims that people of higher socioe-
conomic status - those with a high level of education, high income, and high 
status jobs - are more active in politics than the less well-off with a lower 
level of education.23 This has also been confirmed in numerous studies in 
many different countries. The SES explanation of the causal links between 
high education levels, high income and high status job, with civil society 
activism, has been discussed and criticized by Verba and his colleagues, who 
in their 1995 study developed the model further and replaced it with the Civ-
ic Voluntarism Model (CVM). In the CVM socioeconomic factors are still 
accepted as important, but the explanatory focus has now changed towards 
the three resources - money, civic skills, and time. Money and various kinds 
of civic skills are supposedly closely related to the SES, as they are more 
available to those in higher socioeconomic positions. Time and other civic 
skills, on the other hand, are supposedly less stratified by socioeconomic 
status. The three resources also vary in their forward link to participation; 

                              
22 See section 2.3.2 below in this chapter for further discussion on the link between time and 
activism. 
23 Verba refers to Milbrath and Goel, Political Participation, p. 92. They cite many studies in 
which the importance of the Socioeconomic Model (SES) is replicated. 
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different configurations of participatory factors are significant for different 
forms of activity, and need certain mixes of resources interacting in complex 
ways (Verba et.al. 1995, pp. 16, 281-282). Wealth easily purchases political 
power, and even social respect, while political power can help an individual 
build personal wealth, etc. Money also pays for education in most countries 
(Verba et.al. 1978, pp. 2, 5). In the US the influence of income is important 
when deciding to engage in civil society activity. The wealthy are most over-
represented within politics, at the same time as the smallest difference be-
tween the economic groups is found within the religious field (Verba et.al. 
1995, p. 226). 
  
Education is the prime factor in most analyses of political activity, as well as 
in the CVM, and has a significant direct role with respect to each of the par-
ticipation factors. It affects the acquisition of civic skills, contributes to op-
portunities for high levels of income and occupation, places individuals in 
settings where they are more likely to be recruited and contributes to their 
psychological and cognitive engagement with politics (Verba et. al. 1995, p. 
433). Though civic skills are acquired throughout the life cycle, beginning at 
home, the CVM argues that there is an especially close relationship between 
civic skills and education. Education is said to help a person develop skills 
that are relevant to politics – the ability to speak in public, to write in an 
official language, as well as the knowledge of how to cope in an organiza-
tional setting. It also gives the individual information about government and 
politics, as well as encouraging attitudes predisposing an individual to en-
gage in civil society, such as a sense of civic responsibility and political effi-
cacy (Verba et.al. 1995, p. 305). Education also helps individuals gain access 
to prestigious and lucrative jobs, as well as organizational affiliations, which 
in turn help gain further political resources (Verba et.al. 1978, p. 18). Fur-
thermore, highly educated people are said to be much more likely to have the 
opportunities to exercise leadership and to develop politically relevant skills 
at work, in church, and in voluntary associations (Verba et.al. 1995, p. 305). 
The process is cumulative, where initial privilege influences opportunities 
for education, followed by income earned on the job, skills acquired at work 
and in organizations, psychological engagement with politics, exposure to 
recruitment attempts, and so on. Educational availability has implications for 
the kinds of resources individuals will accumulate, but also for what kind of 
citizens they will become. Educated citizens are much more likely to be in-
formed about politics and tolerant of unpopular opinions (Verba et.al. 1995, 
p. 514). However, the relative importance of education will vary in correla-
tion to income and occupation across the different modes of participation 
(Verba et.al. 1995, p. 19). The CVM also argues that religious institutions 
are an alternative to education as a source for generating civic skills, which, 
in turn, foster political activity. The acquisition of such civic skills depends 
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on frequency of church attendance and the denomination of the church one 
attends24 (Verba et.al. 1995, pp. 282-283). 25 
 
Both the SES model and the CVM offer us important explanations of the 
role of education and money in order to help a person gain the civic skills 
necessary for political activity. However, I argue that a person’s basic val-
ues26 and competences are mainly internalized much earlier in life, and are 
only partly molded during his/her university time. Neither does a high edu-
cation level automatically turn a person into a civil society activist, even 
though it has been shown in many studies that people with a high level of 
education are more active than people with a low level or no education. We 
also find that in democratic settings outside of the US, the educational level 
among political elites in the West is considerably lower, especially in Scan-
dinavia (Steen 1997, p. 59). 
 
Verba et.al. (1978) further argue that self-perceived political efficacy, politi-
cal interest and a moral obligation27 to become a political activist are more 
likely attributes held by an individual possessing a high level of education 
and a high income. These resources are said to contribute to higher levels of 
political motivation such as interest and psychological involvement in poli-
tics, information about politics, political efficacy, and a sense of obligation 
to be politically active (Verba et.al. 1978, p. 159).  This is not necessarily the 
case, as we will always find wealthy and highly educated people who are not 
active, either in politics or in other civil society organizations, at the same 
time as we will find core activists who have low status and are less well-off. 
They will most likely not have the money, time, prestige or political network 
to support and ease their activity. What they may have, similar to the well-
to-do members of society, are certain values and principles which they let 
guide their lives, as well as an interest in society and a self-perceived politi-
cal efficacy. As for the claim that high income is important in order to be-
come a civil society activist it is not necessarily true in countries where edu-
cation is paid for by the state or the middle-class is poor.  
 
The hypotheses to be tested in this study are the following: 

• Individuals who have a post high school education are more like-
ly to become core activists within civil society organizations than 
individuals who do not.   
 

                              
24 Only Protestant congregations help their members acquire civic skills, compared with 
Catholic congregations where this is not the case. This finding agrees with Robert Putnam’s 
study, who excludes the Catholic Church from the civil society organizations producing ci-
vicness. 
25 See section 2.3.3 for further comments on this issue. 
26 See section 2.3.5.1 below. 
27 See further discussion in section 2.3.5.2 later in this chapter. 
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• Individuals who have an above-average household income are 
more likely to become core activists within civil society organiza-
tions than individuals who do not. 

2.3.3 Organizational Experience 
In the following section the possible importance of previous organizational 
experience, such as general or leadership experience, will be discussed.  
 
Most empirical studies focusing on the effect membership and activism of 
voluntary associations has for the individual activist show that, relative to 
non-activists, civil society activists exhibit more democratic and civic atti-
tudes, as well as more active forms of political participation (Stolle 2001, p. 
204). Why is this? Robert Putnam (1993) argues that it is the experience 
itself of working in civil society organizations, except for the Catholic 
Church28, which help an individual produce these characteristics, making 
him/her more likely to join political organizations in the future. Verba et.al. 
(1995) support this line of reasoning, but add that an individual’s willingness 
to become politically active is enhanced by his/her encounters with other 
people in non-political settings such as their personal network. However, 
they disagree with Putnam and believe that an individual’s personal network 
includes people, not only from their voluntary organizations, but also their 
work places and congregations. These networks are supposed to provide 
exposure to political stimuli by informal political discussions, informal polit-
ical training such as getting acquainted with meeting procedures, as well as 
offering the individual an opportunity to be politically recruited. Thus one’s 
job, voluntary organizations, and congregation are places where an individu-
al can learn how to be an active citizen (Verba et.al. 1995, pp. 309, 313). 
Work places provide most opportunities for the practice of civic skills, con-
gregations the fewest29. However, the opportunities are highly stratified at 
work, largely because those who are otherwise disadvantaged are likely to 
have the kinds of jobs that provide few chances for skill development. Even 
though Verba et.al. (1995) argue that it does not matter in which non-
political institution civic skills are developed in order to facilitate political 
activity, one of the limitations of the Civic Voluntarism Model is that it takes 
a clear American perspective with its strong focus on religious institutions as 
the main alternative source of higher education as the generator of civic 
skills (Verba et.al. 1995, pp. 282-283, 320, 520). Compared with different 
European countries congregational life plays a very important role in Ameri-
can society. Many Americans attend services, and engage in educational, 
                              
28 Putnam’s research took place in Italy where the Catholic Church dominates the religious 
scene. 
29 Verba et.al. (1995) argue that Protestant congregational activity enhances an individual’s 
political skills the most, which therefore indirectly supports Putnam’s claim that Catholic 
congregational activity does not increase an individual’s level of civicness. 
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charitable, or social activities arranged through their church. At the same 
time the unions are weak and no class-based parties exist, which could have 
offered other contexts for learning civic skills or acted as mobilizers of the 
working class; contexts offered by unions and labor or social democratic 
parties in other countries. Hence, congregational activity is the only real 
counterbalance to education in America as a context where otherwise re-
source-poor citizens can learn civic skills, even though Verba et.al. (1995) 
show that some religious directions are better than others in this aspect (Ver-
ba et.al. 1995, pp. 18-19).  It is said further that it is much more likely that a 
person will become involved in collective action of some kind if he/she has 
already been active and has maintained personal relationships from that con-
text (Della Porta & Diani 1999, pp. 13-14).   

            
There is no doubt that it may be important for a person to have civic skills in 
order to find the encouragement and strength to become a civil society activ-
ist, but in countries where religion plays a weak role, such as the Soviet Un-
ion, as well as in post-Soviet countries such as Latvia, the CVM focus on 
congregational life as the strongest alternative to education for the develop-
ment of civic skills is not good enough. Individual development and the in-
ternalization of values and civic skills necessary to engage in civil society 
activity may take place also through the experience of secular state-run or-
ganizations in authoritarian contexts. There may of course exist differences 
in what kind of values and civic skills one may internalize, depending on 
whether the organization is democratic or not, as well as what kind of autho-
ritarian state we are discussing. In this study we will explore what kind of 
values and civic skills may have been internalized through the participation 
in the different state-run communist organizations of the Soviet Union.  

 
Other researchers put forward evidence for the opposite, claiming that it is 
not the course of the membership, or the actual effect of experience within 
the group that influence civil society activity. Instead it is a matter of self-
selection among the activists, that is, people with civic skills are more likely 
to join an association in the first place. The differences in civic skills thus 
supposedly pre-date the entry into membership (Stolle 2001, p. 230). This is 
a similar discussion to that of when and how an individual learns generalized 
trust. Members do indeed learn certain skills, attitudes and behavior while 
they are active in different associations. However, these can supposedly only 
be utilized in a group context, as they are not universal and are said not to be 
able to generalize to other settings. Thus it seems as though the association’s 
side effects and payoffs relate mainly to the group itself, not to society at 
large. Hence, the main reason why voluntary associations do indeed accom-
modate more trusting, more open and more civically engaged people is that 
individuals with these characteristics are more likely to join organizations 
than those without (Stolle 2001, p. 233). The argument that an individual’s 
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level of civic skills is more important than organizational affiliation as a 
predictor of activity makes it more likely for activists in a leadership position 
than for regular members to benefit from the organizational experience. 
Hence, it would not be the experience of being a member of a non-political 
organization per se that influences people to become politically active, but 
the civic skills they hold prior to their political activity. These civic skills 
may certainly be strengthened by leadership experiences in an organization, 
but the initial self-perception of holding different civic competences is more 
likely to be the result of primary socialization processes than secondary 
ones. Hence, a pre-selection takes place, where individuals who already have 
an active personality and various civic skills seek out different organizations 
or parties to take action within. We will certainly find activists with lower 
levels of civic skills prior to engaging in an organization for the first time, 
people who might have joined for the first time as the result of someone 
asking them to come to a meeting, to help out at a fundraising sale or a dem-
onstration. It is not impossible for people to develop civic skills and an inter-
est in politics [and non-political organizational work] through organizational 
experience or education. However, the argument that you need to have been 
active in an organization in order to become active in another organization is 
too simple, and it does not explain why people join an organization in the 
first place. There is a possibility that the situation is different in an authorita-
rian society, where membership and activity in different organizations are 
compulsory. Then the selection process is not free, and all kinds of personal-
ities are drawn into the different organizations. During the time of the Soviet 
Union, for example, it was more or less compulsory for members of the des-
ignated age group to join children’s and youth organizations. However, it is 
not possible today to evaluate their levels of various civic competences prior 
to joining different communist organizations at that time, or to evaluate in 
what ways, and to what extent, these competences developed and/or streng-
thened during their membership and activism. This study has therefore been 
limited to exploring what the driving forces and experiences are behind the 
decision to join an independent non-governmental non-communist organiza-
tion for the first time within a post-Soviet Latvian context. The experience of 
living under an authoritarian government may influence people very diffe-
rently as to their will to engage in civil society. Some may be eager to act in 
a free society, while others have grown tired of the political propaganda and 
empty rhetoric, and hence choose to withdraw from any non-compulsory 
involvement when given the chance.  
 
Organizational experience may open up for new experiences through en-
hanced personal competences, enlarged and strengthened networks of con-
tacts, and an increased awareness of different issues in society. It is therefore 
more likely for a core activist than for individuals without such organiza-
tional experiences to stay on as a core activist, either within the same organi-
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zation or in another one, as well as taking a break but becoming active once 
again further on. However, it may also be an experience, which does not 
encourage the participant to move on to other non-political or political or-
ganizations. Maybe one is satisfied with the current activities, or maybe one 
learns skills that do not support other kinds of activities. The experience may 
even have been negative in various ways, keeping this person from wanting 
to continue with any kind of civil society activity. The literature does not 
convince us either way.  
 
The hypotheses to be tested in this study are the following: 

• Individuals who have earlier experience of any kind of organiza-
tional activity are more likely to join civil society organizations once 
again than individuals who do not have this experience.  

 
• Individuals who have earlier leadership experience from any kind of 

organization are more likely to join civil society organizations once 
again than individuals who do not have this experience. 

2.3.4 Network Influences   
In the following section the possible importance of network influences, such 
as positive support towards the decision to become active, the presence of 
activist role models, as well as organizational contacts will be discussed. 
 
McAdam and Paulsen studied high-risk activism in the US during the 1960s 
and concluded that one of the strongest predictors of recruitment into mem-
bership was to know someone who was already involved in social movement 
activity (McAdam & Paulsen 1993, p. 650). Personal connections are also 
considered important when one is asked to take part in low-risk political 
activity (Verba et.al. 1995, p. 140). An impressive body of research relating 
to collective action, on different issues and in different countries, has con-
firmed how important networks are for the recruitment of activists and the 
mobilization of supporters. People seem more likely to join a protest move-
ment if they are connected to others who are highly sensitive to particular 
causes, or prone to become involved in collective action generally. It is 
through these links that potential activists are said to develop a certain vision 
of the world, acquire information and the minimum competences necessary 
for collective action (Della Porta & Diani 1999, pp. 13-14; Snow 1980, p. 
792). These contacts are referred to as an individual’s personal network, 
consisting of his/her strong and weak ties to other people. An individual’s 
strong ties form a dense network, and his/her weak ties, a less dense one 
(Granovetter 1973, p. 1370). However, the argument stressing the impor-
tance of membership of an activist network in order to facilitate mobilization 
also has the following strong counter-argument: 
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… we all are involved in networks that link us to organizations in one 
way or the other, whether they are strong or weak links, and still many of 
us never involve in organizational activity (Della Porta & Diani 1999, p. 
115).  

 
The ultimate decision to participate is thus said to depend on the confluence 
of the following four conditions: 1) The occurrence of a specific recruitment 
attempt; 2) the successful linkage of movement participation and identity 
[framing]; 3) support for that linkage from persons who normally serve to 
sustain the identity in question; and, 4) the absence of strong opposition from 
others on whom other salient identities depend. However, being asked by a 
role-model activist is said to be by far more influential for an individual’s 
decision to become a civil society activist than just facing empty rhetoric 
followed by a request to join an organization or a certain event (McAdam & 
Paulsen 1993, p. 655). 
 
The ideas of McAdam and Paulsen seem interesting and relevant to how we 
understand the initiation into core activism, not only in high-risk activity, but 
also within all kinds of organizations. Network contacts, support and role-
models may all be explanatory factors for civil society activism, as identify-
ing with people close to us, as well as gaining approval for what we do from 
them, is important for most people. This study will focus on civil society 
organizations accepting the framework of a democratic society to work in. 
However, it is highly likely that network contacts, support and role models 
are important also for the decision to engage in organizations that do not 
accept the presence of a democratic framework. It is even likely that these 
factors would be even more important for such organizations, as their work 
is not commonly accepted by society in general30.  
 
However, the four conditions leading to successful recruitment are not fully 
satisfactory. To begin with, an activist does not necessarily need to be re-
cruited. No more than 52 percent of the activists in the study by Verba et.al. 
(1995) had been asked to engage in political activity during the last year and 
from them only 44 percent had answered “Yes.” To be asked to join is thus 
not a very strong factor when explaining American civil society activism. 
The likelihood of being asked and saying yes varies greatly with a high for 
contacting politicians of 17 percent, and a low of 3 percent for participating 
in protest activity (Verba et.al. 1995, pp. 135-136). In a post-Soviet society 
like Latvia it is probably just as likely that an individual ready to take action 
within civil society looks for an organization to join, or founds a new organ-
ization in cooperation with others. This would be the result of a situation 
where an independent civil society is still a new and underdeveloped sphere, 
where there is most likely a lack of established civil society organizations 

                              
30 See also Uslaner 2002. 
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within different fields of activity, as well as in different parts of the country. 
Other people will not be recruited from network contacts such as relatives, 
friends and acquaintances, or even other movement members, but will be 
recruited “off the street” or through the public media. Restricted and exclu-
sive groups, like Hare Krishna, recruit most of their members from outside 
established social networks. Some groups ask of their members to hold cer-
tain ascribed or achieved attributes, while others ask of the new recruits to 
sever themselves from social ties outside the movement. The level of isola-
tion or amount of allowed extra-movement contacts greatly influences an 
organization’s recruitment opportunities (Snow et.al. 1980, pp. 792, 796-
797). 
 
The requirement of an existing successful linkage of movement participation 
and identity prior to accepting a recruitment attempt is so obvious that it 
does not require to be tested. In a democratic society where individuals are 
not forced to join different organizations, hardly anyone engages in contexts 
in which they seriously oppose basic values and principles. On the other 
hand outspoken support for or against the desire to act may very well occur. 
However, “silent support/opposition” expressed during an individual’s pri-
mary internalization process may also occur. That is, internalized values 
make you “know” what behavior people around you would support or not, 
and you will hence not always feel a need to discuss all decisions being 
made in detail with other people. Self-limitation based on internalized values 
supporting or opposing an idea to become active might be enough for mak-
ing a decision. It is however hard to measure the level of such internalized 
values, and hence, this study is limited to asking questions about outspoken 
support. Some people will also have met both support and opposing views to 
the decision to become a core activist, and hence, it would be interesting to 
explore the effect of being the recipient of such an emotional combination.   
 
The hypotheses to be tested in this study are the following:   

• Individuals who learn about an organization through one or more 
member(s) that they know and who are being asked to join by 
this/these member(s) are more likely to become core activists within 
civil society organizations than individuals who do not. 

 
• Individuals who have activist role models in their personal network 

are more likely to become core activists within civil society organi-
zations than individuals who do not. 

 
• Individuals who experience positive support from someone in their 

personal network to the decision to become a core activist within 
civil society are more likely to become core activists within civil so-
ciety organizations than individuals who do not. 
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2.3.5 Values 
In the following sections the possible importance of values such as empathic 
ability, duties to solve problems and helping people in need, as well as gene-
ralized trust, will be discussed. 

2.3.5.1 Internalization of Values: Primary and Secondary Socialization 
Values are explained to be guidelines for good behavior which an individual 
has internalized and feels obligated to follow without questioning the relev-
ance and reason for doing it (Hechter et.al. 1993, p. 3). Not following one’s 
values often leads to internal feelings of discomfort for the individual in 
question. Norms, on the other hand are official or unofficial rules set for us 
from outside, which once they are internalized will have become part of a 
person’s value system and may play an important role as motivating ele-
ments in explanations of individual behavior (Hechter et.al. 1993, pp. 3-5). 
Norms may induce certain behavior without having been internalized to val-
ues, as individuals are afraid of being punished in certain ways. However, 
norms are not included in my study, as it is more likely that the behavior of a 
person acting as a result of induced norms may differ from situation to situa-
tion than if the behavior is based on values. Behavior based on norms thus 
would depend more on the context of the situation, as well as whether or not 
other people are present to judge the action. Individuals whose behavior are 
a result of internalized values would according to this reasoning have a much 
more even pattern of behavior, following an inner voice of what constitutes 
justice and “the right thing to do,” instead of just trying to show a good 
façade.  

 
The process of bringing about the internalization of norms into values of a 
child, by parents and significant others31, is called socialization. The first 
socialization process an individual undergoes during his/her childhood is 
called primary socialization, and any processes following this that influence 
the individual’s worldview and normative state of mind are called secondary 
socialization. Primary socialization is usually the most important one for an 
individual. Berger and Luckman argue that a child takes on the roles and 
attitudes of significant others’ under circumstances that are highly charged 
emotionally, internalizes them and makes them his/her own (Berger & 
Luckman 1966, p. 150). This created identity then becomes general and will 
be difficult to change by what others, significant or not, say (Berger & 
Luckman 1966, p. 153). An individual’s identity may then be modified or 
reshaped through interaction with other social relations, for example in 
school, sports clubs, different kinds of organizations, church or the work 
place (Berger & Luckman 1966, pp. 153-154, 158, 194). Through our prima-

                              
31 “Significant others” equals people who are emotionally important for the child both within 
the family and outside. 
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ry socialization we may thus develop “activist” or “non-activist” personali-
ties already during our childhood and teenage time. Hence, values matter 
when we try to understand civil society activity. Action cannot be explained 
by reference to individual motives alone, as action sometimes does take 
place in contexts where, according to theory, actors should have little indi-
vidual incentive to be involved (Granovetter 1990a, pp. 95-96, in Fine 2001, 
p. 110; Coleman 1988, p. 104). This argument holds that the decision to act 
in the interest of the collective is reinforced by social support, status, honor, 
and other rewards. The value to act in certain situations is here so strongly 
internalized by the members of the collective that the result of acting against 
one’s values would be individual shame, sadness, anger or other self-
punishing sentiments (Coleman 1988, p. 104). Accordingly people become 
available for collective action when they have gained the values needed to 
move in that direction, for example the beliefs saying that they “should” give 
charitable donations, engage in politics or charity work, etc. This kind of 
behavior may also be based on a value encouraging the individual to engage 
in reciprocal exchanges by offering other people access to different re-
sources, as they believe that they will be fully repaid in the future, not neces-
sarily in money and/or on a certain date, but somehow sometime. Such ac-
cumulation of obligations from others would by some be called the produc-
tion of micro-level social capital, which is a more instrumental form of so-
cial capital than the macro-level version introduced by Putnam (1993) 
(Downton & Wehr 1998, pp. 535-537; Portes 1998, p. 7-8). Further, the 
possibility to trace political activity from generation to generation is accord-
ing to Verba et.al. (1995) an effect of direct politization, i.e. early exposure 
to political stimuli from parents who are politically active and/or discuss 
politics at home, which helps an individual internalize an interest for politics. 
In an American context, this could also mean that children of religious par-
ents are more likely to attend church as adults, and thus be exposed to oppor-
tunities for acquiring the civic skills necessary for political activity. This 
does not mean, though, that we necessarily internalize a certain ideology 
from our parents and then stick to this for the rest of our lives. What party to 
join or what kind of activity to engage in - these are decisions that are more 
likely to be influenced by a person’s secondary socialization (Verba et.al. 
1995, p. 20). 
 
Over the past few decades social scientists have questioned whether it is 
rational to take part in most forms of civic activity. The problem of the ratio-
nality of participation, which has been raised for example with reference to 
voting and to organizational membership, is that since the probability is ex-
tremely low that one person’s effort on behalf of a widely shared goal will 
contribute appreciably to securing that goal, the rational individual will not 
waste resources by bearing the costs of taking part, but will instead take a 
free ride on the efforts of others (Verba et.al. 1995, p. 21). The main argu-
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ment put forward is that an individual acts as a result of a conscious decision 
to do something that first and foremost serves his/her own interests. Howev-
er, such a cost-calculation would to my mind also have to include the ex-
pected behaviors of others based on whether or not a person follows ac-
cepted values or not. Hence, it is of great interest to study the values of those 
who become active in different civil society organizations and compare their 
values with those who are not active. What values does a civil society core 
activist hold? Are they different from those held by non-activists? Do these 
values differ depending on an activist’s field of activism or positions in the 
organizational hierarchy? Uslaner (2000) argues that values important for 
generating civil society activity are the internalization of generalized trust, as 
well as duties to always help people in need, and always solve problems of 
society. Håkansson (2003) further argues that the ability to experience empa-
thy is an important source of altruistic activity. The values explored in this 
study are thus a): empathic ability, b) moral duties to always help people in 
need and always solve problems of society, and c) generalized trust. 

2.3.5.2 Empathy and Moral Duties 
It has been argued that people who are active within civil society organiza-
tions have learned to identify with the poor, to understand the social causes 
of poverty, racism and sexism, and to feel a comradeship with the oppressed 
(Downton & Wehr 1998, p. 537). This is a reasonable thought, as the ability 
to identify with other people [or animals] and their problems may contribute 
to strong emotions, which in turn may develop into action to deal with the 
problem. To identify with someone else, though, it would be necessary for 
the activist in question to have the ability to experience empathy - the more 
the better. Empathy has also been considered as a source - if not the source - 
of altruistic motivation, as it is said to be the only way to experientially un-
derstand what other people feel, which is suggested to be important for altru-
ism (Håkansson 2003, pp. 24-25). This line of reasoning supports the idea 
that an individual who has a high ability to experience empathy towards 
other people may be more likely to carry out altruistic actions than an indi-
vidual with a low or missing empathic ability. However, there are two limi-
tations to the argument that empathy is the source of action.  
 
First, the experience of empathic over-arousal, that is, an extremely strong 
feeling of empathic distress, may move an individual out of the empathic 
mode and instead become pre-occupied with his/her own personal problems 
and distress. This would turn the attention away from the victim, thus not 
leading to any potential action. Second, even though people have the capaci-
ty to respond empathetically to almost anyone in distress, it is still easier for 
most people to feel empathic distress towards family and friends, people 
similar to themselves, as well as people who are victims in an, for the empa-
thizer, immediately experienced situation. These limitations may pose prob-
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lems in encounters where several “victims” are involved, or where caring for 
another conflicts with the demands of justice. These problems are supposed-
ly reduced when empathy is “embedded” in a moral principle with which it 
is congruent, as moral principles are needed in order to distribute one’s ac-
tion in a fair rather than arbitrary manner (Hoffman 2000, pp. 13-14).32  
Without empathy, moral principles seem to lack the motivating force for 
people to care for others, and it seems that empathy is needed to see the situ-
ation morally at all (Håkansson 2003, p. 25). In a study about peace activists 
in the US, the activists held the belief that helping others was a moral duty, 
to “do unto others as you would have them do unto you”, and that they held 
a personal responsibility to work for peace. These moral duties were a part 
of their identities and defined who they were. It simply would have made the 
respondents guilty “not to act on behalf of (…) social justice” (Downton & 
Wehr 1998, p. 537).The discussion of belief amplification supports this line 
of reasoning by arguing that beliefs are to be understood as ideas that a per-
son holds, which consciously support or impede the action needed to uphold 
certain values (Snow et. al. 1986, pp. 464, 469-470). Thus, the most impor-
tant moral values related to the decision to become a civil society core activ-
ist are said to be a) the importance of personal responsibility to influence 
politics, and b) the importance of helping others in need (Downton & Wehr 
1998, p. 536; Portes 1998, p. 7). I argue that “importance” may be translated 
into “duty”, and that there would be no need to influence politics if one did 
not perceive an existing problem in society. Hence, the two moral values 
should be phrased: “The duty to solve perceived problems in society”, and 
“The duty to help people in need.” The idea that empathy and moral obliga-
tions to act complement each other seems to be valid, though; most likely we 
will find a whole range of combinations as to the amount and intensity of 
empathy and moral obligations in conjunction with each other. As long as 
individuals grow up in different societies, families and social environments, 
there will be unique combinations on the two scales “empathic ability” and 
“moral obligation”, where “0” equals no empathic ability or moral obligation 
to act at all, and “100” equals full empathic ability and a constant feeling of 
moral obligation to act. It is highly likely that individuals scoring high on 
both the empathy and moral obligation scale are those we will find involved 
in altruistic charity work. But it is not impossible that a high level of empa-
thy is also important among different policy-changing activities. Compared 
with people scoring low on the empathy and moral obligation scales, these 
people would possibly find it easier to feel other people’s pain and under-
stand their problems, and hence, want to or feel obligated to do something to 
change problems in society or help people in need. 

                              
32 What is morally correct will of course differ between societies and even within different 
groups of society (Hoffman 2000, p.5). 
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The hypotheses to be tested in this study are the following: 
• Individuals who have a high empathic ability are more likely to be-

come core activists within civil society organizations than individuals 
who do not.  

 
• Individuals who have a high empathic ability are more likely to be-

come core activists within civil society organizations based on the 
motive of altruism than individuals who do not. 
 

• Individuals who have internalized values saying that it is their duty to 
help people in need and to change a perceived problem in society, are 
more likely to become core activists within civil society organizations 
than individuals who do not. 
 

• Individuals who combine a high empathic ability with the moral duty 
to help people in need are more likely to be found among core activ-
ists working in charity organizations than individuals who do not. 

2.3.5.3 Generalized Trust 
In the literature on civil society activity we sometimes meet the concept “ge-
neralized trust” as a factor influencing the health of democracy in a society. 
People holding a high level of generalized trust are said to have a more in-
clusive view of their society and to be more tolerant and welcoming towards 
people different from themselves, compared to people holding high levels of 
particular trust (Uslaner 2002, p. 10). While generalized trust does not cure 
all ills in society, it encourages people to take an active role in good deeds in 
their community, including giving to charity and volunteering. People who 
experience a high level of generalized trust are more likely to act in the in-
terest of people they do not know, as these are viewed as fellow human be-
ings to care for and feel responsibility towards. This makes it reasonable to 
assume that feelings of generalized trust are intertwined with various feel-
ings of duty and empathy. It has also been argued that a high level of genera-
lized trust makes an individual more likely to engage in politics (Putnam 
1993, pp. 170-171; Portes 1998, p. 7). 
 
What does the concept “generalized trust” really mean? According to Roth-
stein and Stolle (2003) it may be understood in the following way: 

…if people in general believe that others in society can be trusted and if 
they are in general seen as trustworthy by other agents (Rothstein & 
Stolle 2003, p. 6).  

 

Hence, generalized trust is a value that reaches beyond an individual’s per-
sonal network and people they know, including strangers (Rothstein & Stolle 
2003, p. 6). Generalized trust has also been called “moralistic trust”, as it 
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provides the rationale for getting involved with other people in a pragmatic 
way by presuming that other people are honorable (Uslaner 2002, p. 15). It is 
a general outlook on human nature and mostly does not depend on personal 
experiences in the way that strategic trust does. It is a sense of connection 
with others as a result of perceiving them as members of your community 
whose interests must be taken seriously. It is also the belief that others share 
your fundamental moral values and therefore should be treated as you would 
wish to be treated by them, i.e. a paraphrasing of the Golden Rule33. Genera-
lized trust thus depends upon some sort of belief in the good will of others, 
though it is not a prediction of how others will behave. Even if other people 
turn out not to be trustworthy, moral values would require of you to behave 
as if they could be trusted (Uslaner 2002, pp. 17-19). Generalized trust has 
nothing to do with trust in government or administration, which is related 
more to an individual’s impressions of the people in power and the institu-
tions of government, as well as whether they agree with the policies of the 
regime. Confidence in government is thus based upon your experiences, 
while generalized trust in other people is not (Uslaner 2002, pp. 7-8). 
 
Putnam (1993) has argued that individuals working together with people 
they did not know before within different kinds of non-governmental (non-
religious) organizations increase their level of generalized trust, which in 
turn makes them more likely to participate in political activity (Putnam 
1993, pp. 170-171). However, other scholars argue that this belief is a grave 
mistake, as membership of an organization or group is more likely to pro-
duce particularistic trust34 than generalized trust (Uslaner 2002, p. 4).  

...people self-select into association groups, depending on their original 
levels of generalized trust and reciprocity. (…) people who hold genera-
lized trust are more easily drawn to membership in associations, whereas 
people who trust less will not join in the first place (Rothstein & Stolle 
2003, p. 20).  

 

By the time an individual gets involved in either formal or informal groups 
of different kinds, his/her fundamental worldview has already been largely 
set. Trust is thus something we learn from our parents early in life, a value 
that would demand much more influence to change than the time of interac-
tion that we spend in different groups outside our family (Uslaner 2002, p. 
4). Even if our life experiences do influence our levels of trust, they are not 
the central determinants of it. There is also more support for generalized 
trust as a result of socialization than as a result of different kinds of adult 
                              
33 Treat others as you want to be treated. 
34 Particularistic trust could be said to equal “enforceable trust,” which is trust based on the 
insertion of both actors into a common structure, where the collective either acts as a guaran-
tor of the act of being repaid, or allows someone else from the collective other than the origi-
nal recipient to repay the donor. (Portes 1998, pp. 8-9) 
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experiences (Uslaner 2002, pp. 76-77). Hence, this study acknowledges ge-
neralized trust as a value internalized during one’s upbringing, and a value 
positive for democratic interaction within society.   
 
The hypothesis to be tested in this study is the following:  

• Individuals who have a high level of generalized trust towards other 
people in society are more likely to become core activists within civil 
society organizations than individuals who do not. 

2.3.6 Civic Skills   
In the following section the possible importance of civic skills, such as the 
level of subjective and administrative competences, civic literacy and orga-
nizational competence will be discussed. 

2.3.6.1 Subjective and Administrative Competences 
Earlier in this chapter civic skills have been mentioned more than once to be 
of great importance for an individual who decides to participate actively in 
civil society. Self-perceived efficacy supposedly influences us positively 
when deciding to become active. Three important concepts, political, subjec-
tive, and administrative competences, are strongly related to this discussion 
(Almond & Verba 1965, p. 187). Political competence means that an indi-
vidual actually can exert such influence over a government decision, so that 
officials will act to benefit that individual/group because they fear the conse-
quences of not acting, i.e. the risk of losing their jobs, being criticized, losing 
votes, etc. Subjective competence, on the other hand, would be if an individ-
ual believes that he/she can exert the same influence as a politically compe-
tent person. Though, thinking that one can influence the government, or even 
attempting to influence government, is not the same as actually influencing 
it, as the government officials may be unmoved by the attempts. It is also 
possible to believe that all government decisions are made without any con-
sideration of the needs and desires of a country’s inhabitants, when in fact 
government officials often try to calculate the way in which groups will react 
to their acts (Almond & Verba 1965, pp. 136-137). Even if government offi-
cials do not necessarily respond to attempts at active influence, it makes 
sense that they would be more likely to respond to an active citizenry than to 
a passive citizenry that makes no demands. If no one tries to influence the 
policy-making process it is highly likely that government officials would be 
slacking and worrying less about the potential pressure from the citizens they 
actually represent and work for (Almond & Verba 1965, p. 139). It seems 
more likely that an individual with high levels of both political and subjec-
tive competences will become core activists in civil society than an individu-
al without these competences. The belief that one has the ability to influence 
policy makers should make it more likely for an individual to attempt to 
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influence the authorities in the first place than if one does not have such a 
self-image. Further, if the activist experiences a positive result of his/her 
efforts, i.e. the policy makers actually respond to his/her demands, the like-
lihood to continue as an activist in civil society should increase. However, it 
is not possible to evaluate if core activists really have managed to influence a 
political decision only by asking them questions in a cross-study survey like 
mine. Hence, in this study the focus is set on the respondent’s self-declared 
subjective competence and not on his/her actual political competence. How-
ever, I agree with Almond and Verba (1965) that success in political work 
may encourage further political activity. 
 
The third competence discussed by Almond and Verba is administrative 
competence, which means that an individual will be more likely to take po-
litical action if he/she believes that he/she would be a) positively treated by 
government administrative officials (nationally or locally) as well as b) hav-
ing some voice in the proceedings if they were involved in some question in 
a government office (nationally or locally)35 (Almond & Verba 1965, p. 
169). This makes sense, as it is always easier to speak up in a situation where 
one expects to be met with respect for one’s opinion. Hence, there are strong 
reasons to believe that individuals perceiving themselves to have a high level 
of subjective, and/or administrative competence are more likely to become 
core activists within any civil society organization which depends on fruitful 
cooperation with either policy makers and/or administrative officials. Hence, 
subjective and administrative competence should not only be important for 
“pure” party political work, but just as important for any kind of organiza-
tional engagement when dealing with policy change or charity work.  
 
The hypotheses to be tested in this study are the following: 

• Individuals who have a high level of subjective competence are more 
likely to become core activists within civil society organizations than 
individuals who do not. 

 
• Individuals who have a high level of administrative competence are 

more likely to become core activists within civil society organiza-
tions than individuals who do not. 

2.3.6.2 Civic Literacy and Organizational Competence 
Civic Literacy is defined by Milner (2002) as “the knowledge required for 
effective political choice” (Milner 2002, p. 5). Much research carried out on 

                              
35 In this study I have chosen not to include “national governmental administrative officials 
and offices”, since most administrative issues influencing people on a day-to-day basis are 
carried out by the local administration. Hence, we will get clearer answers if we do not also 
add the national administration to the question. 
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political participation on the individual level shows that more informed 
people vote more. Based on American literature on individual political 
knowledge and its relationship to political participation we find that irrespec-
tive of education, more politically informed people vote more (Milner 2002, 
pp. 5-6). I am not studying voting behavior, but the level of civic literacy 
may very well be influential also when studying civil society core activism 
in general. It seems logical that a person perceiving him-/herself to under-
stand the political system of his/her country, as well as being updated on 
political developments, would have a higher level of efficacy than someone 
without this knowledge. This would especially be the case in regard to dif-
ferent kinds of policy change activities. This assumption is also supported by 
Verba et.al. (1995), who talk about “political information”, i.e. an individu-
al’s level of information or knowledge about 

the political issues of the day, the individuals active in politics and gov-
ernment, the constitutional principles underlying government, [and] the 
actual workings of the political system [of the country one resides in] 
(Verba et.al. 1995, p. 347).  

 

Even though “political information” measures cognitive knowledge and not 
affective engagement Verba et.al. (1995) argue that it is a powerful predictor 
of political attitude formation and of the connectedness of an individual to 
the political process. 

 
There is one civic skill that Verba et.al. (1995) do not talk about and which it 
is necessary to include in a comprehensive discussion of civil society beha-
vior. It is what I call organizational competence, i.e. an individual’s level of 
knowledge of how to organize different kinds of civil society activity. Verba 
et.al. (1995) do mention the possibility that individuals who feel comfortable 
organizing and taking part in politics would be more likely to become in-
volved in politics, the argument being that those who possess [such skills]  

should find political activity less daunting and costly and therefore more 
likely to take part (Verba et.al. 1995, p. 304).    

 

Feeling comfortable organizing political activity also allows the activists to 
use the time and money they have available more efficiently. It seems logical 
that an individual perceiving him/herself to be competent of organizing ac-
tivities such as meetings and demonstrations, and lobbying activities such as 
giving speeches, or writing letters to newspaper editors, would carry the 
basic confidence needed to encourage him/her to engage in civil society core 
activism in reality. However, Verba et.al. (1995) argue that civic skills can 
only be of importance in relation to activism if these skills really exist in 
reality. Hence, their study does not include questions about the activist res-
pondent’s self-perceived level of organizational competence (Verba et.al. 
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1995, p. 304). Certainly the real presence of civic skills helps an individual 
in his/her work in civil society organizations, no matter within what field of 
interest. But this is not the only way in which these skills may help us. If we 
believe that we can do something well enough to make a difference, it is 
much more likely that we will at least try doing it than if we don’t believe it 
is possible in the first place. There are many people who have high levels of 
civic skills, but who do not believe in themselves and therefore will never 
use their skills. Mahatma Gandhi supports this line of reasoning with his 
argument:  

Men often become what they believe themselves to be. If I believe I 
cannot do something, it makes me incapable of doing it. But when I be-
lieve I can, then I acquire the ability to do it even if I didn’t have it in the 
beginning. (Gandhi 2007)  

 
Dr. Menninger also argues that a positive attitude, or positive thinking, is 
more important than the facts we are facing (Menninger in Peale 1982, p. 
10). A positive attitude helps us believe in ourselves and in our abilities, and 
provides us with the motivation we need to accomplish our goals (Sasson 
2007). Any fact facing us, however difficult, is less important than our atti-
tude toward that specific fact. If we feel confident and optimistic, we may 
overcome the fact altogether (Peale 1982, p. 10). Simply: “They conquer 
who believe they can” (Emerson in Peale 1982, p. 11). Within the field 
of business economy and entrepreneurial studies it has been found that 
individuals only activate their entrepreneurial potential if they perceive that 
they have the abilities needed to start a business, i.e. a perceived behavioral 
control defined as “the [self-] perceived ease or difficulty of performing 
the behavior” (Delmar 2001, pp. 139, 147). Perceived behavioral control 
stands out as the strongest predictor of engaging in entrepreneurial activity. 
In other words, a person will try to start a business if he or she believes that 
he or she can do it in terms of possessing the ability and knowledge required 
to carry it out (Delmar 2001, p. 148).  
 
The hypotheses to be tested in this study are the following:   

• Individuals who have a high level of civic literacy are more likely to 
become core activists within civil society organizations than indi-
viduals who do not. 

 
• Individuals who have a high level of organizational competence are 

more likely to become core activists within civil society organiza-
tions than individuals who do not.  
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2.3.7 Motives for Activism: Self-interest or Altruism 
In the different sections above many different factors were discussed which 
may provide us with the answer to who the people are who become civil 
society activists. In this last section of the chapter it is time to answer why 
the activists themselves believe that they became involved in a non-
communist civil society organization for the first time. A majority of a coun-
try’s inhabitants most likely have ideas about what is right or wrong in their 
everyday life, and sometimes also in the society of the country as a whole. 
Most likely they also have ideas of how things could change to the better 
according to their opinion. Based on this assumption, the catalyst for civil 
society activity would be a conscious thought concerning the issue at hand 
and an idea of how it could be changed for the better. However, few people 
turn their ideas into activity, even if they have such a conscious thought. 
Many people, who might benefit from engaging in organizational work, and 
hence, should take action according to the theory of rational actors, do not do 
so for a range of different reasons. At the same time, we find people who 
engage in civil society even though the costs for engaging are very high and 
should limit their activity. Hence, the psychology of individuals is too com-
plex in order to fit the theory of a rational actor 100 %. Some will act for 
motives of strict self-interest, and others act out of pure altruism, while oth-
ers have a mixture of these feelings. It is also possible to say that it is ration-
al behavior to act in response to the wishes of the collective, as it many times 
lies in the individual’s interest to comply with the group in order to “sur-
vive”. People may also act for motives of self-interest and altruism at the 
same time. We are nice and helpful to people because we are supposed to be 
or because we want to be, at the same time as this pro-social behavior might 
help us when we look for a job or apartment, need help with our children, 
etc. Some individuals will be more genuinely altruistic, and some will be 
more focused on self-interest gains. However, it is difficult to know to what 
extent we actually may rely on rational conscious thought as a factor when 
discussing human behavior. Are the choices we make really “free”, or have 
core activists internalized an “activist behavior” which pre-disposes them to 
join organizations, solve problems of society and help people in need?36 It is 
also very hard for a researcher to measure the real level of either self-interest 
or altruism, except through longitudinal studies where core activists’ actions 
are observed for a long time. Hence, this study focuses on the respondent’s 
self-declared motives to become a non-communist civil society core activist. 
There may be some bias as to their “true” motives for activism, but it is also 
interesting to learn about the way respondents want to explain their behavior 
to others. How do the activists themselves communicate their motives to 
become civil society core activists? The logic of participation might appear 
to be very different depending on within what field of interest the activist 
                              
36 For a more thorough discussion, see sections 2.3.4 and 2.3.5.1 earlier in this chapter. 
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works. The motive to act may differ between a desire for material or social 
benefits, a desire to influence society or a desire to satisfy a sense of civic 
duty, etc (Verba et.al. 1995, p. 22).  
 
Verba and his colleagues asked civil society activists about their self-
perceived motives for becoming active (Verba et.al. 1995, p. 31). The an-
swers were divided into the following four groups: a) Selective material 
benefits, for example contacts and support helping one’s career, personal or 
family problems, or a wish to run for office or get a job with the government 
some day, as well as a need of the direct services or recreational activities 
provided to members by the organization. “Selective” implies that only indi-
viduals engaging in these activities receive them as a form of reward, though 
not organically related to the activity itself, which is different from the two 
groups of intangible selective benefits. b) Selective social gratifications, in 
turn, equal the excitement of  taking part in activities and the chance to be 
with people one enjoys spending time with, or of meeting important and 
influential people. These are all gratifications that cannot be enjoyed sepa-
rately from the activity itself. It could also be a chance to receive recognition 
from people one respects, or something as simple as the discomfort of saying 
“no” to someone who asks the individual to join. c) Selective civic gratifica-
tions are also derived from the act itself. Such gratifications may be the satis-
faction of fulfilling one’s duty as a citizen to act, or the feeling that one is the 
kind of person who does his/her share, as well as the perception that action 
will be a chance to make the community or nation a better place to live in. d) 
Collective outcomes finally simply equal the chance to influence government 
policy. The gratification here is the enactment or implementation of desired 
public policies or the election of a favored candidate (Verba et.al. 1995, pp. 
109-112). 

 
These four groups are all valid and interesting, but it would be much easier 
to survey the different motives to act if we merged them into two groups 
instead of four. Both selective material benefits and selective social gratifi-
cations contain reasons which bring different motives of personal benefit for 
the individual who becomes active in an organization. Hence, I have merged 
these two groups into one, and named it self-interest. In this group, any mo-
tive where the ultimate goal of activity is to make a personal gain of some 
kind will be placed. Selective civic gratifications and collective outcomes 
have been merged into one group named altruism. Wanting to make the 
world, society, or community a better place, i.e. to help other people have a 
better life, definitely qualifies as altruistic behavior. The wording “I did not 
want to say no to someone who asked” is difficult to place within either the 
self-interest or the altruism group, as it is difficult to know for sure why 
people accept an invitation to act. Verba et.al. (1995) place the response 
alternative within the frames of what I name “self-interest”, but I have cho-
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sen to move it to the group I name “altruism”. An individual who becomes 
active as a result of someone’s invitation/recruitment attempt might very 
well hold motives of self-interest, but as they responded and complied with 
someone’s cry for help it should be viewed as a motive of altruism. 
 
What answers could we expect? Do people mainly take action for motives of 
self-interest or altruism? As we find in Verba et.al. (1995), selective material 
benefits play a relatively small role in the motives given for political activity 
in America, and are mentioned relatively rarely in conjunction with different 
kinds of activity. On the other hand, selective social gratifications and, even 
more, civic gratifications, are more frequently offered as motives for activi-
ty. Finally, the chance to influence government policy is much more fre-
quently quoted than could be expected regarding the discussion of the ra-
tional actor and the free-rider problem (Verba et.al. 1995, pp. 125-126). How 
does the situation appear in post-Soviet Latvia? Within an authoritarian state 
structure where the dominating ideology only gave room for certain ideas 
and behaviors, which in turn were linked to an individual’s possibility to 
gain education and a career, as well as different benefits, it would seem logi-
cal that people joined different communist organizations and the Communist 
Party for motives of self-interest in order to help themselves. In a post-Soviet 
democratic state with free choices, it seems logical to find a mixture of mo-
tives of self-interest and of altruism, which would be a result of the shift in 
incentives for activity within different organizations and parties. This could, 
however, also be the result of the shift from a system where society cared for 
people’s socioeconomic needs to a larger extent, to a capitalist state still 
functioning according to a process of democratization and rebuilding of state 
structures, where the country’s citizens feel that there are socioeconomic 
needs that are not attended to by the state. In an environment where people 
struggle for their survival there would of course also be room for motives of 
self-interest, such as using activism as a means to get a job in the organiza-
tion in question in order to generate an income, or create contacts of differ-
ent kinds.  
 
The hypotheses to be tested in this study are:  

• Individuals who give motives of self-interest are more likely to be 
active in civil society organizations working with politics and policy 
change than individuals who do not give such motives. 

 
• Individuals who give motives of altruism are more likely to be active 

in civil society organizations working with charity work than indi-
viduals who do not give such motives.   
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• Individuals who give motives of self-interest are more likely to have 
leadership positions or be employed by their organization than indi-
viduals who do not give such motives. 

 
• Individuals who give motives of altruism are more likely to be volun-

teers or paying members than individuals who do not give such mo-
tives. 

2.4 Conclusion  
In this chapter I began by discussing the most important approaches to ex-
plaining political and civil activism within the framework of Norris’ (2002) 
analytical model explaining civil society activity. Her model was structured 
around four main approaches on three different levels of analysis: Societal 
Modernization and Structure of the State, which are found on a macro level, 
Mobilizing Agencies, on a group level, and Individual Resources and En-
gagement, on a micro level. An explanation was given about why the first 
three approaches are not sufficient for explaining civil society core activism 
in a comprehensive way. Next, the fourth and final micro level approach was 
discussed in depth, introducing important theoretical hypotheses concerning 
the factors influencing an individual’s decision to become a civil society 
core activist as a set of variables, which in this study will be tested in a 
post-Soviet context.37 These independent variables are structured in the flow 
chart below in the following way: 
      
To begin with, there are four control variables, consisting of demographic 
characteristics. 1) Gender: the hypotheses are that men are more likely than 
women to become core activists within political organizations and parties 
functioning within public structures, funding and election systems, but that 
women are more likely than men to become core activists within more in-
formal structures and organizations working with non-political issues. How-
ever, when men are found in non-political organizations they are more likely 
to have positions in the organization's hierarchy at the higher end, compared 
with women. 2) Citizenship: citizens of the country an individual resides in 
are more likely to become core activists within civil society organizations, 
than non-citizens. 3) Place of residence: individuals, who live in areas with 
high access to different organizations, authorities and institutions, etc., are 
more likely to become core activists within political organizations than indi-
viduals who are not. 4) Age: individuals who are young (below the age of 
31) are more likely to become core activists within civil society organiza-
tions than individuals who are older.  
 

                              
37 See chapter 3 for a discussion on the selection procedure. 
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Second, the study’s main set of independent variables are discussed. These 
are socioeconomic status and resources where 5) the core activists are as-
sumed to have a post-high school education, and 6) perceive themselves to 
be better off financially than other inhabitants in general. It is further ex-
plored whether the position one had in an organization influences the like-
lihood of that person to become active again. Is it so that 7) earlier organiza-
tional experience in general makes it more likely for an individual to join 
civil society organizations once again, or is it the impact of 8) earlier leader-
ship experiences which makes it more likely? The importance of network 
influences is also tested, focusing on the hypotheses that 9) contacts in the 
organization one considers joining are important, as well as (10) silent or 
outspoken positive support towards the decision to become active, and 11) 
the presence of activist role models. It is also assumed that individuals with 
high levels of values such as 12) empathy, 13) the duty to help people in 
need and 14) the duty to solve perceived problems of society are more likely 
to be found in different civil society organizations than individuals with low 
levels of these values. 15) Another important value said to predispose an 
individual for civil society activism is a high level of generalized trust. The 
importance of civic skills is further acknowledged in this study and the hy-
potheses to be tested are as follows: Individuals, who have high levels of 16) 
subjective competence, 17) administrative competence, 18) civic literacy and 
19) organizational competence, are more likely to become core activists 
within civil society organizations than individuals who do not.   
 
As for the intervening variables of the flow chart, they are made up of an 
individual’s consciously most important 20) motive for engaging in civil 
society core activism. Such motives have been labeled as being based on 
either “altruism” or “self-interest” and are thought to be the result of differ-
ent combinations of control variables and independent variables. Core activ-
ist “types” based on these combinations of variables and with different mo-
tives for becoming core activists are then found among the different depen-
dent variables 21) core activist in general, 22) core activist in alternative 
fields of interest and 23) core activists position in the organization. It is im-
portant to mention that the flow chart does not show causal links between 
different variables. It simply introduces the most important control variables 
and independent variables discussed in this chapter that have been chosen to 
be tested in relationship with the dependent variables introduced in a post-
Soviet context in this study.  
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Control variables          Main set of independent variables              Intervening variables         Dependent variables 
 

          Socioeconomic resources               
          5. Education     
          6. Income        21. Core activist  

        in general 
          Organizational experience    
          7. General experience                               
          8. Leadership experience                         22. Core activists in    

   Demographic characteristics                                     20. Motives to act                     different fields 
   1. Gender                Personal network influences     * Altruism                        of interest 
   2. Citizenship                          9. Network contact in organization                * Self-interest    * Politics in general  
   3. Place of residence              10. Support                                                * Charity work 
   4. Age                11. Role-model activist              * Recreation 
       * Democracy/HR 
              Values     * Environment 

           12. Empathy      * Women 
           13. Duty to help the needy                       * Ethnicity 
           14. Duty to solve problems      * Youth 
           15. Generalized trust       * Union work 

                     * Education 
           Civic competences                            * Religion                       
           16. Subjective      * Health care 
           17. Administrative                                                                                                              
           18. Civic literacy                                         23. Core activists in  

                   19. Organizational       different positions in  
       the organization 
        * Founder 
         * Chairperson  
       * Other leading position 
       * Non-leading position 
Figure 4. Flow chart: Theory-based variables.                                             * Staff core activist 



 64

3. Methodological Approach of the Study 

In this chapter the methodological approach of this study is discussed. In the 
first part of the chapter we will begin with a discussion about the usefulness 
of qualitative and quantitative methods, followed by a discussion of my 
choice of quantitative method. There is also a presentation of what specific 
quantitative approaches will be used.  
 
In the second part of the chapter, the creation of the data, which this study 
bases its analysis on, will be discussed. First, the procedure when writing the 
survey questions will be discussed. Second and third, special attention will 
be paid to the creation of questions measuring generalized trust and empa-
thy. Fourth, methods to limit the problems of retrospective questions will be 
reviewed, including phrasing the questions in the past tense, and instructing 
the interviewers to prepare the respondents by allowing them to think back 
in time for a moment before the question is asked. Fifth, different approach-
es to limit the possibility of the interviewers influencing the respondents or 
the respondents not understanding the questions will be discussed. Finally, 
sixth and seventh, the sample methods choosing the respondents for each 
survey will be introduced. 
 
In the third and final part of the chapter, methods used to analyze the col-
lected data will be discussed. To begin with different dimensions of compar-
ison will be introduced, beginning with frequency tables comparing core 
activists and non-activists in Latvia. This method of analysis is followed by 
analysis based on cross-tabulations with the following three comparative 
dimensions: a) activists in general, b) fields of interest, and c) position in the 
organization. In the last section of the chapter the choice of binary logistic 
regression analysis as a complement to the analysis based on frequency 
tables and cross-tabulations, testing the significance of each independent 
variable on its own and the variables in combination with each other will be 
discussed. This will be followed by an introduction of the statistical proce-
dure, along with the independent and dependent variables used for this pur-
pose.  
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3.1 Choosing Methods38 
In the first section the usefulness of qualitative and quantitative methods is 
discussed, as well as my choice of using quantitative methods. The specific 
quantitative approaches used in this study are also introduced. In the second 
section the importance of using an individual approach when studying civil 
society core activism is discussed. 

3.1.1 Qualitative and Quantitative Research 
A qualitative study usually works with a limited number of cases 
representing the phenomenon of interest, and hence has the ability to show 
the complexity of a question in a way quantitative studies do not. A qualita-
tive study further provides us with details and offers us an example of the 
phenomenon in question. These are all qualities I respect and sometimes 
need when carrying out a study. However, this time a quantitative study 
seemed to be a better choice. A quantitative study includes a larger number 
of cases and produces aggregated knowledge based on individual answer 
frequencies. As a result of this, a quantitative study has the possibility to 
make generalizations for a whole population, and is hence intended to be 
reliable and valid. Even though it might not show the complexity of a ques-
tion, or provide us with the kind of details a qualitative study may, it has the 
ability to give us an overview of the phenomenon studied (Svenning 1997, 
pp. 68-71, 81).   
 
The aims of my study are to make valid and reliable generalizations about 
the nature of the core activists in Latvia - who they are and how they differ 
from the non-activists of the country - as well as evaluating to what extent 
Western activism theory is also useful in a post-Soviet context. Both these 
aims need a quantitative approach. My intention is also to test hypotheses 
based on Western theories on post-Soviet empirics, which is also in line with 
the quantitative method. Hence, I have decided to use the quantitative survey 
method in my study. However, I am not interested in a purely descriptive 
study, but want to use a more explanatory approach with the intention of 
determining the covariance of different independent variables, i.e. individual 
characteristics39, with the dependent variables a) core activist in general, b) 
core activist in alternative fields of interest, and c) an activist’s position in 
the organization. Due to the restricted amount of time and resources that 
prevented me from carrying out a longitudinal study, and hence explain the 
causal time-line, the study cannot offer causal covariance. Instead my study 

                              
38 I would like to make it clear that I find both qualitative and quantitative methods useful, and 
in my view we should strive towards the integration of a combination of methods when we 
perform research. However, depending on the goal of the study, as well as the time and fin-
ances at hand, it is not always possible to do this.  
39 See chapter 2. 
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aspires to find suggestions of what could be causal covariance, i.e. descrip-
tive covariance. Hence, I do not search for underlying or intermediate va-
riables, but focus on independent and dependent variables, testing one-sided 
hypotheses in a cross-sectional study, i.e. drawing samples from the Latvian 
population at large, as well as from the population of core activists, at one 
particular time. As it was not possible to carry out a longitudinal study be-
ginning before the core activists became active in a non-communist organi-
zation for the first time, the cross-sectional study includes retrospective 
questions about the time just prior to when their first non-communist mem-
bership began, i.e. an “only-after” design. This design may be described as 
quasi-experimental, where a quasi-control group of non-activists is sampled 
from the survey representing the Latvian population at large, based on the 
fact that they are currently not active in a civil society organization. Then we 
ask both the core activist, and non-activist groups retrospective questions, 
and compare whether they differ in their answers. This allows us to learn 
about specific factors that seem to be of importance for the core activists, as 
well as learn about life experiences that differ between the groups, for exam-
ple the level of education or kind of earlier organizational experience40 
(Svenning 1997, pp. 71-73, 76-77).  

3.2 Creating the Data 
In this part of the chapter the creation of the data will be discussed. To begin 
with the procedure when writing the survey questions will be discussed, with 
extra focus placed on the measuring of generalized trust and empathy. After 
this, methods used to limit the problems of retrospective questions will be 
reviewed, as well as different approaches used to limit problems during the 
interview situation. Finally, the sample methods for choosing the respon-
dents for each survey will be introduced. 
 
How do we go about measuring what individualistic characteristics are im-
portant for the decision to become a civil society core activist?  
I created two surveys - one with questions for civil society core activists all 
over Latvia, one with the same or similar questions for a sample representing 
the Latvian population at large. The questionnaires helped me test my hypo-
theses among a larger group of people, which strengthens the validity of the 
results of my study. The reason for carrying out two surveys is also to pro-
vide me with the opportunity to draw conclusions as to what extent the cho-
sen characteristics and life pattern may be typical or not for core activists 
within civil society in Latvia today, compared with non-activists. To be able 
to do this, the respondents who represented the Latvian population and said 

                              
40 See section 3.2.4 for a discussion of how to approach problems when asking retrospective 
questions. 
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that they were active within social and/or political NGOs were excluded 
from the survey results, thus creating a “non-activist” group to compare 
with. The excluded activists were not added to the result of the activist sur-
vey, as that would have biased the selection procedure.  Hereafter the two 
survey groups will be referred to as “the activists/the activist group”, and 
“the non-activists/the non-activist group”.41  Both surveys were carried out 
during the spring of 2004. 

3.2.1 The Creation of Survey Questions 
It is of great importance to realize that most respondents will interpret the 
questions from the perspective of their personal interests, i.e. they will an-
swer the question they believe was asked, which is not always equal to the 
question the researcher thought he/she asked. It might also be difficult for 
some people to answer a question, as they might never have been faced with 
this issue/problem in real life and might find the issue unimportant or uninte-
resting. Further, it might also be the case that they find the issue/problem 
itself of importance, but they find the answer options to be irrelevant. Then 
again, some people simply do not have an opinion of their own (Bourdieu 
1992, pp. 248-249, 252). In order to decrease the possibility of these prob-
lems occurring during the collection of my data for this study, I did several 
things.  
     
The explorative qualitative study among civil society core activists that I 
carried out in the three Baltic States in 2000/2001 allowed me to meet many 
different core activists in Latvia, which awoke an interest in understanding 
better who these core activists were, and what factors influenced their deci-
sions to become active in a non-communist organization for the first time. 
The explorative study provided me with basic knowledge about Latvia’s 
civil society sphere in general, which combined with my vast knowledge and 
first-hand experience of both Soviet and post-Soviet Latvia, as well as West-
ern theories about civil society activism, helped me formulate relevant sur-
vey questions for respondents with experiences from Soviet and post-Soviet 
Latvia. Most questions were asked in a direct way, such as asking the res-
pondents to state their sex, age, educational level, etc. However, much of the 
information I was interested in obtaining had to do with questions about a 
person’s values and civic skills, as well as their relationship with members of 
their personal network, information which it is difficult to know is true just 
based on the respondents’ own statements. In order to know whether a per-
son always feels a duty to act to help people in need, whether they are basing 
their actions on altruistic motives, or whether they truly have high levels of 
different civic skills, it would be necessary to study each respondent closely 

                              
41 See Appendix 1 for “Questionnaire for the public”, and for Appendix 2 for “Questionnaire 
for core activists.” 
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under a longer period of time and pay attention to their real actions and not 
only their personal statements. Within the framework of this study it is not 
possible to do this. This problem was solved by changing the focus of my 
research somewhat. Instead of studying the correlation between the real level 
of different values and civic skills and the choice to engage in civil society 
organizations, I choose to study the correlation between self-perceived levels 
of values and civic skills, and the choice to engage in civil society organiza-
tions. Hence, the respondents of both surveys are asked to declare their self-
perceived level of different values, skills and network influences in the sur-
veys. As for variables that are more difficult to measure, such as the respon-
dent’s level of generalized trust and empathic ability, as well as the problem 
of memory when asking retrospective questions, these issues will be dis-
cussed more in the next three sections to come.   
 
One important matter is that my experience shows that many inhabitants of 
Latvia, as well as other parts of former Soviet Union, are more prone to 
answering questions about, for example, values in a more realistic way, ra-
ther than from a more idealistic point of view. Hence, regarding questions 
where this might be the case the interviewers carrying out the surveys were 
instructed to be very specific with what the question meant. I also spent 
much time discussing what I meant by different concepts with the interview-
ers, as I am well aware of the fact that different concepts may have different 
meanings depending on the cultural context42. Further, when the questions 
had been written, a pilot test with a sample size of 25 core activists was per-
formed by Latvian Facts in January/February 2004, in order to test the clarity 
and relevance of the survey questions, as well as allow comments from both 
the respondents and the interviewer. It was not until the questions passed this 
test that we carried out the surveys.  

3.2.2 How to Measure Generalized Trust 
The most commonly used method for researchers to measure an individual’s 
level of generalized trust is by simply asking them: Generally speaking, most 
people can be trusted. I choose to ask the question the same way, as this 
would make it easier to relate to other studies where this question has been 
asked. The way the question has been formulated in this study is also useful 
in order to give us a general impression of whether people perceive them-
selves to have generalized trust or not, or at least want others to believe that 
they have. The respondents of both surveys were offered this statement and 
were then asked to choose between 0-100 on a thermometer scale, where 0 
equaled complete disagreement with the offered statement, and 100 equaled 
complete agreement. A value somewhere between 75 and 100 indicates that 
the respondent experiences a very high level of generalized trust, and the 

                              
42 See section 3.2.5 below. 
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value of 100 indicates that the respondent is completely trusting towards 
other people in general.  

3.2.3 How to Measure Empathy 
In this study I take as a point of departure the argument of Hechter et.al. 
(1993), saying that it makes sense to assume that values and principles are 
observable to the respondents themselves. Most people have the ability to 
put their thoughts and feelings into words, though few people make serious 
attempts at deep introspection. Some people may know their values and 
principles, but conceal them for strategic purposes, while others may actual-
ly not know what their true values are, as opposed to the norms we are sup-
posed to have. Therefore, the best way to learn about someone’s values is to 
study the actions of that person for a longer period of time (Hechter et.al. 
1993, p. 10). Within the time limit set for this study it would be impossible 
to carry out such a longitudinal study, and instead survey questions are used. 
  
Mark Davis, a professor of psychology at Eckerd University in the US, has 
created a method to measure a person’s level of empathy that will be used in 
this study. He has given me valuable advice about what combinations of 
questions to use when measuring empathy within the limitations of this sur-
vey, and about how to go about doing research based on past memories. 
Davis has developed a method to measure individual differences in empathy 
called the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI). This index is based on the 
rationale that empathy is a multidimensional phenomenon, which can be 
described as a set of distinct but related constructs, all involving reactivity to 
others. The IRI consists of four 7-item subscales, each intended to measure 
some aspect of empathy on a 5-point scale – from “0” (does not describe me 
well) to “4” (describes me very well). The questions are designed to measure 
either cognitive aspects of empathy, such as the ability to adopt different 
perspectives, or points of view, or any of a variety of emotional responses to 
the observed emotional experience of others. His model partly builds upon 
an earlier model by Hoffman, but has been extended as well as reduced (Da-
vis 1980, p. 2, 5). The dimensions are as follows:  
 

• The perspective-taking scale (PT) measures the reported tendency to 
spontaneously adopt the psychological point of view of others in 
everyday life43.  

 
• The empathic concern scale (EC) assesses the tendency to expe-

rience feelings of sympathy and compassion for unfortunate others44. 

                              
43 Example of question: "I sometimes try to understand my friends better by imagining how 
things look from their perspective." 
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• The personal distress scale (PD) taps the tendency to expe-

rience distress and discomfort in response to extreme distress 
in others45. 

 
• The fantasy scale (FS) measures the tendency to imaginatively 

transpose oneself into fictional situations46 (Davis 1980, p. 6; Davis 
2007). 

 
However, within the framework of this study, the scales that seemed to be 
most relevant for my current study were the scales measuring a) perspective 
taking, and b) empathic concern. In regard to the limited space in the survey 
devoted to the issue of empathy, using the full version of the two scales, i.e. 
14 items, would be too extensive. Hence, I eliminated the negatively worded 
items, and then continued selecting those from each scale that I perceived 
came closest to measuring the traits I was most convinced existed among 
core activists based on information from the empathy literature. I also 
created some questions purely based on the empathy literature. Eight ques-
tions were phrased, each evaluating different aspects of the concept empa-
thy.  
 
These questions read: 

• When I meet new people, I try to focus on our similarities instead of 
our differences (Håkansson 2003, pp. 21-24). 

 
• When I see someone being taken advantage of, I feel kind of protec-

tive towards that person (From the EC scale, Davis 1980). 
 

• I have tender, concerned feelings for people less fortunate than me 
(From the EC scale, Davis 1980). 

 
• When people I meet experience pain and suffering, I too experience 

such emotions (Hoffmann 2000, p. 5). 
 

• I am often quite touched by things I see happen (From the EC scale, 
Davis 1980). 

 
• I try to understand people I meet better by imagining how they feel 

and how they perceive the situation (Hoffmann 2000, p. 52). 

                                                                                                                        
44 Example of question: "I often have tender, concerned feelings for people less fortunate than 
me." 
45 Example of question: "Being in a tense emotional situation scares me." 
46 Example of question: "When I am reading an interesting story or novel, I imagine how I 
would feel if the events in the story were happening to me." 
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• I believe that there are two sides to every question and try to look at 

them both (From the PT scale, Davis 1980). 
 

• It is easier for me to understand and imagine how another person 
feels when I can recognize something in the other person’s expe-
rience that I have experienced myself before (Håkansson 2003, pp. 
21-24). 
 

The respondents from each survey could choose between 0-100 on a ther-
mometer scale, where 0 equaled complete disagreement with the offered 
statement, and 100 complete agreement. The results were then added togeth-
er and divided by 8 to produce an average, which in turn was considered to 
indicate the respondent’s personal level of empathy. A value somewhere 
between 75 and 100 indicates that the respondent has a very high empathic 
ability, and a value of 100 indicates a fully empathic ability. 

3.2.4 The Problem of Memory  
I have assumed that quite a few of my respondents became active for the 
first time in a non-communist organization quite a long time ago, already 
during the time of Perestroika and the struggle for independence. This 
creates a problem regarding the reliability of their memories around the time 
they became active. The “memory” problem, i.e. how to ask about people’s 
feelings and motives at some time in the past, is indeed a big one. Even hav-
ing people report about their current feelings is somewhat suspect, since 
people do not always have good insight into their own thoughts. To ask them 
to remember events or emotions that took place 2 or 3 or 4 years ago is even 
more difficult (Davis 2003). Verba et.al. (1995) support this line of reason-
ing and argue that some psychologists warn that  

in the absence of explicit memories of thought processes, respondents 
will generate plausible responses of what they must have thought at the 
time, responses that may or may not represent accurately what deter-
mined their original action (Verba et.al. 1995, p. 106).  

However, other psychologists take a less negative view of verbal reports of 
the influences on an individual’s actions, arguing that they can provide in-
sight into and even explanations for the actions people take. Verba et.al. 
(1995) further argue that “when handled with care, questions about reasons 
can yield useful information” (Verba et.al. 1995, p. 106). I agree with this 
statement. 
 
In this study it is most useful to ask retrospective questions, as my interest 
concerns a person’s characteristics at the time of the voluntary decision to 
become a core activist in a non-communist organization for the first time. 
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Hence, the surveys are created so that the respondents are given a full para-
graph in which it is explained what the task is about, before retrospective 
questions appear. For example, “the intention of the question is NOT for the 
respondent to answer about how they are now, but to remember what they 
were like previously. To help the respondents relax and move back in time, I 
further have them take a minute to imagine that time as clearly as they can: 
where they were living, who their friends were, what their job was, etc. That 
is, questions that will help make their responses accurate recollections, rather 
than projecting their current feelings back into the past. I also word the ques-
tions in the survey in the PAST tense, rather than the present tense. For ex-
ample, instead of “When I meet new people I try to focus on our similarities 
instead of our differences”, I write “When I met new people I tried to focus 
on our similarities instead of our differences”47 (Davis 2003).  
 
The responses to the questions when the respondents were asked to think 
back in time were mainly positive. According to the interviewers it seemed 
as though a majority of respondents enjoyed remembering the time of Pere-
stroika and the struggle for independence, but maybe less so the time under 
communist rule. When the respondents talked about the struggle for inde-
pendence many of them became emotional and full of pride, and in many 
cases when talking to ethnic Latvians there was a sense of national patriot-
ism. However, even though the respondents were not as eager to talk about 
the time under communist rule as the period of Perestroika, they were not 
ashamed of their actions if they had been members of a communist organiza-
tion. They had believed in that ideology at that time, and it had not opposed 
their current moral standards. The interviewers said that it did not seem to be 
a problem for the respondents to remember how they felt and acted in the 
past. However, some expressed anger or shame towards themselves for hav-
ing been naïve and believing in the communist ideology. Others felt angry 
and ashamed for having been naïve and believing in the ideas of the struggle 
for independence, such as believing that democracy and the market economy 
would improve the situation for the population, compared with the situation 
during the Soviet occupation, especially since the reality showed that the 
“democratic” politicians have used their positions to become rich and fool 
the public. Others were angry and disappointed about the fact that they had 
acted selflessly and had not taken the chance to make money through politi-
cal activities. 

3.2.5 Controlling the Human Factor 
In order to minimize careless mistakes among those who were going to carry 
out the face-to-face interviews based on my questionnaire, a majority of the 
interviewers for the core activist survey were instructed by me in person at 

                              
47 For the exact wording see Appendices 1 & 2. 
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the office of Latvian Facts in Riga. The training was carried out in groups of 
4-8 interviewers at a time.  
 
I spent about 15 minutes introducing myself and the project, initially in Lat-
vian, and then in English, telling them who I was and then telling them about 
my long interest in, and background experience of, Latvia and the Baltic 
States. I also explained why the questions were important to me, and how the 
answers could contribute to knowledge useful for Latvian society, as well as 
for the understanding of civil society in general. Further, I expressed how 
much I would appreciate it if they did their very best to stay professional and 
objective in their work, at the same time as attempting to bond with the res-
pondents sufficiently to make them participate and answer in a sincere way. 
Then I went on to discuss the intention and purpose of each question in de-
tail, as well as the general intention of the survey for about 40-50 minutes. 
Special focus was placed on the issue of how to ask questions about feelings, 
actions and events that had happened in the respondent’s past48. The inter-
viewers in the core activist study who could not attend these instruction 
groups, as well as the interviewers in the Omnibus study representing the 
Latvian population, were instructed in person by a survey coordinator at the 
company Latvian Facts, which had received this information by participating 
in the instruction meeting led by me. These interviewers were also instructed 
what they should think about when carrying out the interviews. The intention 
of each question was discussed in detail, as well as the general intention of 
the survey. Further, I also made sure that the questionnaires and show-cards 
were prepared in both Latvian and Russian, and that the interviews were 
carried out in the respondent’s first language (Latvian or Russian). All inter-
viewers were fluent in both Latvian and Russian and those who interviewed 
core activists had had at least 2 years of experience interviewing representa-
tives of the financial and political elite prior to this job. Similarly, those pol-
ling the public had had prior experience of doing this. 
 
Another part of the quality-securing process was the verification procedure. 
From the core activist survey 103 questionnaires (approximately 20 percent) 
were being submitted to the interviewing supervisors, where after a quality 
control check had taken place including the verification of the fact that the 
interview had taken place, date of interview, approximate duration of the 
interview, as well as a general evaluation of the interviewer by the respon-
dent. The verification procedure affirmed all 103 interviews. When all 502 
interviews were collected, the supervisors went on to collect data from the 
interviewers regarding the reaction of the respondents towards the question-
naire, and whether the information given about the survey questions had 
caused any difficulties, confusion or other negative emotional responses 
from the respondents. The result was that most respondents were more or 

                              
48 See section 3.2.4 for further discussion. 
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less positive towards participating in the study, with a few exceptions where 
the respondents were initially suspicious of the study and did not want to 
participate. However, after some persuasion they changed their minds and 
agreed to participate. Only four of the respondents were evaluated as not 
having provided entirely reliable answers to the questions, and these were 
Nr. 28, 37, 115 and 491. The questions about values were the most difficult 
for the respondents to answer, until the interviewers explained that the an-
swers were supposed to be idealistic rather than realistic.  
     
The verification procedure of the Omnibus survey consisted of 157 ques-
tionnaires (approximately 15 percent) being submitted to the interviewing 
supervisors, where after a quality control check had taken place including 
the verification of the fact that the interview had taken place, date of inter-
view, approximate duration of the interview, the respondent’s coherence 
with the sampling plan, as well as a general evaluation of the interviewer by 
the respondent. The verification procedure affirmed all 157 interviews. As 
for the possibility of human errors when coding and entering the results into 
the SPSS computer program, I combined faith in the professionals working 
at Latvian Facts with only offering closed answer alternatives in the two 
surveys.  

3.2.6 Selection of Respondents - Civil Society Core Activists 
Initially the intention of this study was to focus only on political and charity 
organizations. However, the differences in results between the two groups 
turned out to be very small, and hence, I decided to shift focus towards a 
wider variety of 12 fields of interest. These fields include organizations that 
work with either political, charity, or recreational activities, as well as organ-
izations working with educational or religious activities. Recreational and 
charity organizations are included in my study, first of all, because these are 
the ones Putnam (1993) argues contribute to the development of citizens 
prepared to engage in political work, by helping individuals grow, make 
contacts, learn to cooperate with others, as well as developing generalized 
trust. It is also interesting to include recreational organizations in the study 
as a means of comparison. Are recreational core activists different from ac-
tivists engaged in political and social work, etc.? Finally, it is necessary to 
add this kind of organization, as core activists in Latvia explain the work of 
their organizations a little differently from, for example, Swedish activists. 
Instead of stating the most important activity, for example politics for a par-
ty, or social work for a help organization, they tend to state multiple activi-
ties, frequently including recreational activities. Further, education as the 
aim for an organization is introduced as one may suspect that major changes 
in a society would result in a great need for retraining skills, as well as 
changing values and the way one understands society and the world in gen-
eral. Religious organizations, on the other hand, are included as a separate 
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category as religious freedom was introduced with the independence of Lat-
via, making it possible to organize around the topic of religion. 
 
Both the selection of NGOs and respondents and the interviews were carried 
out with the help of the Latvian research company “Latvian Facts”. To begin 
with, a set of 4000 NGOs were made available at the central NGO center in 
the Latvian capital Riga. This was especially kind, since my research hap-
pened to take place during a time of great legal changes concerning the sta-
tus of NGOs and other non-governmental groups in Latvia. Usually the 
NGO center in Riga had a register of NGOs where these organizations could 
register on a voluntary basis, and as a result of this gain access to different 
services from the center, such as access to computers, literature, advice and 
different courses. The State Revenue Service under the Ministry of Finance 
had another larger register, where all kinds of organizations having some 
kind of financial activity were obliged to register, and hence included most 
NGOs in Latvia. Both these registers were official, but were temporarily 
closed during the spring of 2004 in order to await the passing of new legisla-
tion. The intention of both institutions was to have all organizations re-
register under the new requirements, and hence, they asked me to come back 
after two years. After some negotiation the Riga NGO center finally agreed 
to give us access to their register. 
     
It would have been preferable to use the register at the State Revenue Ser-
vice, as it is obligatory for active NGOs to register there and hence cover the 
largest number of active organizations in Latvia. The NGO register, on the 
other hand, is national, but it is not obligatory to register there, and hence 
fewer organizations are found there. Hence, it is difficult to know how many 
of these currently exist, and how large a part of the total number of civil 
society organizations they make up. This meant somewhat more work for the 
interviewers, as they had to start the selection process checking which organ-
izations still existed. However, since the NGO center provided us with a list 
of 4,000 organizations, and the State Revenue Service had a list of about 
4,500 registered organizations, it is reasonable to believe that we have at 
least a majority of the country’s civil society organizations in our sample set. 
Another argument speaking in favor of the list from the NGO center in Riga 
is that the organizations most likely to volunteer for a list like this equal tra-
ditional NGOs that accept working within the framework of a democratic 
state, the very kind of organizations that this study aims to focus on. 
 
The next step in the selection process was to choose NGOs to contact 
through a random sample procedure based on the SPSS program. The NGOs 
were located in the four Latvian regions Latgale, Zemgale, Vidzeme and 
Kurzeme, as well as in the capital Riga, which was treated as a fifth region 
because of its size and importance when it comes to NGO activity. Finally, 
once we had a list of NGOs we proceeded to select the core activists in a 
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systematic manner. In order to avoid only interviewing chairpersons or lead-
ers of the different organizations, the interviewers first contacted the organi-
zation in question and asked to be directed to the fifth person on their mem-
bership list. If that person was not available, did not want to participate in 
the survey, or did not qualify as a “core activist”, the interviewers continued 
to ask for every fifth person until they found someone cooperative. Then a 
time and place for the interview was arranged and the interview was carried 
out.  
    
To be a civil society core activist means that one has participated in any of 
the following activities of the organization(s) in question on average not less 
than 1-2 times every second week during the last 3 months as a volunteer or 
employee49: 

• Participation in decisions at meetings; 
• Planning or chairing a meeting; 
• Preparing for, or delivering, a speech at a meeting; 
• Writing texts other than private letters, such as letters/articles/press 

releases to newspapers, letters to politicians etc.; 
• Making/having contact with local or national authorities; 
• Organizing and/or carrying out projects, events, programs and ac-

tivities of different kinds (including either political, charity or recre-
ational themes), etc.   

Or: 
• Taking part in recreational events within a project, program, activity, 

etc. 
      
To be a civil society activist, one engages in a civil society organization on a 
non-regular basis. In the Latvian context the existence of membership fees 
varies, and hence I do not include the payment of such fees as a requirement 
for a person to be identified as an activist or core activist. In this study only 
core activists are included. 
 
It is also important to remember that the sampled core activists belong to a 
group of people a majority of whom became active during the time of Pere-
stroika and have remained active ever since. This means that we do not 
know what characteristics are present among those who became active dur-
ing the time of Perestroika but have stopped engaging in civil society since 
then. Hence, we do not know if the respondents who are still active are dif-
ferent from those who became involved as a result of the time of the “Sing-
ing Revolution” itself, when people were encouraged to unite behind the 
common goal of re-gaining Latvian independence, or opposition to this goal. 
 

                              
49 These criteria were developed in cooperation with Maja Zeltina, a civil society core activist 
in Latvia who had a lot of experience of working in civil society organisations. 
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Latvian Facts carried out a survey among civil society core activists all over 
Latvia from March 10 to May 20, 2004. The method of the survey was face-
to-face interviews based on a questionnaire made up of 58 questions. A ma-
jority of the interviews were conducted in the Riga region - 72 percent, 12 
percent were made in the Vidzeme region, 7 percent in the Latgale region, 6 
percent in the Zemgale region and 4 percent in the Kurzeme region. This 
spread of interviews mirrored the location of NGOs in Latvia. A total of 33 
interviewers made all together 653 contacts, where 151 were terminated 
based on the respondents’ failing to meet the requirements for being core 
activists, or their refusal to participate. The total number of respondents who 
agreed to take part in the survey numbered 502. The interviewers informed 
us that in general there was great difficulty persuading the respondents to 
participate in the survey. Most respondents were more or less interested in 
the survey, but felt stressed as a result of lack of spare time, much work or 
problems at home, etc. Participation greatly depended on the ability of the 
interviewers to psychologically encourage and convince the respondents that 
the survey was important enough to set aside the time needed. The inter-
viewers then arranged a meeting with each core activist and followed the 
interview procedure.50  

3.2.7 Selection of Respondents - Non-activists 
The second survey was conducted from March 16 to 26, 2004, and was di-
rected towards a national sample representing the population in Latvia, with 
the selection based on a multi-stage probability sample including a random 
route procedure. The sample was stratified geographically in five administra-
tive districts – Riga, Vidzeme, Latgale, Zemgale and Kurzeme. In each of 
the five districts interviews were distributed proportionally to the population 
by community size, rural areas included. Quotas were set to achieve correct 
representation of the respondents’ age (within the span of 18-74) and gender. 
The selection of sampling points varied by the size of the community, and 
was selected by reference to city maps and regional maps, with a total of 132 
sampling points. The respondents were visited on weekday evenings and all 
day long during the weekends. The interviewers made two callbacks (first 
the same day, and then the next day) to respondents who had not been at 
home during their first visit. 
     
A total of 1,000 interviews were planned and completed. A total of 66 inter-
viewers made all together 1,283 contacts in order to achieve this number of 
interviews, in which 129 respondents did not fit as the gender or age quota 
was full, and 154 respondents refused to participate because of lack of spare 
time and everyday problems. If a person refused to participate in the survey, 

                              
50 See questionnaire in Appendix 1. 
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the interviewers had to follow the “+3” principle and go on to the third 
apartment or house from the one they were at. They were not allowed to 
choose another member of the same household if the selected one had re-
fused.  
 
The respondents in this second survey were given the same questions as the 
respondents in the activist survey regarding their attitudes and availability 
towards activity, socioeconomic situation, previous organizational expe-
rience, access to network contacts, as well as values and civic skills. The 
method of the survey was face-to-face interviews based on a questionnaire 
made up of 48 questions51. The next step was to extract a group of non-
activists from the Omnibus respondents. This group was meant to be com-
pared with the core activists in order to look for variables where the core 
activists might be over-represented compared with those not active at all. 
After excluding the respondents who were active in civil society organiza-
tions, the number of respondents available for analysis was 923.   

3.3 Analyzing the Data 
In this final part of the chapter, methods used to analyze the collected data 
will be discussed. The dimensions of comparison include frequency tables 
comparing core activists and non-activists in Latvia, followed by cross tabu-
lations comparing core activists between different fields of interest and posi-
tions in the organizations. To complement this analysis a method to test vari-
able significance will be introduced. The choice of binary logistic regression 
analysis for this purpose will be discussed, and the procedure introduced, 
along with the independent and dependent variables used for this purpose.  

3.3.1 Dimensions of Comparison 

In this study the focus lies on the micro level and the dependent factors are 
all connected to the individual. To begin with, frequency tables comparing 
core activists and non-activists in Latvia are created, including both absolute 
and relative frequencies, which give a good overview of possible differences 
in characteristics between the core activists and non-activists in the two 
sampled populations52. If a specific characteristic is over-represented among 
the core activists compared with the non-activists, it will indicate covariance 
between this specific characteristic and core activism. As a complement to 
this level of analysis a gender dimension is also introduced. 
      

                              
51 See questionnaire in Appendix 2. 
52 See section 3.2.6 for definition. 
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The second part of the analysis is based on cross tabulations, as these give a 
good overview of the presence or absence of covariance between two or 
more variables within the same sample (Svenning 1997, p. 181). The first 
comparative dimension divides the core activists into analytical groups based 
on different “fields of interest”, which will indicate possible differences in 
characteristics among the core activists based on what field of interest they 
work within. These fields are identified with the help of the ideas from the 
“associational school” and Howard’s model53, providing nine fields of inter-
est that are offered to the respondents. Another five fields are added to the 
cross-table as a result of the responses from the answer alternative “other” in 
the core activist survey. However, due to the very limited number of respon-
dents involved in “agricultural issues” (3), and a decision to join the fields 
“labor issues” and “professional union work”, the final number of fields of 
interest being treated as dependent variables are the following 12: a) Politics 
in general54, b) Democracy and human rights55, c) Women’s issues56, d) Un-
ion work57, e) National identity/ethnic issues58, f) Environmental issues59, g) 
Charity work60, h) Youth issues61, i) Recreational activities, (such as, sports, 
culture, etc.)62, j) Educational issues and activities63, k) Religious issues and 
activities64, l) Health care issues and activities65.  
 
The second comparative dimension divides the core activists into analytical 
groups based on their position in the organizations, as this will indicate poss-
ible differences in characteristics among the core activists based on their 
position. The different positions are a) founder, b) chairperson, c) other lead-
ing positions (including vice chairperson, secretary, and member of the 
board), d) non-leading positions (including volunteer and paying member), 
and e) core staff activists (including head of the office and employee/project 
leader). At the end of the last chapter working with frequency tables and 
cross-tabulations, the core activists’ self-declared motives to become active 
in a non-communist organization for the first time are also introduced more 
in detail through the “self-interest” and “altruism” core activist groups. This 
is done in order to identify possible differences in characteristics among the 
core activists based on their motives for becoming involved in civil society. 

                              
53 See chapter 2, section 2.1.1. 
54 From here on referred to as “Politics,” 
55 “Democracy/HR,” 
56 “Women,” 
57 “Union work,” 
58 “Ethnicity,” 
59 “Environment,” 
60 “Charity,” 
61 “Youth,” 
62 “Recreation,” 
63 “Education,” 
64 “Religion,” 
65 “Health,” 
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One aspect worth taking into consideration is the fact that this study was 
initially limited to focusing on core activists working with political and char-
ity issues. Hence, when the non-activist group of respondents was extracted 
from the Omnibus survey, the respondents were asked if they were active in 
any political and/or charity organization. This resulted in a somewhat prob-
lematic situation for two reasons. To begin with, for the sake of simplicity in 
answering the survey, the same questions used to select core activists were 
not put forward in the Omnibus survey. This means that it is difficult to 
know exactly how active the 6 percent of the respondents are who gave the 
answer “Yes, I am active”. Together with the number of respondents answer-
ing that they were passive members of such an organization or group the 
number increased to about 8 percent of the population. Second, a large num-
ber of the respondents from the core activist survey turned out to be involved 
in organizations where recreation was part of their overall activities. The 
civil society survey shows that there is a great heterogeneity among the res-
pondents as to which category they believe their organization belongs to. 
This means that many activists perceive their organizations as more or less 
dealing with a combination of two or even all three of the areas political, 
charity, and recreational work. Hence, it was a mistake not to have included 
recreational organizations in the question about civil society activity to the 
population at large, and the difference between the core activists and the 
non-activists may have looked slightly different if recreational activism had 
been included when excluding activist respondents from the Omnibus study. 
Initially, I explored the opportunity to compare the core activists saying that 
their main area of activity had to do with either political or charity work, 
with the non-activists. However, it turned out that core activists working 
with recreational activities differed very little from the other two groups of 
activists, when including respondents saying that they engaged in such activ-
ity “to some extent/very much/completely.” Hence, I decided to also allow 
the recreational core activists to be included in the core activist group when 
analyzing possible differences between core activists and non-activists. 
However, samples including the answers “very much/completely” from all 
three activist groups are used as dependent variables in the binary regression 
analysis carried out at the end of this book. 
 
The answers from the core activists and the non-activists are then compared 
with the intention to locate possible differences in characteristics between 
them. This may suggest correlations between certain characteristics and the 
decision to engage in a non-communist organization for the first time. This 
analysis is carried out to make it possible to perform similar research in other 
countries, which may make future comparative work possible, leading to 
further and more general conclusions. 
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3.3.2 Binary Logistic Regression Analysis 

In order to supplement the analysis carried out with the help of fre-
quency tables and cross-tabulations in chapters 4-7, the next step in 
my analytical process is to assess the impact of each independent vari-
able alone on the different dependent variables, when all other inde-
pendent variables are kept constant. Here the use of continuous va-
riables and multiple regression analysis is widely used. However, in 
my two surveys the majority of the questions are formulated as dis-
crete variables in either nominal (categorical) or ordinal (in order of 
precedence) scales, and hence, multiple regression is not suitable as 
the analytical tool. The most suitable method here is Binary Logistic 
Regression Analysis, which is a type of regression allowing us to test 
models where the dependent variables have two or more categories, 
and the independent variables are either categorical or continuous, or a 
mixture of both. Similar to multiple regression, logistic regression 
assesses the impact of each independent variable alone on the depen-
dent variable, when all other independent variables are kept constant. 
Hence, the data provide us with an indication of the significance of the 
model in question, as well as the significance of each independent 
variable in relation to the different dependent variables. The test will 
also provide information on possible colinearity, i.e. interaction 
among the independent variables (Pallant 2001, pp. 160-163). 
 
Binary logistic regression analysis tests all independent variables in one 
block, instead of introducing different sets or sub-groups, when assessing 
their explanatory abilities. It suits this study well, as it focuses on the expla-
natory power of a certain number of independent variables in relation to each 
other when explaining differences and similarities between the ”core activ-
ist” and “non-activist” groups, as well as different groups found among the 
core activists. In binary logistic regression analysis each dependent variable 
must be re-coded into a dichotomous variable, i.e. a variable with only two 
categories, which are coded as 1 (= present), or 0 (= absent). For example, if 
we have a data set including both core activists and non-activists, and we are 
interested in testing the hypotheses “Individuals who have a post-high school 
education are more likely to become core activists within civil society than 
individuals who do not,” we re-code the variable “core activist” into “1”, and 
all other respondents in the data set, i.e. “non-activists, into “0”. The regres-
sion model will then assess the importance of post high school education 
among respondents in the given data set.  
 
The independent variables, on the other hand, may be dichotomous va-
riables, but do not have to be. In my survey among core activists in Latvia, 
all of the 12 independent variables provided by the correlation analysis were 
discrete, except for two formulated as thermometer questions, i.e. continuous 
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variables. Among the discrete variables 6 variables were formulated on a 
nominal data level, which means that the answer alternatives do not provide 
us with any kind of numerical ranking. For example, if asked about place of 
residence, it is not possible to rank the answer alternatives “capital”, “city”, 
“town” or “village”, since none of them is “more” of something than anoth-
er. Another 4 variables were formulated on an ordinal data level, which 
means that the answer alternatives do provide us with a kind of numerical 
ranking. For example, if the respondents are asked for the amount of organi-
zational competence they perceive that they have, the answer alternatives 
“no, not at all”, “only very little”, “yes, somewhat”, or “yes, very much”, do 
offer us an opportunity to rank the answers indicating that a core activist has 
more or less of the requested quality. Finally, the two questions based on a 
thermometer scale, i.e. on an interval data level, may take the shape of any 
value along the scale, and hence, definitely offer us the possibility to rank 
the results. These data mean that we have 6 variables that must be re-coded 
into dichotomous variables, and 6 which we may use as they are. The impor-
tant hypotheses of this study are statements supporting the assumption that 
core activists are over-represented compared to non-activists. That is a kind 
of “either-or” statement where we say that, for example, a high level of civic 
literacy is important for core activists, but not for non-activists. Hence, it 
seemed to be the right choice to use binary coding for all independent va-
riables when testing significance, as it would provide us with the information 
we look for - either a high level of civic literacy is significant, or not, etc. It 
would also provide us with uniformity and simplicity among our data. 
Another reason for the choice to re-code the variables into dichotomous va-
riables is that the information which I want to test from the correlation anal-
ysis is the presence (or not) of certain factors, as well as high levels (or not) 
of other factors. For example, I am interested in whether or not a high level 
of education, high income, or high levels of organizational skills are impor-
tant for different groups of core activists. Hence, I have re-coded the charac-
teristics into, for example, 1 = high-level education; 0 = low-level education, 
where high-level education equals all post high school education gained by 
an individual and low-level education equals all kinds of schooling prior to 
university or college. A dichotomous coding will limit the possibility for 
more detailed information about the importance of the different variables. 
However, it suits my study well, with its focus on answering different hypo-
theses where the presence of high levels of certain characteristics are tried, 
and will thus help us answer the hypothesis more clearly. If my hypothesis is 
that post high school education is important for core activism, it is enough to 
test the significance of post high school education; we do not need to test the 
significance of all levels of education. Hence, I have chosen to use the option 
to recode all the independent variables into dichotomous ones. All in all 12 
dependent variables and 12 independent variables are assessed.  
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Initially, it was my intention to test these 12 independent variables from the 
correlation analysis on the data set representing the population, hence includ-
ing both core activists and non-activists. However, the number of core activ-
ists found among the 1,000 respondents of the data set representing the Lat-
vian population only numbered 61, which is quite low for a correlation anal-
ysis in binary logistic regression analysis. With “core activist” being the 
dependent variable only one of the 12 independent variables tested showed 
initial significance under the table “Variables in the equation”, even though 
the model itself was evaluated as significant by the Omnibus “Goodness-of-
fit test”. The variable showing significance was “Role model”, which strong-
ly indicates that core activists are more likely than non-activists to have core 
activist role models in their personal network. However, some of the va-
riables that turned out to be really important in the correlation analysis show 
no significance at all in the binary regression analysis. Hence, I decided that 
the most fruitful way of using binary logistic regression analysis for signific-
ance tests in chapter 8 was to explore the data set representing civil society 
core activists in Latvia further, and compare the different dependent va-
riables made up by different sub-groups of core activists with each other. 
Hence, in the regression analysis the 12 dependent variables used are va-
riables that are found in the flow chart in chapter 2, section 2.1.1, under 
“control variables” (gender), “intervening variables” (motive for activism), 
and “dependent variables” (position in organization). The different fields of 
interest are replaced with variables measuring the actual level of political, 
charity and recreational activity carried out by the organization of the core 
activists66. The demographic variable “gender” was introduced, as the gender 
dimension has given rise to much discussion in connection to civil society 
core activism. The 12 dependent variables used are as follows:  

• Gender: Female (1) and male (2) core activists. 
• Motives for activism: Self-interested (3) and altruistic (4) core activ-

ists.  
• Intensity of activity: Political (5), charity (6) and recreational (7) 

core activists. 
• Position in organization: founder (8), chairperson (9), other leading 

position (10), non-leading position (11) and staff core activist (12).  
 
Before being entered into the computer program, these 12 dependent 
variables are re-coded into the following dichotomous variables:  

• Gender: Man – not man67.  

                              
66 The questions in the activist survey were phrased: a) To what extent does your organization 
deal with politics? b) To what extent does you organization work to relieve social problems of 
different kinds? C) To what extent does your organization organize recreational activities of 
different kinds? The number of respondents giving either the answer alternative “very much”, 
or the alternative “completely” for each of the three questions were combined into the va-
riables “Political core activist”, “Charity core activist”, and “Recreational core activist.” 
67 “Not man” equals woman. 
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• Motives for activism: Self-interest - not self-interest; altruism - not 
altruism.  

• Intensity of activity: Political core activist - not political core activ-
ist; charity core activist - not charity core activist; recreational core 
activist - not recreational core activist. 

• Position in organization: Founder - not founder; chairperson - not 
chairperson; other leading position - not other leading position; non-
leading position - not non-leading position; staff core activist - not 
staff core activist.  

 
The 12 independent variables used are based on the results from the analysis 
of the tables and cross-tables found under “control variables” and “main set 
of independent variables” in the flow chart in chapter 2, section 2.1.1. A 
variable is chosen if the variable category of interest is over-represented by 
the core activists with 20 percentage points or more compared with the non-
activists, as well as if the total number of respondents choosing the variable 
category of interest totals 60 % or more. These independent variables are 
then re-coded into the following dichotomous variables:  

• Gender68: Man - not man69.  
• Citizenship: Latvian citizen - not Latvian citizen70. 
• Place of residence: Capital - not capital71.  
• Education: High-level education - not high-level education72.  
• Economy: Good economy - not good economy73.  
• Empathy: High empathic ability - not high empathic ability74.  
• Generalized trust: High trust - not high trust75.  
• Leadership experience: Communist leader - not communist leader76. 
• Civic literacy: High civic literacy - not high civic literacy77.   

                              
68 Gender has been used in the capacity of both an independent and a dependent variable.  
69 “Not man” equals woman. 
70 “Not Latvian citizen” equals permanent residents, Russian citizens and other citizens resid-
ing in Latvia. 
71 “Not capital” equals cities, towns, villages and rural areas. 
72 “High-level education” equals all post high school education, “Not high-level education” 
equals all pre-university/college education. 
73 “Good economy” equals the perception that one’s household is somewhat better off or 
much better off than that of the average inhabitant in Latvia, “Not good economy” equals the 
perception that one’s household is neither better nor worse off, somewhat worse off, nor much 
worse off than that of the average inhabitant in Latvia. 
74 “High empathy” equals 75-100 on the empathy scale, “Not high empathy” equals 0-74 on 
the empathy scale.  
75 “High trust” equals 75-100 on the generalized trust scale, “Not high trust” equals 0-74 on 
the generalized trust scale. 
76 “Communist leader” equals having had a position of leadership at any level within a com-
munist organization prior to becoming active in a non-communist organization for the first 
time, “Not communist leader” equals not having had such a position. 
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• Organizational competence: High organizational competence - not  
high organizational competence78.  

• Positive support: Presence of positive support - not presence of posi-
tive support79.  

• Activist role models: Presence of role model(s) - not presence of   
role model(s)80.  
 

Even though all 12 independent variables taken from the analysis of fre-
quencies and cross-tabulations are used for the regression analysis because 
of their important role when explaining civil society core activism, some 
may still show low frequencies of significance in the regression analysis. 
This may depend on the following things: First, the analysis in chapters 4-7 
and chapter 8 is to a certain extent based on different dependent variables, or 
measures the dependent variables differently. The study’s main dimension of 
analysis - core activist vs. non-activist - is for example not present in the 
regression analysis. We also introduce male and female core activists as new 
dependent variables, along with “motives for activism”, as well as “intensity 
of activity” instead of “fields of interest”. The only dependent variables 
coinciding 100 percent with the dependent variables in the analysis of fre-
quencies and cross-tabulations are the different “positions” of the sampled 
core activists.  
 
Second, a dependent variable, such as organizational competence, may be an 
important independent variable when we try to explain the differences be-
tween core activists and non-activists, but might still not show significance 
when we keep all other independent variables constant in the regression 
analysis. In such a case it may be a result of covariance with one or more 
independent variables. A hypothetical example would be the following: If 
organizational competence seems to have strong explanatory power regard-
ing core activists who are founders in the analysis of frequencies and cross-

                                                                                                                        
77 High civic literacy” equals the perception that one understands Latvian politics in general 
“somewhat/very much”, “Not high civic literacy” equals the perception that one understands 
Latvian politics “only very little/not at all”. 
78 “High organizational competence” equals the perception that one believes that one has 
“somewhat/very much” knowledge necessary for organizing action in different ways, “Not 
high organizational competence equals the perception that one has “only very little/none at 
all” of such organizational knowledge. 
79 “Presence of support” equals the presence of positive support from one’s personal network 
for one’s decision to become active in a non-communist organization for the first time, “Not 
presence of support” equals the lack of positive support from one’s personal network for 
one’s decision to become active in a non-communist organization for the first time. The ques-
tion of whether or not the respondent had had positive support from someone in their personal 
network for their decision to become a civil society core activist within a non-communist 
organization for the first time was not included in the big data set. 
80 “Presence of role models” equals the presence of core activist role models in one’s personal 
network prior to the decision to become active in a non-communist organization for the first 
time, “Not presence of role models” equals the lack of such kind of role models. 
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tabulations, but this relation disappears in regression analysis, this may de-
pend on the fact that organizational competence is most likely gained 
through a high level of education and leadership experience in a communist 
organization. Hence, regression analysis controls for covariance between 
different independent variables, which may provide us with partially new 
results without saying that the “old” results were “wrong”.  
 
Third, different approaches are used to explore whether the tested indepen-
dent variables are important or not when explaining core activism. In the 
correlation analysis two data sets representing core activists and non-
activists were used to measure the difference in percentages between the two 
groups, in order to arrive at which independent variables are important when 
explaining core activism. In the regression analysis the only set used is the 
core activist set, making comparisons between different groups of core activ-
ists found within the set. 
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4. Demographic Characteristics 

Chapter 4 is the first of four chapters that discuss the different hypotheses 
tested in this study. To begin with, the role of gender when explaining civil 
society core activism will be explored and analyzed. Since men dominate the 
official political arena in many countries, they might also dominate both the 
political sphere and civil society organizations in Latvia. It is also interesting 
to study whether men and women choose different fields of interest when 
they engage in civil society, or have different positions within the organiza-
tions they join.  
 
Second, the role of citizenship will be studied. It is possibly more likely for a 
person to become a civil society core activist in Latvia if he/she is a Latvian 
citizen than if he/she is a permanent resident or a citizen of a foreign coun-
try. This could be a result of the fact that most citizens know the Latvian 
language, have full access to political life and other rights, and thus feel less 
alienated than the inhabitants who do not have Latvian citizenship. 
 
Third, the role of geography will be studied. It is very likely that a person’s 
place of residence matters when he/she decides to become involved in civil 
society. Individuals who live in areas with a high degree of access to differ-
ent organizations, authorities and institutions, etc., are possibly more likely 
to become core activists within civil society organizations than individuals 
who do not. However, some fields of interest are “needed” regardless of 
location and number of inhabitants, which would make it possible that indi-
viduals who work with charity, as well as recreation, education, and religion, 
would be just as likely to be found in cities, towns and rural areas as in the 
capital.  

 
Fourth, the role of age is discussed and the hypothesis that young people 
(below the age of 31) are more likely to become core activists within civil 
society organizations than older individuals is tested.  

 
Each characteristic will be analyzed in the following way: First, the results 
of the core activists will be compared and discussed with the results of the 
non-activists. Second, core activists engaging in different fields of interest 
will be compared with each other, and a discussion of potential differences 
between the groups will take place. Third, the possible importance of posi-
tion in the organization will be explored.   
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4.1 Gender 
In this section the role of gender when explaining civil society core activism 
will be discussed. Four hypotheses are explored: First, men are more likely 
than women to become active in formal political work. Second, men are 
more likely than women to become civil society core activists in general. 
Third, men are more likely than women to become core activists within 
organizations working with mainly political issues, while women are 
more likely than men to become core activists within organizations working 
with non-political issues. Fourth, men are more likely than women to have 
positions at the higher end of an organization's hierarchy. 

4.1.1 Activists in General 
In Kuehnast & Nechemias (2004) women’s experience of transition, nation 
building, economic change, and civic activism in countries that used to be 
Soviet Republics are discussed, with the exclusion of the Baltic States. One 
of the major points examined in the chapters discussing civil society is the 
simultaneous rise of men in positions of formal power, and women within 
NGOs. The situation is similar in all the former Soviet Republics where a 
gendered division of labor in the political arena has taken place “with men 
dominating formal government structures and political parties and women 
dominating non-governmental organizations” (Kuehnast & Nechemias 2004, 
p. 2). Even though NGOs provide citizens with the tools to deal with local 
problems and become involved in advocacy issues, the women involved 
experience that they are sealed off from “other domains of political power”. 
Women in these countries seem to contribute to the development of civil 
society because it is the only arena open to them. In Azerbaijan, for exam-
ple, the decline in women’s access to formal government, both national and 
local, has been drastic, compared with the Soviet period (Kuehnast & Ne-
chemias 2004, p. 2).  
       
The traditional Western argument that men dominate in activities occurring 
in hierarchical formal organizations, such as running for office in political 
parties, is also supported in a Latvian post-Soviet context (Verba et.al 1995, 
p.9; Norris 2002, p. 23). On average, women only make up 30-40 percent of 
the members of the political parties in Latvia, and very rarely do we find 
women as heads of parties. Further, only 20-25 percent of the names on the 
party election lists are female, and they are usually found below the top-10-
names. Young male politicians seldom consider women as equal partners in 
their endeavors and the voters in turn prefer male candidates and move the 
female candidates even lower down the lists. The number of female deputies 
in the Latvian Parliament - The Saeima - only makes up approximately 19 
percent of the total number of deputies, ranging from 0-30 percent between 
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the parties represented. Once elected, female candidates are represented in 
committee work, but they rarely have high positions, especially not in com-
mittees where genuine power and decision-making power really occur, and 
are usually far away from the control of the finances and material resources. 
The same goes for the limited number of women who have been appointed 
as ministers (Latvia’s Central Statistical Bureau 2007; Ostrovska 2002, p. 
50-58; Pöldsaar 2002, pp. 71-72). Pöldsaar (2002) compares this situation 
with the Victorian ideal of children who should be seen and not heard.  

The presence of token women deflects the accusations of gender dis-
crimination but the positioning of women into secondary roles does not 
make their presence felt on the level of political decision-making where 
women’s issues have been something of a no-go area (Pöldsaar 2002, p. 
72).  

This unequal access to decision-making results in a polarized and differen-
tiated resource distribution within Latvian society in general. It is a vicious 
circle of power and resource distribution where women generally have no 
resources to become more empowered, but lacking genuine decision-making 
power they cannot gain access to resources that can help them conquer offi-
cial political power (Ostrovska 2002, pp. 51, 59; Pöldsaar 2002, p. 70). 
However, there are some examples of women who have been given powerful 
positions. In 1999 the Latvian Parliament elected a woman as President of 
Latvia, which made Latvia the only post-communist country where a woman 
has been President of the state (Ostrovska 2002, p. 58).  
 
The findings of my surveys from 2004 show that the domination of women 
among those who engage as core activists in civil society organizations is the 
same in Latvia as in the rest of the former Soviet Republics. Among the res-
pondents 62 percent are women, which is 24 percentage points more than the 
male core activists, who only make up 38 percent. Compared with the popu-
lation at large, female core activists are also over-represented by 8 percen-
tage points. It is an interesting finding as it contradicts the traditional West-
ern argument that men are generally more likely than women to engage both 
in the political sphere and in civil society activity. Instead, the argument 
saying that women are just as active as men, but choose to engage in less 
formal, less conventional and more local types of activities, such as non-
traditional organizational, grassroots, community and protest activity, is 
more than valid in Latvia (Verba et.al.1995, p. 253). Hence, the hypothesis 
that men are more likely than women to be civil society core activists is not 
supported in a Latvian post-Soviet context.           
 
One tendency in Latvia differs from the other former Soviet Republics. Dur-
ing the 1990s, an increasing number of local politicians were female, with 
the average growing from 36 percent in 1990 to 41 percent in 2000. The 
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smaller the administrative structure, the larger the proportion of women 
among both deputies and heads of local governments, and in small rural 

Table 1.81 Core activist’s gender. (%) 

Sex Activists 
Women:  62 (310)  
Men: 38 (19282)  
Total: 100 (502) 

Note: The question was: “Sex of respondent?” N=502. 
 

districts as many as 44 percent of the deputies were women in 2000 (Cimdi-
na 2002). In Estonia and Lithuania, Latvia’s Baltic neighbors, only 28 and 
22 percent of the local deputies were women in 2002 (Laas 2002, p. 1: Li-
thuania’s Statistical Agency 2007). The question as to why women in Latvia 
have a greater presence in local government work than in Estonia, Lithuania, 
and other former Soviet Republics would be interesting to explore further in 
another study.  

4.1.1.1 Status, Leadership Experiences and Contacts 
Apart from women’s exclusion from power centers in government and busi-
ness, multiple factors are said to contribute to the domination of women 
within civil society in Azerbaijan and the former Soviet Union. Most of 
these also seem to hold true for the Latvian case and will be used to analyze 
the situation in the country. 
 
Kuehnast & Nechemias point to the secondary status of women in the former 
Soviet Republics as an important reason for the domination of women in the 
post-Soviet civil society sector. Men are said to prefer to keep the world of 
business and formal politics for themselves, leaving opportunities of partici-
pation lacking monetary reward or career opportunities to women who ac-
cept them as they have internalized a secondary role in society as theirs 
(Kuehnast & Nechemias 2004, p. 11). At the same time the authors argue 
that the presence of women with leadership experience and contacts from the 
Soviet period is another reason contributing to the female dominance within 
civil society organizations in post-Soviet countries (Kuehnast & Nechemias 
2004, p. 11). How does this make sense? 
         
During the last few decades of the Soviet Union 90 percent of working-age 
women worked or attended school, which was the highest rate in the world 
at the time (Ostrovska 2002, p. 59). In school and in the work place Soviet 
                              
81 The sources for the tables in this study are the following: Civil Society Activism in Latvia 
Survey - activists (CSALSa) 2004; Civil Society Activism in Latvia Survey - public 
(CSALSp) 2004. The same sources will be used throughout all the analytical chapters, and 
hence will not be mentioned in a note again. 
82 Absolute numbers within brackets. 
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girls and women were encouraged to prove themselves in the name of social-
ism, leading to a situation where women throughout the Union, including 
Latvia, were highly educated, sometimes more than men, with work expe-
rience outside the home (Goloubeva & Hanovs 2002, p. 8; Ostrovska 2002, 
pp. 51, 59; Pöldsaar 2002, p. 70; Kuehnast & Nechemias 2004, p. 4). At the 
same time Soviet women were anything but emancipated by Soviet gender 
policies in their homes, where patriarchal patterns still ruled and women 
were supposed to be men’s servants in the family, a tradition that also lingers 
on today (Goloubeva & Hanovs 2002, p. 8; Ostrovska 2002, p. 60). Howev-
er, the moral code of classic patriarchy - dominate, but take responsibility for 
the family - which was, and is, propagated in the media, was not reproduced 
on a large scale. Instead men in general dominated, but did not take much 
responsibility for the family, which forced women to carry a double work-
load (Ostrovska 2002, p. 66; Sebre 2005, p. 75). 
 
Another difference between the Communist block and the Western countries 
was that mathematical ability was not labeled “male” to the same extent. 
This contributed to a unique situation in the later half of the 1980s, where, 
for example, women made up a majority of physicians and engineers, 40 
percent of all scientific workers, and two thirds of the occupations with “pro-
fessional autonomy”. Even though the number of women reaching higher 
positions in Soviet society was lower than among men, an increase in num-
ber of women in positions of leadership took place, leaving the post-
communist countries with more women directors and engineers than the 
average in the industrialized world (Ostrovska 2002, p. 59; Haavio-Mannila 
& Kauppinen 1994, pp. 180-182). However, high education levels and pres-
tigious occupations during the Soviet period did not bring with them equal 
pay to women compared with men, and today, on average, women in Latvia 
still have lower incomes than men (Haavo-Mannila & Kauppinen 1994, p. 
177; Ostrovska 2002, p. 59). Neither did their degrees and work experience 
translate into leading positions in Soviet society at the same rate as for men. 
Only 6 percent of Soviet managers were female, and there were always more 
men than women occupying the higher positions within the Communist Par-
ty, the trade unions and the local and national parliaments. During the last 
two decades of Soviet rule all legislation and changing ideological views on 
gender roles accepted female involvement in state affairs, at the same time as 
the unwritten rules of the public organizations on most occasions excluded 
female participation from decision-making levels (Ostrovska 2002, p. 60). 
On the one hand, we find that one third of the seats to the Supreme Soviet, 
and 75 seats of the Congress of the USSR People’s Deputies, were supposed 
to be filled by women during the Soviet period83 (Haavo-Mannila & Kauppi-
                              
83 Haavo-Mannila & Kauppinen, 1994, pp.193-194, argue that these women did not represent 
ordinary Soviet women, but had been selected by the Party with the purpose of acting as 
marionettes. This is hard to respond to without studying this particular issue more in detail, 
something there is no room for within the framework of this study.  
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nen 1994, pp. 193-194). On the other hand, it was very difficult for women 
to gain membership of the Soviet political top elite, on average making up 
less than five percent of the members of the Communist Party’s Central 
Committee. At the same time as only two women managed to become mem-
bers of the Politburo (Haavio-Mannila & Kauppinen 1994, p. 193). This 
contributed to a situation where few women had political experience as in-
dependent individuals on a high official level (Haavo-Mannila & Kauppinen 
1994, pp. 193-194). The same pattern is still in place in Latvia today, com-
bined with changes for the worse, as the total workload of women has in-
creased even further as a result of the current economic insecurity and prob-
lems of everyday life (Haavo-Mannila & Kauppinen 1994, p. 173; Ostrovska 
2002, p. 60). Women who want to assume power and work in the political 
sphere have to be “masculine” in their behavior to make it. The media do not 
support female participation in political life and do their best to prove to the 
public that women are not capable of holding public office, at the same time 
as they emphasize the value of femininity that is equated with powerlessness 
in Latvia (Pöldsaar 2002, p. 76). This is supported by the 2006 United Na-
tional Human Development Report, which only places Latvia in 27th place 
out of 75 countries as to their level of gender empowerment, which measures 
a country’s level of female active participation in economic and political 
life84.  
 
The current situation in Latvia confirms the arguments of Verba et.al. (1995) 
and Norris (2002) saying that the difference in activity level between the 
sexes is the result of general conservative role differentiations between men 
and women in our societies, where men generally have higher levels of so-
cioeconomic and institutional resources than women, as well as greater ca-
pabilities to convert these resources into political activity (Verba et.al. 1978, 
pp. 234-236; Norris 2002, p. 130). However, the Civic Voluntarism Model’s 
claim that women increase their political activity to the same level as men, 
when given the same access to education, work opportunities and organiza-
tional membership as men, does not hold true within the Latvian national 
official political sphere. At the same time Kuehnast & Nechemias’s argu-
ment that women have a secondary status in post-Soviet countries only 
seems to be partially true in Latvia. Women are to a great extent excluded 
from official political life on the national level, but they are present, and 
even though they have the men, the media and many women to fight, the 
number is slowly increasing. Women are further making up almost half of 
the deputies in the local governments, especially in the smaller districts and 
the countryside, and they make up the majority among civil society core 
activists. This means that even though women are not given real opportuni-
                              
84 The gender empowerment measure (GEM) tracks the share of seats in parliament held by 
women; of female legislators, senior officials and managers; and of female professional and 
technical workers, and the gender disparity in earned income, reflecting economic indepen-
dence. 
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ties equal to men in Latvia, we have strong, independent women who do 
what they can with the means to which they gain access. This may very well 
be a result of the Soviet legacy leaving us with a relatively large group of 
women with leadership experience from work and organizational life, which 
has increased their human capital, civic skills and network contacts, making 
them more likely to engage in Latvia’s present day non-communist civil 
society.85 However, these data indicate that education and work experience 
for women is not enough in order to secure women a place in national poli-
tics, as long as society is based on traditional gender roles. 
   
My survey from 2004 shows that 44 percent of the female core activists, and 
34 percent of the male, had leadership experience from different levels with-
in the Soviet children’s and youth organizations – the Pioneers and Komso-
mol, the trade unions, the Communist Party or a Creative Union. At the same 
time only 9 present of the non-activists had held a similar leading position. 
Female core activists are over-represented compared to men among the res-
pondents with leadership experiences from different levels within the Pio-
neers, Komsomol and the trade unions. This indicates that even though wom-
en who become civil society core activists may not have benefited from lea-
dership experience at high official levels to the same extent as men, leader-
ship experience from the children’s and youth organizations, as well as the 
trade unions, seems to be more important for women than men when becom-
ing active once again in a non-communist organization. Hence, Kuehnast & 
Nechemias’s argument that the presence of women with leadership expe-
rience and contacts from the Soviet period is one reason contributing to fe-
male dominance within civil society organizations in post-Soviet countries 
seems to be adequate also in Latvia. The result also supports the claim of 
Verba et.al. (1995), saying that equal access to education, work opportunities 
and organizational membership increases the level of active women in civil 
society, and political life on a local level. However, the claim is not valid on 
the national political level (Verba et.al. 1978, p. 267). Instead it is most like-
ly to be the case that more women would demand their place in official polit-
ical life, give voter support to female political candidates, or become busi-
nesswomen in larger companies and not only in the local market place if the 
shared culture of society was less patriarchal and more modern and emanci-
pated.  

4.1.1.2 Tradition of Hard Work and Responsibility 
I would like to add another argument that may explain the domination of 
women in Latvian civil society. Officially, those traditional gender roles in 
which classic patriarchal stereotypes assume males to be professionals, 

                              
85 A more thorough discussion about the role of education, economy, and organizational 
experience when explaining civil society core activism is found in chapters 5 and 7. 
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breadwinners and financial caretakers of their families are present in Latvian 
society. (Ostrovska 2002, pp. 66-67) However, as described above, women 
are not becoming housewives, but instead carry a double burden by working 
outside the home and taking full responsibility for domestic life, often in 
single-parent households. This tradition of having to work hard and take 
responsibility is nothing new for Latvian women. Throughout history Latvia 
has been the battle ground for war and conflict, with Latvian men being con-
scripted far away from home, leaving Latvian women with the responsibility 
for facing both poverty and enemy soldiers, running a farmstead and raising 
children on their own (Sebre 2005, p. 75). Further, up until the last half of 
the 19th century, and later during the first period of independence between 
the two world wars, Latvian women seldom belonged to the privileged 
classes, and hence, had little tradition of having the “weaker sex” as a role 
model. This has contributed to a tradition of strong and hard-working wom-
en (Sebre 2005, p. 75). The nationalism of the 19th century, which peaked 
during Latvia’s first independence in 1918 - 1940, created a type of woman 
who was both traditional and capable of carrying out countless tasks in the 
new national state. This was very much in opposition to this period’s cir-
cumscribed form of female physical and spiritual weakness, taught by the 
medical, church and educational system. Goloubeva & Hanovs argue that 
this position as a minor, but not less active and strong companion to the male 
representative of a nation became integrated in the gender culture of the So-
viet Union during the time the Baltic States were occupied (Goloubeva & 
Hanovs 2002, p. 8). As a result of this tradition, combined with the current 
presence of highly educated women, we have hard-working, independent-
minded and competent women that look for alternative ways of solving 
problems and helping the needy in society although otherwise excluded from 
official political life.  

4.1.2 Fields of Interest86  

Azerbaijani women have a traditional interest in and responsibility for social 
problems such as disabilities, health and children’s issues. These are all areas 
that NGOs address and in so doing contribute to the likelihood of women 
being active in these fields (Kuehnast & Nechemias 2004, p. 11). Also in 
Latvia, women have for centuries by tradition been responsible for child-
rearing, social and health issues, as well as the educational concerns of the 

                              
86 When we study the different fields of interest and positions in the organization throughout 
this study, we compare how the respondent’s characteristics at the time he/she became active 
within a non-communist organization for the first time differ from his/her current field of 
interest and position in the organization he/she works in. This means that some of the respon-
dents will have changed their field and organization from the time they started the first time, 
and hence, it is possible that a limited bias may occur regarding the connection between a 
characteristic at that time and a field of interest or a position of an organization in 2004.  
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children (Sebre 2005, p. 75; Goloubeva & Hanovs 2002, pp. 6-7). This did 
not change during Soviet times, despite the fact that Soviet ideology changed 
continuously regarding the role of women in society throughout the 20th 
century, where their traditional roles as reproducers were confronted with the 
ideas of equality of the sexes and women as producers, depending on wheth-
er the state needed labor or an improved demography. At the same time, no 
matter what ideology of the day was being broadcast, it  

Table 2. Gender: Distribution among different fields of  interest. (%) 
(Multiple-choice question) 

Fields of interest Activists - Women Activists - Men 
Health care: 85 (23)         15 (4) 
Women: 83 (39)         17 (8)  
Environment: 71 (39)         29 (16) 
Education: 67 (150)       33 (74) 
Youth: 66 (92)         34 (47) 
Charity: 64 (142)       36 (81) 
Recreation: 59 (108)       41 (75)  
Politics: 57 (23)         43 (17)  
Union work: 53 (45)         47 (40)  
Democracy/HR: 49 (40)          51 (41)           
Ethnicity: 38 (18)          62 (29)            
Religion: 35 (11)          65 (20)            
Mean:  60 40 

Note: The questions were: “Sex of respondent?” vs. “Within what field is the organization/group active?” 
N=481. 

 

has always been the responsibility of women to care for the family. 
Every day life brought with it a reality demanding women to carry a 
double burden of work, both outside the home in society and within 
the home (Sebre 2005, p. 73).  
 
When we break down the sample of core activists in my study into more 
fine-tuned fields of interest, we find only smaller variations regarding the 
proportion of men and women distributed among the groups. The largest 
proportion of both women and men are found within four fields of interest. 
These are the fields of a) charity work, b) youth issues/activities, c) recrea-
tional activities and d) educational activities. However, when we look at the 
proportion of women and men within each area of activity we find that 
women are in the majority in 9 out of 12 fields of interest. These data sup-
port Kuehnast & Nechemias’ argument that women are prone to be active in 
civil society within fields of interest that they dominate both in history and 
tradition. Hence, in Latvia we find that women dominate areas such as health 
care, charity work, youth issues/activities, recreational activities and educa-
tion. However, the argument is opposed by the fact that no matter what field 
of interest the core activists are engaged in, approximately the same propor-
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tion of men and women say that their organization deals with policy change, 
charity work and recreational activities “very much/completely”. We also 
have a situation where more women than men are dealing with “politics in 
general” within civil society, and about the same number work in organiza-
tions focusing on issues of democracy and human rights. These data do not 
support Verba et.al. (1995), saying that men dominate in all organizations 
working with politics. Neither does it support the hypothesis that men are 
more likely than women to become core activists within organizations 
working with mainly political issues, while women are more likely than 
men to become core activists within organizations working with non-
political issues.  
         
The situation in Latvia is most likely a result of the current situation where 
highly educated and working women are facing difficulties entering national 
political life, and subsequently do their best to address the issues of impor-
tance to them through civil society organizations. Further, the high level of 
women working outside the home, most likely explains the very little differ-
ence in activity among the sexes in labor unions and professional unions. 
However, women are not surprisingly strongly over-represented in organiza-
tions working with “women’s issues,” though it is interesting to note that 17 
% of the core activists working with women’s issues are men. In a country 
like Latvia, where traditional gender roles prevail, this is a high number. 
However, according to Ostrovska (2002), women’s NGOs have as their pri-
mary concern to soften the consequences of the existing income polarization 
of the gender dimension, for example through charity work and aid to the 
socially handicapped, and not to work with actual changes in the traditional 
gender roles (Ostrovska 2002, pp. 66-67). This would mean that the male 
gender role would seldom feel threatened by the work of organizations fo-
cusing on “women’s issues”, hence, making it easier to understand the pres-
ence of men within these contexts. The only two fields clearly dominated by 
men are religious activities, with a figure of 65 percent, and organizations 
working with issues of national identity and ethnicity, with a figure of 62 
percent.  

4.1.3 Position in Organization 
Another interesting aspect to study is whether women and men in a tradi-
tionally structured society such as Latvia take on different kinds of responsi-
bilities when they join organizations, with men more likely than women to 
be found in positions of leadership of different kinds.  
 
In my study we find a higher number of women than men all in different 
positions in the organizations surveyed due to the larger number of women 
among the respondents. The largest domination of women in real numbers is 
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found among the core activists who are staff core activists and among the 
non-leading positions, where they make up 75 and 73 percent respectively.  
The lowest number of women is found among the groups: “founders”, 
“chairpersons” and “other leading position.”   
 
Let us measure the distribution of women and men within the different posi-
tions. What we find is that even though men make up a smaller group of core 
activists in total, they are still over-represented by 10 percentage points, 
compared to the mean, among founders and chairpersons. Men are also 
slightly over-represented among other leading positions, while women are 
over-represented among the non-leading positions and the core activists who 
are regular employees, project leaders or office managers. This indicates that 
men are more likely than women to take on positions of leadership and  

Table 3. Gender:  Position in organization. (%) 

Position in organization Activists - Women Activists - Men 
Staff core activist87: 75 (52)    25 (17) 
Non-leading position88: 73 (85)    27 (32) 
Other leading position89: 60 (70)    40 (47) 
Chairperson: 52 (65)    48 (61) 
Founder: 52 (38)    48 (35) 
Mean: 62 38  

Note: The questions were: “Sex of respondent?” vs. “What is the position of the interviewee within the 
organization/group?” N=502 

 
entrepreneurial roles once they become involved in civil society, while 
women are more likely to use their activity to supplement their household 
income or work in non-leading positions. This result supports the traditional 
Western theory that men are more likely than women to have positions at the 
higher end of an organization's hierarchy, with the comment; if they become 
core activists in civil society organizations. One could argue that a general 
role differentiation between men and women influences the decision as to 
what role they will play in the said organization - the man leads and the 
woman follows. However, the results are not clear-cut in any way, and there 
are women who are chairpersons or founders of the organizations as well. 
These results also tell us that while women may not have the most presti-
gious positions, they may still have a great deal of influence over the agenda, 
the decision-making process, and the day-to-day work in the office of the 
organization, as head of the office, a project leader or employee. This re-
minds me of a comment I have heard from many women in Latvia, and in 
                              
87 Includes the respondents who said that they were either an employee, a project leader or the 
head of the office. 
88 Includes the respondents who said that they were either a paying member or a volunteer of 
the organization. 
89 Includes the respondents who said that they were either the vice chairperson, the secretary 
or a board member. 
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other former Soviet Republics: “The man may be the head, but I am the neck 
who maneuvers it.”   

4.2 Citizenship 
In this section the role of citizenship when explaining civil society core ac-
tivism will be discussed. One hypothesis is explored: Individuals that are 
citizens of the country they reside in are more likely to become core activists 
in civil society than those who are not citizens. 

4.2.1 Activists in General 
Verba et.al. (1978) argue that the citizenship of a person influences his/her 
level of civil society activism as a result of what political and cultural system 
he/she resides in, as well as what socioeconomic circumstances he/she lives 
under (Verba et.al. 1978, pp. 157, 267) one of the main reasons being that 
recent immigrants are often limited in their possibility to gain citizenship and 
their right to vote, as well as their right to be founders and/or members of 
civil society organizations (Verba et.al. 1978, p. 157, 267). What is the situa-
tion like in Latvia? 
  
When Latvia re-gained its independence from the Soviet Union, the popula-
tion consisted of only 52 percent ethnic Latvians and as many as 48 percent 
of the inhabitants belonged to other ethnic groups (Latvian Statistical Bureau 
2007). Among them we find ethnic Russians, Ukrainians, Byelorussians, 
Jews, Moldovans, and many other nationalities, mainly from the territory of 
former Soviet Union (Karklins 1994, p. 123; Lindén 1999, p. 3). As a result 
of legislation restoring the citizenry based on inhabitants who were citizens 
of pre-1940 Latvia and their descendants, 75 percent of the population, that 
is 365,000 “non-Latvians” and 1,355,000 ethnic Latvians, received automat-
ic citizenship in independent Latvia. Left behind was a group of 700,000 
“Russian speakers”, who had moved to Latvia from different parts of the 
Soviet Union during the period 1940-1991, in order to work and study, or as 
conscripts of the Soviet army and as retirees (Danjoux 2002, p. 229). These 
Soviet migrants were offered Latvian citizenship through a nationalization 
process with different requirements that had to be fulfilled 90 (Lindén 1999, p. 
19). As a result of the generally low level of knowledge about the Latvian 
language and history among the Russian speakers, the rules regulating the 
process of obtaining citizenship de facto excluded many of the country’s 

                              
90 An exception from these requirements is made for all children of Russian speakers born in 
Latvia after the re-gained independence of August 1991, who have the right to become Lat-
vian citizens without having to go through any nationalization process. However, citizenship 
is not acquired automatically, but one must apply for it (Lindén 1999, p. 19). 
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Soviet migrants from citizenship precisely by requiring Latvian language 
skills, knowledge of Latvian history and legislation, as a well as demanding 
an oath of loyalty towards the Latvian state and nation (Zepa 1997-98, pp. 
29-30). These demands were based on the argument that since the Soviet 
Union illegally annexed Latvia in 1940, people who migrated to the Latvian 
Soviet Republic came to reside there illegally, and hence, did not have au-
tomatic rights to become citizens of the Latvian state (Karklins 1994, p. 
120). The new Latvian elite also argued that the Latvian culture, language, 
and population needed to be protected from Russian influence after 50 years 
of oppression during the Soviet occupation and a deliberate demographic 
“minoritization” process carried out towards the ethnic Latvian population 
by the Soviet authorities. This policy included, among other things, the mass 
influx of Russian speakers to Latvia in order to turn ethnic Latvians into a 
minority in their own republic, the elevation of Russian/Soviet culture, as 
well as the elevation of Russian as the main language in the country (Kar-
klins 1994, pp. 123-135, 151-158). As a result of this Russifica-
tion/Sovietization process ethnic Latvians only made up 52 percent of the 
population at the time of the 1989 Soviet census, and the Russian language 
had penetrated every part of Latvian society except the domestic environ-
ment.  

 
In 2004, when this study was carried out, Latvian citizenship policy had 
resulted in a situation where the population in the country was (and is) di-
vided into three groups: Latvian citizens, permanent residents91, and citizens 
of other countries, with Latvian citizens being the only group with full 
access to the political arena (United Nations 2007). The 75 percent who re-
ceived Latvian citizenship in 1991 were now 78 percent, another 21 percent 
of the Latvian population held the status of “permanent residents”, and 
slightly more than 1 percent had become citizens of other countries, mainly 
Russia92 (Supule 2005, p. 8). The proportion of the population who were 
ethnic Latvians had increased from 51 to 59 percent by 2007. This increase 
is mainly connected with non-ethnic Latvians leaving Latvia to move to 
former Soviet republics during the 1990s, for example when the members of 
the Soviet army left the country together with their families (Supule 2005, p. 
7; Latvian Statistical Bureau 2007). It is also reasonable to believe that the 
new citizenship policy and language law also contributed to the emigration 
rate.  

  

                              
91 A permanent resident is an inhabitant of Latvia who resides legally in the country as a 
permanent resident and holds a job permit, but who has not applied for, or applied for but not 
yet been granted, Latvian citizenship or the citizenship of any other country. 
92 Approximately 1.3 percent of the population are citizens of a country other than Latvia. 
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Permanent residents and foreign citizens in Latvia are excluded from the 
political scene, both as voters and as candidates for public offices. They 
may, however, be members of a party, though the official requirement is that 
a party must have at least 200 members with Latvian citizens in order to be 
legal. If there are more than 400 members, at least half of them must be Lat-
vian citizens (Ministry of Justice 2007). As for the more informal arena of 
civil society both permanent residents and residents with another country’s 
citizenship, for example those who originate from former Soviet Republics, 
have the right to start and register a non-governmental organization, as well 
as being a member of one, without any limitations demanding co-signing 
with Latvian citizens. However, the only language which is officially al-
lowed to be used in any contact with the Latvian authorities - spoken or writ-
ten - is Latvian, which could make it very difficult for people without Lat-
vian language skills to register an organization if they do not get translation 
help from someone. Artur Cukurs, acting head at the public relations divi-
sion of the Ministry of Justice in Latvia, says that the law means that an au-
thority can theoretically refuse a person help who doesn't speak Latvian, but 
that he has never heard of such praxis. He claims that authorities usually 
speak Russian or at least understand it and always try to help people regard-
less of their nationality. However, he adds, “of course documents are ac-
cepted only in Latvian.” He means that this law protects the Latvian authori-
ties from having to know Russian the way they had to in the Soviet times, 
but that it does not harm Russians as most of the officials understand and/or 
speak Russian. He does agree, however, that this may differ depending on 
the place and the situation, as well as depending on what people or depart-
ments are involved (Cukurs 2007).  

 
The situation in Latvia supports the argument of Verba et.al. (1995), saying 
that recent immigrants are often limited in their possibility to gain citizen-
ship and the right to vote in the country of which they are permanent resi-
dents, as well as the right to be founders and/or members of civil society 
organizations. In Latvia permanent residents and citizens of other countries 
are almost totally excluded from official political life, with the exception that 
they may be members of a political party of which at least 50 percent are 
Latvian citizens. They are allowed access to the sphere of civil society, but 
are limited in their abilities to found their own organization by legislation 
demanding the use of Latvian language in their contact with the authorities 
and when filling in the documents needed to register their organization. 
Hence, these data support the theory of Verba et.al (1995) and tell us that we 
should find a larger number of core activists who are Latvian citizens than 
who are permanent residents or citizens of another country among the sur-
veyed respondents. This assumption turns out to be fully correct, as the re-
sults of my study show that Latvian organizations are dominated by Latvian 
citizens, making up 93 percent of the respondents. This is a clear over-
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representation compared with the population at large, where Latvian citizens 
made up 78 percent in 2004 at the time when the surveys for this study were 
carried out. Inhabitants with citizenship other than Latvian citizenship are 
fairly well represented in comparison with their percentage of the popula-
tion. Permanent residents on the other hand, or non-citizens as they are 
called by the Latvian statistical bureau, are clearly under-represented as a  
 
Table 4. Core activist’s citizenship status. (%) 

Citizenship status Activists 
Latvian citizen: 93 (467)    
Permanent resident: 5 (25)         
Other citizen: 2 (8)            

Total: 100 (500) 
Note: The question was: “What citizenship status do you have?” N=500. 

        
group, and only make up 5 percent of the core activists, at the same time as 
they make up 21 percent of the population at large. This means that perma-
nent residents do not take the chance to make their voice heard by engaging 
in non-governmental organizations.  
 
These findings are supported by two articles recently published in the Jour-
nal of Baltic Studies. The first is written by Karklins and Zepa (2001), who 
introduce survey data showing that Latvian citizens are more active than 
non-Latvian citizens in Latvian civil society organizations. For example, 
data from 1998 showed that 25 percent of the citizens and 10 percent of the 
non-citizens belonged to some kind of non-governmental organization93 
(Karklins & Zepa 2001, p. 338). Aasland (2002) further introduces data from 
the 1999 Norbalt Living Conditions Survey showing that 17 percent of the 
non-citizens are members of some kind of civil society organization. An 
interesting point made is that trade union membership is equally common 
among citizens and non-citizens, at the same time as citizens dominate most 
other organizations (Aasland 2002, p. 67). However, this was not the case in 
my study, which means that this question would be worthy of further study 
at a later time. 
       
The assumption that citizenship of the country one resides in plays an impor-
tant role in order to be active in civil society is hence also supported in a 
post-Soviet context. The core of civil society activists are ethnic Latvians, 
and it seems as though it is first and foremost the lack of citizenship of mi-
grants from the Soviet period and the legislated barrier against political ac-
tivity which minimizes their participation within the political arena. This 
study, however, has no way of knowing why people without Latvian citizen-
ship do not become very involved  in civil society and try to gain some kind 

                              
93 These data also include different kinds of recreational organizations. 
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of influence over the policy-making process. It is only possible to speculate 
why.  
 
One reason could be the necessity to know Latvian in order to register an 
organization, which could possibly act as a barrier against founding civil 
society organizations. This could be one of the explanations for why we find 
so few permanent residents or citizens of other countries among the core 
activists who are much less likely to know Latvian than Latvian citizens 
(Zepa 1997-98, pp. 29-30). Based on the core activists’ reported mother ton-
gue, at least 16 percent of the core activist Latvian citizens are non-ethnic 
Latvians, which further strengthens the argument that citizenship of the 
country one resides in is important for engaging in civil society core activ-
ism, as knowledge of the Latvian language is required to become a citizen of 
Latvia. 
       
The lack of non-citizens participating in civil society activism might also be 
the result of feelings of anger and frustration, which could be a response to 
the language of the new elite in which history is described in terms of occu-
pation, oppression and minoritization, followed by the introduction of limit-
ing legislation for non-Latvian citizens. A policy which is just the opposite 
of the official view taught by the school and media in the Soviet Union, say-
ing that Latvia willingly joined the Union after being liberated from the 
Germans by the Soviet Army (Lindén 1994, p. 3; Westerholm 1997, p. 23; 
Karklins 1994, pp. 123-135, 151-158). The divided school system in present-
day Latvia, with Latvian and Russian language schools, does not contribute 
to a common view of history among the different national groups in Latvia 
and helps preserve the animosity between the groups.     
       
Among Russian speakers in Narva, Estonia, anger and frustration is very 
much a part of every-day life. The population lives under great socioeco-
nomic hardship, where many feel alienated from the new Estonian state and 
experience high levels of frustration and confusion towards the societal 
changes taking place around them.  The country they grew up in, that is the 
USSR, no longer exists, and the new state does not willingly accept them. As 
a result of their differing view of Estonian history, many inhabitants do not 
understand how they should adapt to the new situation, or simply do not 
want to (Lindén 2000, p. 33). These feelings seem to be shared by non-
citizens and permanent residents of Latvia, many of whom live under similar 
circumstances. For example, about one third of the non-citizens felt that the 
demand of having to go through a naturalization process in order to become 
a Latvian citizen seemed humiliating (Zepa 1997-98, pp. 29-30). 
       
Another aspect may be that of alienation. An evaluation of the background 
and characteristics of Russian speakers learning the Estonian language in 
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Narva, Estonia, supports this line of reasoning. The assumption for that 
study was that those who studied Estonian were permanent residents who 
wanted to attain Estonian citizenship and thus needed to learn the Estonian 
language in order to pass the language test during the naturalization process. 
Instead, the findings revealed that 59 percent of those who studied Estonian 
already had Estonian citizenship, and that 51 percent studied Estonian in 
order to increase their status and opportunities in the labor market. Another 
24 percent wanted to create a better life for their children, and 33 percent 
believed that inhabitants of Estonia needed to know Estonian. Only 25 per-
cent learned the language with the goal of achieving Estonian citizenship. As 
many as 70 percent declared that they needed the Estonian language in order 
to understand Estonian media, and another 37-44 percent needed it in their 
contact with the authorities and when traveling to Estonian-speaking parts of 
the country (Lindén 2000, pp. 34-35). These results indicate that it is more 
likely to take active steps to learn the language if one is already a part of 
Estonian society through one’s citizenship, that is, those who are less alie-
nated are more active. This may very well be the case also in Latvia. With-
out Latvian citizenship a permanent resident is very likely to have expe-
rienced the exclusion of non-citizens from the official political process, li-
mited possibilities of being employed by state institutions and some parts of 
the private sector, the limitations for owning land, as well as the demands to 
learn the Latvian language (Lindén 1999, pp. 20-26). This line of reasoning 
is supported by a study among non-citizens in 1997-98, revealing that about 
20 percent of the non-citizens in Latvia feel that they do not belong to Latvia 
(Zepa 1997-98, pp. 29-30). If they also share the Estonian Russian speakers’ 
differing view of history, they most likely have not learned the Latvian lan-
guage very well, and hence, the lack of activity would be connected to a 
feeling of alienation and disappointment and/or disloyalty towards the inde-
pendent Latvian state.  
     
About 51 percent of the non-citizens in the 1997-98 survey did not believe 
that they had enough Latvian skills to pass the required test for obtaining 
Latvian citizenship, further supporting the argument that a large group of the 
Russian speakers do not understand Latvian at all or just a little. Another 16 
percent of the non-citizens in Latvia are either citizens of another country, 
wishing to obtain citizenship of another country or having a family that op-
poses the idea of applying for Latvian citizenship. These reasons support the 
argument that disloyalty to Latvia might be connected to the reason for not 
engaging in civil society. As many as ¼ of the respondents added that they 
did not find it important to take part in the political life of Latvia, which may 
indicate that they also do not feel a need to engage in civil society (Zepa 
1997-98, pp. 29-30). 
  
However, some of the permanent residents do engage in civil society. They 
might be those who consider Latvia to be their home, even if they have not 
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gained Latvian citizenship, and who instead of turning their back on society 
try to influence the policy-making process in any way possible. This line of 
reasoning is partly supported by my data where 46 percent of the permanent 
residents active in civil society engage in organizations working with differ-
ent kinds of policy change, as well as education94. Another 31 percent work 
with youth and recreation, and 19 percent with charity, thus trying to relieve 
problems of different kinds without policy change in mind. Inhabitants of 
Latvia who are citizens of other countries are not involved in policy change 
efforts at all on an organizational basis, except for the area of nationality and 
ethnic issues.  

4.2.2 Fields of Interest and Position in Organization 

Latvian citizens are not surprisingly dominant in all fields of interest, rang-
ing from 100 percent in organizations working with environmental protec-
tion to 84 percent among those engaging in religious work. Latvian citizens 
also dominate all the different positions surveyed. However, the positions 
where we find somewhat larger groups of non-citizens, that is, 9-16 percent, 
are all at the higher end of the hierarchy. They are either founders of the 
organization, chairpersons, secretaries or the head of the office. The largest 
proportion of non-Latvian citizens is found among the people who work as 
heads of offices, which is interesting, since we do not find a single non-
Latvian citizen among the employees and project leaders. However, we are 
only talking about 5 individuals, and hence, it is difficult to draw any real 
conclusions from these data. In general we may speculate that when so few 
non-Latvian citizens are active in civil society, when someone for some rea-
son does take action, this is probably a person filled with extreme enthu-
siasm, someone who is a real firebrand for the issues at hand, and hence, 
more likely to be found in the top of the hierarchy of the organization he/she 
works for. 

4.3 Place of Residence 
In this section the role of the place of residence when explaining civil society 
core activism will be discussed. Two hypotheses are explored: First, indi-
viduals who live in areas with high access to different organizations, authori-
ties and institutions, etc., are more likely to become core activists within 
civil society organizations than individuals who do not. Second, individuals, 
who engage in organizations working with charity work, as well as 

                              
94 Education may be seen as a complement to policy change, as it may influence people to 
develop as human beings and become empowered to work for change of different kinds, 
personally or in society at large. 
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recreation, education, and religion, are just as likely to be found outside the 
capital in cities, towns and rural areas as in the capital.  

4.3.1 Activists in General  
My survey data show that a majority of the core activists in Latvia are found 
in the capital Riga and that it is important to take into account a person’s 
place of residence when discussing the reasons for becoming an activist in 
civil society. Among the core activist respondents of this study 72 percent 
live in the capital Riga, and are thus clearly over-represented by 39 percent 
points compared with the population at large. Outside the capital, in cities 
and towns, core activists are under-represented by 8 and 9 percentage points 
respectively, compared to the distribution of the population at large. Howev-
er, the largest difference is found in the rural areas, where 29 percent of the 
population lives, but only six percent of the core activists are found. The fact 
that there is a higher level of core activity in the towns, compared with the  

Table 5. Core activist’s place of  residence95. (%) 

Size of town Activists 
Capital (Riga): 72 (363)      
Town: 15 (77)         
City: 7 (34)           
Rural area: 6 (28) 
Total: 100 (502) 

 Note: The question was: “Place of residence?” N=502. 

   
cities which are larger in size, and thus should have more administrative 
institutions, organizations, as well as a local college, somewhat weakens the 
explanatory value of the theories. However, all in all these findings support 
the assumption that individuals who live in areas with high access to differ-
ent organizations, authorities and institutions, as well as establishments of 
higher education, other supportive groups and foreign funding, are more 
likely to become core activists within civil society organizations, than indi-
viduals who do not (Downton and Wehr 1998; Verba et.al. 1978 & Verba 
et.al. 1995). Another interesting aspect is that the number of female activists, 
depending on the size of the town or village, is one to nine percentage points 
higher outside of the capital, compared with the number of male core activ-
ists. The further away from the capital, the more female-dominated are the 
non-governmental organizations. Among the female core activists 68 percent 
are found in Riga, but the proportion of females among the total number of 
Riga activists is 11 percentage points lower than the proportion of men. 

                              
95 Capital equals Riga with about 720,000 inhabitants, a City has over 50,000 inhabitants, a 
Town 2,000 – 50,000, and Villages/Rural areas have 1-2,000. 



 107

4.3.2 Fields of Interest  
When we break down the data into different fields of interest, we find that 
the core activists in the capital dominate each field in real numbers without 
exception. If we study the proportion of organizations in different fields re-
lated to “place of residence”, we find that the fields of charity, recreation, 
education, youth, environment, and women’s issues are important areas for 
activity both in the capital and outside. Even though most of the fields show 
a higher proportion in the capital, there are some exceptions. For example, 
compared with the capital a somewhat larger proportion of charity organiza-
tions are active in cities and towns, and environmental organizations in 
towns and rural areas. A much larger proportion of organizations working 
with recreational activities and women’s issues are also present in towns and 
rural areas, compared with the capital. This means that my data do not sup-
port the hypothesis that individuals who engage in organizations working 
with charity, as well as recreation, education, and religion, are just as likely 
to be found in the capital in real numbers, as outside the capital in cities, 
towns and rural areas. It is much more likely that one will engage as a core 
activist in charity work or recreational activities, if one has higher accessibil-
ity to authorities, organizations, etc. Living in the capital is strongly linked 
with civil society core activism, compared with living in cities, towns, vil-
lages and rural areas. However, if we focus on the proportions of different 
fields of interest within the measured units “capital”, “cities”, “towns” and 
“rural areas”, it should be noted that organizations working with charity, 
environment, recreation and women’s issues are over-represented among the 
organizations outside the capital, compared with the capital, and even though 
not over-represented, education and youth are important fields as well. It 
should also be noted that the proportion of organizations working with reli-
gion, politics in general, labor issues and democracy and human rights are 
over-represented among the organizations working in the capital.  

4.4 Age  
In this section the role of age when explaining civil society core activism 
will be discussed. One hypothesis is explored: Individuals who are young 
(below the age of 31) are more likely to become core activists within civil 
society organizations than individuals who are not.  

4.4.1 Activists in General 
There is a difference in opinion in the literature as to the most suitable age 
for responding to a recruitment attempt. Some say that early adulthood is a 
suitable age when individuals are relatively free from other responsibilities 
and constraints and are therefore said to be biographically more available 
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and able to sustain the costs and risks the activity may involve. Others argue 
that commitments such as having a family and a full-time job do not matter, 
pointing to the middle-aged group as the most active. There is also a differ-
ence in opinion about whether it is individuals integrated in society or those 
lacking integration who are most prone to join organizations (Della Porta & 
Diani 1999, pp. 112-115; Snow et.al. 1980, pp. 792-794; Downton & Wehr 
1998, pp. 535-538; Verba et.al.1 995, pp. 293-294; Norris 2002, p. 202). 
However, Verba et.al. (1995) conclude that compared to other characteris-
tics, age is not a very important variable at all. The result of my study further 
shows that only 38 percent of the core activists are found in the age group of 
0 - 30, which is not enough to support the argument that young people with 
no serious commitments would be more available for core activism than 
other age groups (Della Porta & Diani 1999, p. 115; Downton & Wehr 
1998). When dividing the respondents into age groups of ten years each, we 
find that at the time when the core activists became active in a non-
communist civil society organization for the first time, the age groups rang-
ing from 15 to 44 were over-represented by 26 percentage points, compared 
with the population in general (Latvian Statistical Bureau 2007). Hence, it 
was the older youth, young adults and adults in their early middle age who 
were most eager to take part in the changes of society at that time. The rather 
broad age group among the core activists makes sense when we consider that 
the beginning of the “Singing Revolution” in Latvia, and in the other two 
Baltic States, came about as a result of new opportunity structures intro-
duced by the Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev in the mid-1980s. Thanks 
to Perestroika (restructuring of the economy) and Glasnost (openness), the 
local political and cultural elite  

Table 6. Core activist’s age. (%) 

Age Activists - at that time Activists - 2004 
0-14: 4 (21)            0 (0) 
15-24: 21 (105)        12 (58)       
25-34: 22 (109)        16 (82)       
35-44: 26 (130        20 (101)    
45-54: 15 (73)          24 (120)   
55-64: 10 (50)            16 (81)     
65-74: 2 (12)              9 (46)        
75-79: 0 (0)                3 (14)       
Total: 100 (502) 100 (502) 

Note: The question was: “How old were you at this time?” N=502. 

 
were able to engage in national awakening and support the indigenous cul-
ture to be publicly formulated and discussed, as well as allowing the political 
and cultural resources necessary for the mobilization of activists among the 
inhabitants of Latvia (Ruutsoo 2002, pp. 175-177). Hence, a broad spectrum 
of people engaged in the struggle for autonomy, and later independence, 
from the Soviet Union, a goal people of all ages could gather around. About 
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15 years later the core activists have aged with their activism and the age 
groups found in the range of 45 to 79 are now larger than the same age 
groups were at the time when they became core activists for the first time.  

4.5 Conclusion  
In this chapter the role of gender, citizenship, geography and age when ex-
plaining civil society core activism was explored and analyzed. The most 
important finding of this chapter is that women make up a majority of the 
core activists. This means that even though men dominate the official politi-
cal field in Latvia they do not dominate civil society in the country as well. 
This situation is shared by other former Soviet Republics, but sets Latvia 
apart from Western contexts. What is interesting is also that no matter what 
field of interest, about the same proportion of men and women say that their 
organization deals with policy change, charity work and recreational activi-
ties “very much/completely”. However, when men do engage in civil society 
organizations they are more likely to have positions in the organization's 
hierarchy at the higher end, compared with women. Women, on the other 
hand, are more likely to be employed by the organization they work for, 
which may very well provide them with a great deal of influence over setting 
the agenda, the decision-making process, and the day-to-day work in the 
office of the organization. We also find that the further away from the capi-
tal, the larger the majority of women is in civil society organizations, while 
men are somewhat over-represented among core activists in the capital Riga. 
        
Suggested explanations for the female domination in Latvian civil society 
are as follows: First, women’s exclusion from national level political life, 
where civil society core activism is used as an alternative path to influence 
policy and help the needy. Second, youth issues, social and health issues, as 
well as educational matters, have been the responsibility of Latvian women 
for centuries, and are all areas that many non-governmental organizations 
address. Third, Latvian women’s tradition of hard work and great domestic 
responsibilities, combined with today’s presence of high levels of education 
and work experience outside the home, leaves us with a large number of 
independent-minded and competent women who look for alternative ways to 
solve problems and help the needy in society when excluded from official 
political life. Finally, unique for the Soviet Union compared with the West is 
that even though women had very limited access to the top elite positions in 
Soviet society, a larger proportion of “Soviet” and Latvian women occupied 
various prestigious professions and positions in society than women in 
Western contexts. Latvian women also benefited from leadership experience 
at different levels within the communist children’s and youth organizations 
and the trade unions - experiences and contacts that seem to have provided 
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them with the competences and networks needed for civil society core activ-
ism.  
 
Another situation setting Latvia apart from many post-communist and West-
ern countries, with the exception of Estonia, is the large proportion of non-
ethnic Latvians residing permanently in the country, as a result of the delibe-
rate demographic “minoritization” process carried out towards the ethnic 
Latvian population by the Soviet authorities. When Latvia re-gained inde-
pendence in 1991 only 52 percent of the population was made up of ethnic 
Latvians. Due to the design of the laws governing who could become a Lat-
vian citizen, a situation has been created where as many as 21 percent hold 
the status of “permanent residents” and are de facto stateless. However, even 
though being a permanent resident brings with it an almost total exclusion 
from official political life, all inhabitants, regardless of their citizenship sta-
tus, have the legal rights and opportunities to engage in civil society and one 
may think that this would be the sphere where the Russian speakers would 
focus their energy and try to influence the country’s policy-making. Instead 
we find that an overwhelming majority of the civil society core activists are 
Latvian citizens, with permanent residents playing a passive role in society. 
One reason for this lack of activity could be the necessity to know Latvian in 
order to register an organization, which could possibly act as a barrier to-
wards founding civil society organizations, as many Russian speakers have 
not learned the Latvian language very well. Their passive behavior may also 
be connected to feelings of alienation and/or disloyalty towards the indepen-
dent Latvian state. It is also very likely that many inhabitants with no Lat-
vian citizenship feel angry, disappointed and frustrated as a result of their 
exclusion from the official political process, their limited possibilities for 
employment in state institutions, some parts of the private sector and from 
owning land, as well as demands to learn the Latvian language. 
 
However, some of the permanent residents do engage in civil society, and 
when they do, they are more likely to be found in the top of the hierarchy of 
the organization they work for, being either the founder of the organization, 
the chairperson or secretary. It is also interesting to note that the largest pro-
portion of non-Latvian citizens is found among the people who work as the 
head of an organization’s office.   
    
Similar to the situation in Western countries, the role of geography also mat-
ters for civil society core activism. In the Latvian capital Riga we find 33 
percent of the population, but as many as 72 percent of the country’s civil 
society core activists. These data support the hypothesis that individuals who 
live in areas with high access to different organizations, authorities and insti-
tutions, etc. are much more likely to become core activists within civil socie-
ty organizations, no matter what field of interest, than individuals who are 
not. However, the proportion of organizations outside the capital working 
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with issues such as charity, environment, recreation and women, are over-
represented when compared with the capital. 
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5. Socioeconomic Factors: Status and 
Resources 

In chapter 5 the discussion about the different hypotheses tested in this study 
continues by exploring the importance of socioeconomic factors when ex-
plaining civil society core activism. To begin with, the role of having a post 
high school education will be explored and analyzed. Second, there will be a 
discussion about the possible importance of household income. In Western 
theoretical discussion a high-level education and a high income are consi-
dered very important for a person to become available for core activism in 
civil society organizations. A university degree is said to help the individual 
develop the values and civic skills necessary for becoming a civil society 
activist. These may be values such as the moral obligation to act, and the 
belief that one has the abilities to understand and influence politics, as well 
as the ability to organize action of various kinds. They may also be practical 
skills, such as the ability to speak in public, to write in an official language, 
as well as the knowledge of how to cope in an organizational setting. In ad-
dition a high income is considered as an indicator of likelihood for activism, 
since money pays for an education in many countries. Money also indicates 
that one has a high-status job with opportunities to develop one’s skills and 
values further, as well as building networks useful for core activism. Maybe 
education and income played different roles in enhancing the likelihood of 
non-communist core activism in Soviet Latvia, since education was free and 
a large part of the former elite today is highly educated, but not necessarily 
well paid.  

 
Each characteristic will be analyzed in the following way: First, the results 
of the core activists will be compared and discussed with the results of the 
non-activists. Second, core activists engaging in different fields of interest 
will be compared with each other, and a discussion of potential differences 
between the groups will follow. Third, the possible importance of position in 
the organization will be explored.   

5.1 Level of Education 
In this section the role of education when explaining civil society core activ-
ism will be discussed. One hypothesis is explored: Individuals who have a 
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post high school education are more likely to become core activists within 
civil society organizations than individuals who do not. 

5.1.1 Activists in General 
During the Soviet period only state universities and colleges were allowed, 
and the higher education curricula were prepared and approved centrally by 
Moscow authorities, along with mandated teaching methods. The reproduc-
tion of the labor force was the main criterion for consideration when plan-
ning educational development, and based on the planned number of jobs 
within a specialty an equivalent number of places at the corresponding 
course and university were offered. Fields of studies the central authority in 
Moscow deemed unnecessary for the country’s students were excluded from 
the syllabus and other subjects, such as law, economics and philosophy, 
were taught strictly from a Marxist point of view, without the opportunity to 
analyze or discuss the subjects in the light of other perspectives. Higher edu-
cation was free of charge, but in return most graduates had to work wherever 
the state assigned them for a number of years (Lavendelis, 1995, p. 21; 
UNDP 1996, p. 64; Zakis 1995, pp. 18-19). 
 
Teaching pedagogy was designed according to old traditional methods of 
teaching, where the students were supposed “to absorb large quantities of 
information by rote without thinking or questioning” (Sutherland 1999, p. 4). 
The goal was not to teach the students how to search for knowledge or how 
to analyze it independently, but to feed them with as much information as 
possible and prepare specialists for the Soviet Union (Zakis 1995, p. 18; 
Sutherland 1999, p. 4). Over the years, beginning in the 1970s, different 
reforms were suggested by the authorities to steer the teaching methods 
away from the rote method of teaching and encourage the students to think 
more independently (Sutherland 1999, pp. 18-19). However, even after sev-
eral reform programs within the Soviet Union and legislative changes made 
after the re-gaining of independence in Latvia, the 1999 Latvian Human 
Development report still cried out for a need for change in the principles of 
learning and teaching in Latvia, away from memorization to searching for 
and structuring information and concepts (UNPD 1999, p. 86). In 2004/2005 
the institutions of higher education were still rather slow to reorient toward 
new public and individual goals, such as the acquisition of conceptual know-
ledge and its practical implementation, and learning as an ongoing process, 
etc (UNDP 2004/2005, p. 66).  
 
The number of graduates from institutions of higher learning in Latvia in-
creased constantly from 1966 until the middle of the 1980s, when, in 1985, 
they made up almost 2 percent of the population. In connection with Latvia’s 
re-gained independence in 1991 the role of education in Latvia grew signifi-
cantly, and by 2006 about 130,000 students were enrolled at a university or 
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college full-time or part-time, which equaled 5.6 percent of the population96. 
This was almost three times as many students as in 1990 (Krumins 1995, p. 
105, 112; Latvia’s Statistical Bureau 2007; Wikipeda 21/6-07)97. 
 
When we study the level of education among the core activists in this study, 
the survey results support Western research as to the importance of post high 
school education for civil society activity. At the time of becoming a core 
activist in a non-communist organization for the first time, 62 percent of the 
core activists were either studying at a   

Table 7. Level of  education: Core activists compared with non-activists. 
(%) 

Level of education Activists Non-activists 
All higher: 62 (309)       22 (201) 
All upper-secondary98: 31 (158)           64 (593) 
Primary and lower-secondary99: 7 (35)          14 (129) 
Total: 100 (502) 100 (923) 

Note: The question was: “What was the highest level of education that you had received at this time?” & 
“What is the highest level of education that you have received?” N=502-923 depending on activist/non-
activist group.  
 

university or had an undergraduate or graduate degree from a university or 
college. Among the respondents from the non-activist group only 22 percent 
had such an educational level. This is a difference of 40 percentage points! 
In 2004, when this study was carried out, the core activists had an even 
higher level of education - as many as 75 percent were university students or 
had a university degree, which is a difference of 53 percentage points. These 
data indicate that education matters when we want to explain civil society 
activism in a post-Soviet context. The education of the Latvian political 
elites (parliament and political parties/movements) is also at a very high 
level in Latvia, as well as in Estonia and Lithuania, with more than 90 per-
cent having a university degree on any level. In the Latvian parliament 90 
percent of the representatives in 1990-93, and 91 percent of the representa-
tives in 1993-95, had a university education. Hence, the part of Verba et.al.’s 
Civic Voluntarism Model emphasizing education seems useful also outside 
the US context, but differs from some European democracies, for example in 
Scandinavia.  

                              
96 From 2003/2004 vocational education providing the 1st level of higher professional educa-
tion was included in this figure. 
97 If we compare this with Sweden we find similar figures for 1985 when 2.2 percent of the 
population attended a university or college. However, we lag behind Latvia in 2000, when this 
figure had “only” increased to 3.7 percent (Statistiska Centralbyrån (Statistics Sweden) 7/7 
2007, a + b) 
98 Upper-secondary education equals 10 to 11/12 grades. 
99 Primary and lower-secondary education equals 1 to 8/9 grades. 



 115

The importance of education is, however, somewhat uneven between the 
sexes. During the Soviet period, 90 percent of working-age women worked 
or attended school, which was the highest rate in the world at the time (Os-
trovska 2002, p. 59). This is reflected among the civil society activists in this 
survey, where 64 percent of the female core activists were either enrolled at 
a university or college, or had a bachelor, master or PhD degree at the time 
when they became involved in a non-communist organization for the first 
time. At the same time 57 percent of the male core activists reached the same 
educational level. It is not a great difference, but a difference nonetheless.  
 
When we discuss the educational background of core activists and non-
activists, it is worth noting that during the Soviet period, migrants of Slavic 
origin in the Baltic States more often than ethnic Latvians had a university 
degree and parents with a higher level of education (Dreifelds 1988, p. 84). 
In 1989, 143 per thousand ethnic Russians had a university or college de-
gree, but only 96 per thousand ethnic Latvians (Steen 1997, pp. 250-251). 
The current distribution of the ethnic groups among the growing number of 
students in Latvia has now changed. My survey of the population in Latvia 
from 2004 shows that 24 percent of ethnic Latvians have a higher education, 
but “only” 21 percent of the other ethnic groups. This decrease in non-ethnic 
Latvians among the university and college students is most likely the result 
of a situation where the Latvian language and language laws have been used 
as exclusionary tools by the Latvian authorities towards the Russian speak-
ing group in the country in general (Björklund 2003, p. 251). For fifty years 
during the Soviet time two parallel school sub-systems has existed side by 
side in Latvia, where ethnic Latvians went to Latvian-language schools and 
most of the rest of the pupils and students went to Russian language schools 
(Björklund 2003, p. 262; UNDP 1996, p. 71). Higher education was carried 
out both in Latvian and in Russian, in proportions roughly consistent with 
the proportion of the two major language groups of the country (Hazans 
et.al. 2005, p. 1). When Latvia re-gained its independence in 1991 this policy 
of a separated school system remained and there was no change to a unified 
school system100. By the end of the 1990s a law had been passed requiring 
the Russian language schools to change their language of instruction into 
Latvian. This change has been slow, and in 1999 33 percent of the pupils and 
students in Latvia still attended schools with Russian as their main language 
of instruction (Björklund 2003, p. 278). At the same time Latvian is current-
ly by law the only language of instruction allowed at state-financed universi-
ties and colleges throughout the country. Hence, Russian speaking youth and 
young adults who do not have a command of advanced Latvian are de facto 

                              
100 Within the framework of this study I will abstain from discussing possible reasons for this 
policy, and simply state the fact that the school systems are still divided, and that higher edu-
cation mainly requires advanced knowledge of the Latvian language. 
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excluded from obtaining a higher education within the publicly funded sys-
tem, since they do not know enough Latvian to get by in the higher academic 
world (Björklund 1999, pp. 263, 267, 273, 275; UNDP 1996, p. 65). Howev-
er, it is possible to study in Russian in private or international higher educa-
tion establishments, such as the Riga School of Economics or the Baltic Rus-
sian Institute. It is also possible to find adult education courses in Russian 
(Liesma 2006). As a result of the language policy of the Latvian govern-
ment, more and more Russian parents are sending their children to Latvian-
language schools, and the number of children in Russian language schools 
has increased by one third (Björklund 2003, p. 278).  

 
Even though a large number of the core activists are highly educated, there 
are still core activists with only lower levels of education. At the time of 
becoming involved in a non-communist organization for the first time they 
made up 38 percent of the core activists, which means that a high education-
al level is not the only explanation for civil society core activism. A very 
interesting result of this study is that core activists with only primary or sec-
ondary education are more likely to have activist role models in their lives 
than core activists with a higher education, or any level of household in-
come. Hence, we may draw the conclusion that the presence of activist role 
models may replace the benefits of university or college education. It is also 
among core activists with a non-university education that we find the largest 
groups of core activists that are employed by an organization. This means 
that these individuals have used their organizational activity in order to make 
a living, which fits together with the result showing that they are at the top 
among the groups who become involved in civil society activity for reasons 
of self-interest. 

5.1.2 Fields of Interest and Position in Organization 

Let us explore whether there is a connection between different levels of edu-
cation and different fields of interest. In real numbers we find the largest 
number of core activists, regardless of educational level, within the organiza-
tions working with youth, democracy & human rights, recreation and educa-
tion. Core activists with an upper-secondary education of some kind and 
higher education also engage in charity work, politics in general, as well as 
women’s issues. At the time of becoming involved in a non-communist or-
ganization for the first time, we find, not surprisingly, that core activists 
enrolled in higher education or with a university degree dominated in all 
fields of interest, ranging from 53-69 percent. The exception is the field of  
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Table 8. Level of  education: Distribution among different fields of  inter-
est. (%) 

Fields of interest All higher  
education 

All upper-secondary  
education 

Primary and lower- 
secondary education 

Union work:  69 (59) 29 (25) 1 (1) 
Health care:   66 (18) 33 (9) 0 (0) 
Ethnicity:  65 (31) 30 (14) 4 (2) 
Education:  64 (141) 27 (61) 10 (22) 
Politics:  61 (24) 38 (15) 3 (1)  
Environment: 56 (31) 33 (18) 11(6) 
Charity:  56 (124) 40 (90) 4 (9) 
Democracy/HR:  55 (44) 28 (23) 17 (14) 
Recreation:  54 (98) 36 (65) 10 (19) 
Women:  53 (25) 43 (20) 4 (2)  
Youth:  53 (73) 30 (42) 17 (23) 
Religion:  29 (9) 61 (19) 10 (3) 
Mean: 57 36 8 
Note: The questions were: “What was the highest level of education that you had received at this time?” 
vs. “Within what field is the organization/group active?”  N=502.   

 
religion where only 29 percent of the core activists are university students or 
university graduates, and 61 percent of the core activists only have some 
kind of upper-secondary education. By the year 2004 there are hardly any 
core activists left with only a pre high school education, and most of those 
we do find are involved in fields such as youth, recreation, and education, 
which are not strange areas when one is a young pupil or student.  
 
Does education matter for the position a core activist will have in the organi-
zation he/she becomes involved in? Core activists with a post high school 
education make up the majority of the respondents in all the different posi-
tions in the organizations they work in. However, the largest majority of 
highly educated activists are found among the chairpersons, founders, and 
core activists with “other leading positions”, where they make up 71, 68, and 
65 percent respectively. Core activists with an upper-secondary education 
make up the rest of the chairpersons and founders, and activists with only a 
primary and lower-secondary education are practically not visible at all here. 
Among the non-leading positions and the staff core activists the highly edu-
cated activists still make up the largest group, but the difference in numbers 
from the core activists with an upper-secondary education is slowly decreas-
ing. Among the core activists who are employed by their organization the 
group of highly educated individuals is only 6 percentage points larger than 
the group with an upper-secondary education. The low-educated core activ-
ists are rather evenly distributed among other leading positions, non-leading 
positions and staff core activists, making up about 1/10 of each group. This 
means that a university or college education seems to matter for the decision 
to start a new organization or chair an existing one, as well as having  
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Table 9. Level of  education: Position in organization. (%) 

Position in  
organization 

All higher  
education 

All upper-secondary  
education 

Primary and  
lower-secondary 

Chairperson: 71 (90)  27 (34) 2 (2) 
Founder: 68 (50)  32 (23) 0 (0)  
Other leading position: 65 (76)  24 (28) 11 (13) 
Non-leading position: 50 (59)  37 (43)  12 (14) 
Staff core activist: 48 (33)  42 (29) 10 (7) 
Mean: 60 32 7 

Note: The questions were: “What was the highest level of education that you had received at this time?“ 
vs. “What is the position of the interviewee within the organization/group?” N=502.  

 
different leading positions. These data indicate that there is a connection 
between the educational level of a person and the likelihood that he/she will 
become a civil society core activist, with the exception of religious activists. 
Hence, it seems as though the Civic Voluntarism Model also has something 
to contribute with when we want to explain civil society activism in a post-
Soviet context. The assumption that individuals who have a post high school 
education are more likely to become core activists within civil society than 
individuals who do not is supported. However, to prove causality we will 
have to carry out further research, preferably through timeline studies. 

5.1.2.1 Education as a Channel to Elite Membership  
There are differences between educational systems in Western countries, as 
well as between Western countries and the former Soviet Union. However, 
no matter whether the goal of the students is to learn how to search for 
knowledge and analyze it independently, or whether the goal is to absorb as 
much information as possible without questioning anything, higher educa-
tion seems to be of importance in most countries when we try to understand 
civil society activism. How does higher education affect the level of civil 
society core activism to such a great extent? Why is education so widespread 
among civil society core activists in different political systems? It is hard to 
provide an exact answer without further research, but we may speculate on 
the matter.  

  
About 80 percent of the core activists of the 2004 study were 15 years of age 
or older during the time of Perestroika, which means that the same amount 
of respondents have experience of the Soviet school system, as well as the 
children’s and youth organizations. Further, 53 percent of all activists, or 66 
percent of the activists present during Perestroika, were either enrolled at an 
institution of higher education, or had graduated from such an institution, at 
this time. I have therefore decided to keep the focus on the Soviet period 
when discussing the possible reasons for why education is important for civil 
society activism. However, it is worth remembering that the drastic increase 
in students enrolled at Latvian institutions of higher education has not 
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brought with it a similar increase in civil society core activism. It is to a 
large degree the same activists who are active now who were active for the 
first time in a non-communist organization during the Perestroika period. 
This means that we really need to explore the impact of education on core 
activism further, in order to present solid explanations. 

 
A university degree is said to help individuals gain access to prestigious and 
highly paid jobs, as well as organizational affiliations, which in turn help 
them gain further political resources (Verba et.al. 1978, p. 18). The process 
is cumulative, where initial privilege influences opportunities for education, 
followed by income earned on the job, skills acquired at work and in organi-
zations, psychological involvement with politics, exposure to recruitment 
attempts, and so on (Verba et.al. 1995, p. 514). Much of this also seems to be 
valid in a communist setting, with the exception that a high level of educa-
tion did not necessarily lead to a high income during the Soviet period101 
(Katz 2001, pp. 54-55, 162-163). Within the Baltic Socialist Republics there 
was a hierarchy of occupations which were acknowledged by people to be 
more or less desirable and more or less prestigious (Dreifelds 1988, pp. 74, 
77). A number of studies find that the correlation between prestige and edu-
cation was much stronger than between income and education (Katz 2001, p. 
81). Most professional occupations requiring primarily intellectual work 
were ranked at the top, and those requiring unskilled manual labor and cleri-
cal work were placed at the lower end (Dreifelds 1988, pp. 68-69, 74). This 
is the same pattern as that found in most Western countries, where presti-
gious jobs require a high level of education. In the Latvian Socialist Repub-
lic, as in all the other Socialist Republics, appointees of the Nomenklatura, 
politicians and the staff of various communist organizations, were recruited 
based on a combined success within the educational system and the com-
munist youth organizations. This meant that a person who wanted to make a 
career had to attain a university or college education in combination with 
adjusting to the official political situation, being a dutiful member of the 
communist youth organizations, and later, hopefully the Communist Party 
(Katz 2001, p. 81). However, these jobs were not equally possible to obtain 
for all strata of society (Dreifelds 1988, p. 74). Children of the intelligentsia 
were strikingly over-represented among the students at the same time as 
children of the working class were vastly under-represented (Dreifelds 1988, 
p. 78).102 The college disciplines where this skewed recruitment curve was 

                              
101 See further explanation in section 5.2 later on in this chapter. 
102 Since Latvia re-gained independence in 1991, the Soviet tradition that made it difficult for 
children from disadvantaged families to obtain a higher education has increased. This is be-
cause the Latvian state has moved away from its former policy of free university education. 
Today there is a more commercialized attitude towards higher education, with a mix of public 
and private institutions of higher education. Only a limited number of the places are paid for 
in full with public means, and the majority has to pay fees for their education even in public 
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least present were those of teacher-training and agriculture, indicating that it 
was here upward-mobility first of all took place in Soviet society (Dreifelds 
1988, p. 80). A relatively closed stratum began to develop, where the majori-
ty of the decision-makers were selected from a highly educated elite increa-
singly separated from the rest of the population (Dreifelds 1988, p. 85). In 
this sense, membership of the privileged elite had a hereditary element, 
which makes it possible to speak of it as a class in itself (Katz 2001, p. 73). 
Latvian graduates were, hence, more likely than blue-collar workers to have 
the opportunity to exercise leadership and to continue to develop politically 
relevant skills at work, just as Verba et.al. (1995) argued. Depending on the 
totalitarian structure of the state, which was officially atheist, Soviet citizens 
did not have an alternative opportunity to develop civic skills and leadership 
in non-governmental voluntary associations or in religious congregations, 
but were offered this opportunity within the official communist organiza-
tions through the Youth Program during their pre-school, primary and sec-
ondary years of education. After that most opportunities for practicing dif-
ferent skills and developing different moral values were limited to the indi-
vidual’s personal network or the world of higher education and communist 
organizations mostly reserved for members of the elite. The Latvian gra-
duates were also more likely than the blue-collar workers to be placed in 
settings where they could be recruited to different positions of power and 
influence (Verba et.al. 1995, pp. 305, 433).  

5.1.2.2 Vospitanie and Ideological Training 

The Civic Voluntarism Model (CVM) argues that there is a close relation-
ship between education and the development of skills that are relevant to 
politics - such as the ability to speak in public, to write in an official lan-
guage, as well as the knowledge of how to cope in an organizational setting 
(Verba et.al. 1995, p. 305). This seems to be the case also in a communist 
society. For every year one stays within the educational system in any coun-
try, the more time one should have to practice using “official” academic 
language, to learn how to express oneself both orally and in writing, and to 
learn about the society one lives in. The understanding of what it means to 
have civic responsibility and political efficacy, however, most likely differs 
between cultures and countries. In the West it is more likely that individua-
listic responsibility, initiative and activism within non-governmental organi-
zations is encouraged, while Soviet students were more likely to be taught to 
see activism as a responsibility towards the group and the state to be carried 
out within the framework of state organizations and officially set guidelines. 

                                                                                                                        
institutions. (Some banks offer loans to university students.) (Neiksans 2007)  The number of 
students who pay for tuition is rapidly increasing, both within private and public institutions 
of higher education. In the 2006/2007 academic year only 24 percent of students were subsi-
dized by the state (Ministry of Education 2006, p. 27). 
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The CVM also argues that self-perceived political efficacy, political interest 
and a moral obligation103 to become a political activist are more likely 
attributes held by an individual possessing a high level of education and a 
high income. These resources are said to contribute to higher levels of politi-
cal motivations such as interest and psychological involvement in politics, 
information about politics, political efficacy, and a sense of civic responsi-
bility to be politically active (Verba et.al. 1978, p. 159, Verba et.al. 1995, p. 
305).  I argue that our moral values are established at a much younger age 
within the family, even though some civic skills may develop during an in-
dividual’s years at college or university, or as a member of different organi-
zations. 
       
During the Soviet period, Soviet ideology and propaganda played an impor-
tant role at the universities, which were looked upon as important institutions 
of support for the communist regime (Sutherland 1999, pp. 17-18). Attempts 
to indoctrinate the students were heavy and hard to avoid, and communist 
ideology and Vospitanie, that is, a program of moral and social character-
building and political education, was taught through every school subject at 
all stages of school life (Sutherland 1999, p. 18). Hence, the universities and 
colleges were strictly subordinated to the ideological control of the Com-
munist Party of the Soviet Union. As Zakis (1995) writes: “The only more 
prominent institutions [for ideological support for the government] were the 
so-called party schools” (Zakis 1995, p. 19). The somewhat more relaxed 
atmosphere in the post-Stalin era only meant that one might get away with 
“slightly less adherence to the [communist ideology]” and the Soviet Vospi-
tanie, even though there were always some students who, to various extents, 
managed to rebel against the strict guidelines. Hence, it is very possible that 
the Latvian core activists internalized different values and civic skills during 
their time at university, as 80 percent of the respondents in this study were 
15-16 or older at the time of Perestroika, and thus had experience of the 
Soviet educational system. The children’s and youth organizations also 
played an important role in the Vospitanie process and the intention to 
transmit communist values and civic skills104 (Sutherland 1999, pp. 17-18). 
      
Vospitane meant an organized internalization process by Soviet schools, 
universities and colleges, as well as children’s and youth organizations, to 
deliberately and systematically try to instill in Soviet children and youth 
certain attitudes, values and habits which were officially considered to make 
them full, hard-working and loyal members of the Soviet socialist society 
(Avis 1990, preface). The aim of Soviet higher education was not only to 

                              
103 See further discussion in chapter 7, section 7. 1. 
104 A more thorough discussion regarding these organizations will take place in the next sec-
tion of this chapter. 
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produce qualified specialists for the national labor market, but also to ensure 
that these specialists had the  

necessary views and skills in the ideological, political, social and moral 
realms to enable them to become leaders in their work collectives, politi-
cally literate and ideologically convinced fighters for the cause of com-
munism (Avis 1990, p. 212).  

Hence, it was not enough to be a dedicated professional worker, one was 
also expected to be highly principled and an informed political activist dis-
playing sentiments of collectivism, patriotism and internationalism. Every 
student was expected to acquire the right values and behavior of good social-
ist leaders and activists (Avis 1990, p. 212). Originally, the Vospitanie train-
ing took different forms in different VUZs (establishments of higher educa-
tion), but from the beginning of the 1970s the Vospitanie education became 
more standardized through a program of socio-political training known as 
“Sociopolitical Practice” (SPP). All Soviet students had to take part in this 
program and carry out practical activities designed to last throughout their 
time at university. Every student was then assessed individually and the per-
formance of their SPP activism was noted in their personal records. This 
meant that those who aspired to positions within the Nomenklatura obvious-
ly wanted to show off good grades in SPP (Avis 1990, p. 225). Virtually all 
of the students were also members of the Komsomol (The All-Union Lenin 
Communist League of Youth), which was a prerequisite both for admission 
to an establishment of higher education and for continued study. To begin 
with a recommendation from the Komsomol was required from applicants in 
order to be accepted into higher education. Once they were admitted, how-
ever, the Komsomol also exercised enormous power over the determination 
of their continued good standing, their chances of completing their educa-
tion, their vacation activities, and the kinds of career opportunities available 
upon graduation105 (Kassof 1965, p. 100). 
 
What were the right kinds of values and attitudes? Vospitanie included sev-
eral different components, and here we will focus on those that may be 
linked to the activism literature as being relevant for civil society activism. 
To begin with, a sense of communist morality and ethics and the knowledge 
of the obligations of a Soviet citizen were taught. The moral code of a Soviet 
citizen building communism included among other things conscientious 
labor for the good of the society, a high sense of public duty, an uncompro-
mising attitude to injustice, parasitism, dishonesty, careerism and greed, etc 
(Muckle 1990, pp. 2-3). It would also include a feeling of collectivism and 
social responsibility towards other members of Soviet society and those of 
one’s own university group (Avis 1990, preface; Kassof 1965, p. 104). This 
may be translated into a sense of duty to help people in need, and to solve 

                              
105 See further discussion in chapter 6. 
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problems of society, as well as an ability to empathize with fellow human 
beings.  
 
The next component of Vospitanie, socio-political awareness, probably dis-
concerted any sense of duty to solve a perceived problem in society that a 
person might have had. Even though the goal was to make citizens political-
ly active and literate, the standardization of what political views were ac-
cepted was extremely strong and problems in society were only discussed 
within the context of Marxism and Leninism. Subjects such as history, social 
studies and foreign languages were highly “politicized”. Marxist-Leninist 
philosophy, Marxist political economy, the history of the Communist Party, 
and scientific communism were mandatory subjects and no other political 
views were accepted (UNDP 1996, p. 64; Muckle 1990, p. 2).  
 
Third, in order to help the students learn how to be leaders of society, they 
were provided with knowledge and skill training which the authorities 
deemed necessary to make them competent organizers, speakers, propagan-
dists and political information officers. This education seems to have pro-
vided the students with a high knowledge of the Soviet political system, 
equaling a high level of civic literacy, as well as a high level of perceived 
knowledge of how to organize different kinds of activity. It is also likely that 
participation in the different SPP activities might have developed subjective 
and administrative competences among the students, meaning that they per-
ceived themselves to have the ability to influence authorities in legislative 
matters, and that they would be listened to if they were to bring a personal 
matter before a local authority. However, these last two competences might 
very well be more connected with the fact that the Soviet elite was recruited 
from university students, and with an elite position comes power and con-
nections, which may contribute to perceived subjective and administrative 
competences (Dreifelds 1988, p. 85).  
        
A fourth component of Vospitanie was that of a feeling of Soviet patriotism 
and internationalism. This meant that the Soviet citizen should love the so-
cialist motherland, feel solidarity with proletarians worldwide, as well as 
hostility towards bourgeois capitalist regimes and imperialism (Muckle 
1990, p. 2; Avis 1990, preface). Such sentiments are clearly particularistic 
and contradict any development of generalized trust and feelings of duty to 
act, hence possibly creating citizens with high levels of particularistic trust 
and duty to act. The whole process of Vospitanie training was also per-
meated by the encouragement of the students to inform on each other when 
someone did not behave in the requested way, as well as by punishment in 
the form of public shaming (Kassof 1965, pp. 44-45, 100-101). These cir-
cumstances also oppose the development of feelings of generalized trust and 
empathy towards people in general. However, at the same time Muckle 
(1990) argues that the  
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qualities most necessary for the Soviet system to be instilled [were] trust, 
reliability and initiative (Muckle 1990, p. 7). 

5.1.2.3 Conviction or Instrumental Motivation 
The question is to what extent this ideological instruction actually worked. 
Knowledge, conviction and action are three different things, and do not nec-
essarily overlap. Soviet studies based on anonymous surveys from the late 
1970s and the 1980s show that about 75 percent of the students participated 
in Vospitanie-based activities, and those who participated by occupying 
elected positions in VUZ organizations, or were active in a sociopolitical 
sense, did so because they needed recognition and career promotion. After 
graduation these students were most likely to be found working in party or-
ganizations, teaching at the university or doing postgraduate work, as well as 
working in the government, the trade unions or other public organizations 
(Avis 1990, pp. 213, 224, 226). This indicates that the students knew how to 
play the official game and were willing to do so in order to achieve their 
goals, but it does not tell us anything about to what extent the students ac-
tually internalized the intended values and skills. Several surveys among 
university and college students in different parts of the Soviet Union, includ-
ing the Baltic States, tell us that sociopolitical work was ranked low in the 
time budget of students, with only a minority devoting much time to it. The 
proportion of active participants in SPP often declined from the first year of 
study until the end of the course. Another study also shows that students’ 
motives for participating in SPP activism changed over their years at univer-
sity, with social motives and vocational commitment decreasing, while in-
strumental motives such as personal prestige, advancement and material 
rewards became more dominant. Attitudes to their studies, VUZ life and 
future work tend to become more instrumental and their motivation more 
personal, rather than altruistic and collectivistic. Completing the academic 
course was the main thing, and the production of highly qualified graduate 
specialists (with or without a strong sense of vocation) took precedence over 
producing ideologically committed, politically well-informed activists and 
organizers.  
       
Several studies further tell us that the actual effect of SPP on the students 
may not be what the authorities intended. A large group of the students got 
little enjoyment out of participating in SPP, and some even had a confirmed 
negative attitude towards it, and did not believe that sociopolitical work was 
important for their future jobs (Avis 1990, pp. 226-230). However, a study 
from Latvia shows that one of the main motivations for studying during the 
Soviet period was that  

an individual obtains an education for the benefit of society, i.e. through 
an education one prepares oneself for fulfilling civic duties (UNDP 1999, 
p. 108).  
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This indicates that at least some of the official moral values were interna-
lized. It is also reasonable to wonder whether it is possible to take part in the 
Vospitanie training in the Soviet children’s and youth organizations, and 
then the SPP training at the university, carrying out the requested acts over 
and over again, without internalizing at least some of the values and civic 
skills taught. Some of these would be useful for the individuals engaging in 
activity within a non-communist context, for example in civil society organi-
zations. Anyway, during the 1990s there had been a shift in the attitude of 
high school students regarding studying and work. 15 years ago high school 
students in Latvia considered that  

work must allow one to be useful to other people and society, as well as 
allowing one’s abilities to be put to good use (UNDP 1999, p. 108). 

Today the most important aspects of work are to make a good living, apply 
one’s abilities, and have a job which ensures one’s ability to live a peaceful 
and prosperous life (UNDP 1999, p. 108). This coincides with the data from 
this study, showing that the core activists in Latvia are growing old with 
their activism and that the influx of new recruits into the organizations is 
low.  
       
To what degree do today’s core activists in Latvia perceive themselves to 
have the values and civic skills they were meant to internalize as school-
children and students through Vospitanie and ideology training? And if they 
have these moral values and skills, did they internalize them during early 
childhood within their family, during their membership of different com-
munist children’s and youth organizations, or during their time at a Soviet 
university or college? The relationship between an individual’s educational 
level and different moral values and civic skills will be explored more in 
depth in chapter 7. We will measure the level of empathy and moral duties to 
act, of generalized trust, and of civic skills such as subjective and adminis-
trative competences, civic literacy and organizational competence.  

5.2 Economy 
In this section the role of household income when explaining civil society 
core activism will be discussed. One hypothesis is explored: Individuals who 
have an above-average household income are more likely to become core 
activists within civil society organizations than individuals who do not. 

5.2.1 Activists in General 

During the Soviet occupation Latvia’s economy was fully integrated into the 
Soviet plan economy, where the majority of the planning of the economy 
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took place in the all-Union ministries in Moscow and the authority of Gos-
plan, i.e. the state plan. This made it very difficult for the local government 
and the local economic managers in Latvia to influence the situation. Even 
though the whole Baltic region enjoyed the highest standard of living among 
the Soviet Republics, they were still behind the Scandinavian countries in 
development, and the economic growth present in the 1950s-60s had began 
to slow down in the 1970s, continuing into the 1980s. The greatest dissatis-
faction among the local population in Latvia was the general worsening of 
consumer conditions, and the increasing food shortages (Zamascikov 1987, 
pp. 225-226). Economic autonomy for the Baltic Republics from the Mos-
cow authorities was also one of the first demands made when Perestroika 
allowed for criticism of different local problems in the latter half of the 
1980s (Penikis 1996, p. 269). However, there was little unemployment, free 
education and medical care for all, and the standard of living, though low, 
was predictable for the population at large. Salaries were paid, apartments 
were heated, trains left on time and there was a low crime rate.  
     
In 1991, when Latvia re-gained independence, the country began a period of 
rapid social change, including the replacement of the Soviet command econ-
omy with a capitalist free market system. The result was initially hyperinfla-
tion and increasing unemployment, and fundamental changes in the social 
stratification took place as a result of the serious economic crisis. Price rises 
outpaced any increase in incomes, which led to a lower level of purchasing 
power and a lower level of material welfare among the population. The ma-
jor transformation of the society brought with it new social groups, some 
who benefited immensely from the change and some who lost their former 
positions, privileges, guaranteed social and material security, as well as the 
way of life they were used to. Not surprisingly, living standards decreased 
the most among weak groups, such as the disabled, large families, retired 
people, people with health problems, and the unemployed. But also people 
employed within the service sector and in large state-owned enterprises be-
longed to the groups who ended up living below the crisis subsistence mini-
mum (Shafer & Shafer 1993, pp. 162-163; UNDP 1995, p. 53). There was 
also an increasing difference in income between those residing in the capital 
and larger cities, and those residing in the countryside (UNDP 1995, p. 54). 
To understand the economic change in Latvia better it is possible to compare 
with the United States during the Great Depression in the 1930s, but ac-
knowledge that the Latvian situation was more severe (Grennes, 1997, p. 
11).  
 
In 1997 the economic stabilization of the country had still not had much 
effect on the general public’s level of material well-being. For many, living 
standards were still low and the per capita GDP in Latvia was still one of the 
lowest in Eastern Europe (UNDP 1997, p. 19). The difference in income 
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between different groups of society had also increased, where the wealthiest 
now had incomes up to 100 times higher than the poorest. A survival strate-
gy of many families, both in the cities and in the countryside, was to grow 
food for private use on private plots or family farms (UNDP 1997, p. 40). By 
2001 the living standard of the Latvian inhabitants had gradually increased, 
but the growth of income was still very uneven and the polarization of in-
comes continued to increase as well. A large number of people were poor 
and the share of this group who were really bad off had increased (Latvia’s 
Central Statistical Bureau 2001, p. 59). In 2004 Latvia’s economy had still 
not yet recovered to the GDP level of 1989 (Norkus 2007, p. 22). 
 
Among the surveyed core activists 34 percent declared that their family was 
“somewhat/much better off” than the average inhabitant at the time when 
they became active in a non-communist organization for the first time. At the 
same time only 11 percent of the respondents from the non-activist group 
declared the same. Hence, the core activists are over-represented by 23 per-
centage points, compared with the non-activists. This supports the Civic 
Voluntarism Model and its assumption that money and high income is im-
portant for an individual in order to engage in politics and civil society.  
 
Table 10. Household income: Core activists compared with non-activists. 
(%) 

Note: The questions were: “Please evaluate the socioeconomic position of your family at this time” and 
“Please evaluate the socio-economic position of your family.” N=502-923 depending on activist/non-
activist group. 

However, 2/3 of the core activists did not have a high income, which wea-
kens the explanatory power. Hence, in post-Soviet Latvia an individual with 
a perceived above-average household income is only somewhat more likely 
to become a core activist within civil society than an individual without such 
an income. It is not the privileged members of the Nomenklatura who make 
up the majority of the core activists. Instead we find that it is the group in the 
middle of the economic hierarchy who are most involved in civil society, as 
49 percent of the respondents declared that they were living “like the aver-
age inhabitant”. This group is, however, only 9 percentage points larger than 
the non-activist group, and thus it does not hold strong explanatory power.   

 
So who are the activists who perceive themselves to be better off than the 
average Latvian inhabitant? One aspect we need to take into consideration is 
that the Soviet Union, including the Baltic States and Latvia, was not a 

Income of household Activists Non-activists  
Much better: 8 (42)        2 (14) 
Somewhat better: 26 (132)    9 (87) 
Like average inhabitant: 49 (246)    40 (366)  
Somewhat worse: 13 (63)      28 (262)  
Much worse: 4 (19)        21 (194) 
Total: 100 (502) 100 (923) 
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class-less society. Katz (2001) describes how a small group belonging to the 
highest echelons of the Soviet society, i.e. the party leadership, military 
commanders, successful academicians, top artists and performers, enjoyed 
tremendous privileges. They lived in luxurious villas, had large cars with 
private chauffeurs, domestic servants, and consumed imported food, drink 
and haute couture. A somewhat larger, but still small group had access to 
cars, vacation homes, special shops and high-quality health care. For exam-
ple, 0.4 percent (1 million) of the population in the Soviet Union enjoyed 
elite health care in 1975. Another stratum contained enterprise managers, 
local party secretaries, professors, heads of departments, military officers, 
and less prominent artists, still with privileges, but less than at the very top 
(Katz 2001, p. 72). All high positions also brought with them influence, 
which was an important privilege in a system where so much was based on 
contacts and mutual services. The right connections could provide access to 
medical specialists, good apartments, and the most prestigious universities 
for one’s children, as well as good jobs for them when they graduated (Katz 
2001, p. 73). Unfortunately Katz does not provide us with numbers specifi-
cally for Latvia, which would have been of interest for this study. However, 
it is reasonable to believe that at least some of the core activists declaring 
that they are “somewhat/much” better off than the average inhabitant be-
longed to one of these elite-groups.  
      
Table 11. Household income: Distribution between men and women. (%) 

Note: The question was: “Please evaluate the socioeconomic position of your family at this time.” N=310 
(women) & 192 (men).  

 
Another aspect seems to be that a perceived higher household income is 
connected to a core activist’s gender. About the same low proportion of fe-
male and male core activists - 8 and 9 percent respectively, declared that 
they are “much better off” than the average inhabitant. However, male activ-
ists dominate the group of core activists who declare that they are somewhat 
better off than the population at large. Women, on the other hand, dominate 
the group of respondents considering their household to live “like the aver-
age inhabitant”. Further, an equally low proportion of women and men con-
sidered their household to be “somewhat/much worse off” than the average 
inhabitant. These results tell us that in a post-Soviet context we may not 
generalize and say that people perceiving themselves to be “somewhat/much 
better off” financially than average are more likely to become civil society 

Income of household Women Men 
Much better: 8 (24)        9 (18)        
Somewhat better: 20 (61)    37 (71)    
Like average inhabitant: 57 (177)    36 (69)    
Somewhat worse: 11 (35)    15 (28)    
Much worse: 4 (13)    3 (6)    
Total: 100 (502) 100 8(923) 
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core activists. However, we may state that individuals with the perception of 
having an income “somewhat/much better off” than the average inhabitant 
are over-represented among the core activists, compared with the non-
activists. We may also state that male core activists considering their house-
hold to have a high income are over-represented compared with the number 
of male activists in total, and this is hence a positive factor to consider when 
understanding male civil society core activism. Women, on the other hand, 
are more likely to perceive that they belong to the income earners in the 
middle. Hence, the Civic Voluntarism Model is only partly applicable in a 
post-Soviet context. 

 
Why do male core activists perceive themselves to be better off financially 
than female core activists? In the previous chapter and in the section prior to 
this one, we discussed the importance of gender when understanding civil 
society core activism. We found that even though women had a higher edu-
cation than men during the Soviet period, and took part in working life out-
side the home alongside men, they did not receive equal pay to men. Even 
today, on average, women still have a lower income than men (Haavo-
Mannila & Kauppinen 1994, p. 177; Ostrovska 2002, p. 59). The main rea-
son for the feminization of poverty in Latvia is the Soviet legacy of relative-
ly low pay for work in social services, that is, in the fields of education, cul-
ture, research, medicine and nursing, despite the high qualifications required 
for such employment (UNDP 1995, pp. 40, 53). These professions were, and 
still are, so called “women’s jobs”, and belong to what was called the “non-
productive” service sector of society106, with pay below what men would 
accept, even though the law guaranteed women equal pay to men for equal 
work. There were smaller wage differentials between manual and non-
manual labor than within the blue-collar category (Katz 2001, pp.54-55). 
While the proportion of women increased among engineers, accountants, 
doctors and schoolteachers, the relative pay decreased and wages fell from 
more than double of those of workers (214 percent) to only 15 percent above 
them (Katz 2001, p. 162). Staff with low qualifications became predominant-
ly medium and highly paid, while the proportion with low pay increased 
significantly among highly qualified workers and specialists with higher 
education (Katz 2001, p. 163). This trend continued after Latvia re-gained 
independence, when the so called “non-productive” women’s jobs were 
strongly affected by the economic crisis (UNDP 1995, p. 53). This is com-
bined with a situation where women currently have only a limited number of 
the leading positions in all sectors of the economy. Hence, qualification and 
educational attainment was, and is, not paid for equally between women and 
men (UNDP 1995, pp. 40, 53). This means that many highly educated 
people, who would belong to the middle class in a Western country, still do 

                              
106 As opposed to the “productive sector” which included all professions producing things, 
such as factory workers, builders, farmers, etc. (Katz 2001, p. 68) 
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not have an income bringing with it the same relatively care-free life style 
which is found in the Scandinavian countries, and even more so in the US. 
This means that even if a core activist perceives him or herself to have a 
higher household income than the average inhabitant, he or she may still live 
under severe financial restraint. However, it is important to note that in most 
cases the Baltic Socialist Republics had a standard of living higher than in 
the Russian Socialist Republic and the USSR as a whole in terms of material 
needs, such as the consumption of meat, milk and potatoes, and access to 
consumer goods and living space per inhabitant, as well as the amount of 
state expenditure on social services and medical care, (Bohnet et.al 1988, pp. 
38, 41-45; Maciuika 1972, p. 18). 
 
As stated above we also have groups in present-day Latvia that are extreme-
ly rich, at the same time as more than 70 percent of Latvian inhabitants lived 
below the subsistence minimum in 1997 (UNDP 1997, p. 37).  Unfortunately 
this means that we have no real way of knowing whether money did play a 
role for some activists or not in their decision to become involved in a non-
communist organization, because we do not know if the activists who dec-
lare themselves to be “somewhat/much better off” than the average inhabi-
tant are wealthy or simply less poor than the rest. In the same way we have 
no way of knowing whether the male activists are wealthy or less poor than 
the female activists.   
  
However, some of the core activists are definitely really badly off, as they 
declare that they are “somewhat/much less well-off” than the average inhabi-
tant. Let us look more closely at this group of core activists. When we com-
pare the proportion of core activists with different values and skills among 
those with a perceived high107, medium108 or low109 household income, we 
find that the data from my study suggest that low income earners are over-
represented among those who: a) always feel a duty to solve problems of 
society, b) have a high empathic ability and c) give altruistic motives for 
activity. Hence, we may draw the conclusion that the taught duty to always 
solve problems in society, as well as the ability to feel empathy with other 
human beings, may replace the impact of perceiving oneself to be average or 
well-off financially. Maybe it is so that those who are the poorest, who know 
what it is like to have very little or nothing, are more able to empathize with 
other people who are in need and to feel a duty to solve problems, than 
people who are better off. This line of reasoning is supported by Håkans-
son’s argument saying that a person is most likely to develop empathy for a 
situation he/she has experienced him/herself (Håkansson 2003, Appendix 1, 
p. 15). It is also more important to help each other when one is poor, as sur-

                              
107 “High” equals “somewhat/much better off than the average inhabitant.” 
108 “Medium” equals “we were living like the average inhabitant.” 
109 “Low” equals “somewhat/much worse off than the average inhabitant.” 
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vival depends on a reciprocal support system. I help you today, and then you 
help me if I need you tomorrow. These reasons might explain the willingness 
to engage in core activism based on motives of altruism. 

 
Verba’s argument that wealth easily purchases political power, and even 
social respect, and that money pays for education, which leads to a good job, 
and good contacts, etc (Verba et.al. 1978, pp. 2, 5), was partly true in Soviet 
Latvia. During the Soviet period it was education and contacts with the right 
people within the political machinery, not wealth, which mainly helped an 
individual gain political power, social respect and a good job. Education was 
free, and wealth per se did not pave the way to the top of the hierarchy. This 
confirms the importance of education as the producer of civic skills, and 
moves focus away from money itself. Money and position, however, could 
also be of use in the Soviet system. Low-status families in the Soviet Union 
relied on their children for supplementary incomes, and even when they did 
not, the student stipend awarded from the government did not last long. This 
resulted in many dropouts among the children of these families after finish-
ing their upper-secondary education. Further, in the competition for a place 
at a good college or university, private (costly) tutoring was required in 
combination with contacts the lower strata of the society had little access to 
(Dreifelds 1988, p. 80). 

  
The relationship between a person’s educational level and income is chang-
ing in Latvia right now. The educational system, which used to be free in the 
Soviet period, now costs money, except for the top few percent of high 
school students who may study for free. The status of education is rising and 
certain income groups have a harder time achieving a high level of educa-
tion. This will possibly result in a situation where the average income of the 
university students will rise, and thus the situation will grow closer to that in 
many of the Western European countries and the US (UNDP 1997, p. 41; 
UNDP 1999, p. 108; Neiksans 2007). 

5.2.2 Fields of Interest and Position in Organization 
When we study the different levels of perceived household income in rela-
tion to different fields of interest, we find that respondents that are much or 
somewhat better off than the average inhabitant are found in all fields. On 
average 1/3 to ¼ of the core activists within each field are “much/somewhat 
better off” financially than the average inhabitant. The exceptions are found 
within organizations working with religious issues, democracy and human 
rights, as well as different kinds of union work, where more than 40 percent 
of the core activists perceive themselves to be “somewhat/much better off”. 
The core activists perceiving themselves to live “like the average inhabitant” 
of Latvia, range from 39 percent in professional unions, to 64 percent in 
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organizations working with women’s issues. Among the core activists who 
consider themselves to be “somewhat/much worse off” than the average 
inhabitant, the largest group is found among organizations working with 
politics in general. 
      
The only position in an organization where a high household income seems 
to matter is the one of chairperson, where 50 percent of the core activists 
consider themselves to be “much/somewhat better off” than the average in-
habitant.  

5.3 Conclusion  
In this chapter the role of education and household income when explaining 
civil society core activism was explored and analyzed. In Western theoretical 
discussions a high level of education and a high income are considered very 
important for a person in order to become available for core activism in civil 
society organizations. One of the most important findings in this chapter is 
that there seems to be a connection between the educational level of an indi-
vidual and the likelihood that he/she will become a civil society core activist 
in a post-Soviet context, just as it seems to matter in a Western context. At 
the time of becoming a core activist in a non-communist organization for the 
first time, core activists studying at university or having a university degree 
of some kind were over-represented by 40 percentage points compared with 
the non-activists. In 2004, the number of core activists with a high level of 
education had increased and made up 75 percent of the sampled group. The 
only field of interest where highly educated core activists are not in the ma-
jority is religious activities. A high level of education is also somewhat more 
important for women than men, and seems to cease in importance for core 
activists who are not Latvian citizens. However, it is worth noting that the 
drastic increase in students enrolled at Latvian institutions of higher educa-
tion during the 1990s and early 2000s has not brought with it a similar in-
crease in civil society core activism. It is to a large degree the same activists 
who are active now who were active for the first time in a non-communist 
organization during the Perestroika period.  

  
Core activists with a post high school education make up the largest group 
for all different positions in the organizations they work in, but only make up 
a majority of all respondents at the higher end of the hierarchy, including the 
founders, chairpersons and other leading positions. Another very important 
finding is that the former elite in Latvia is highly educated but currently not 
necessarily well paid, leaving the largest group of core activists to be found 
among the respondents perceiving themselves to live “like the average inha-
bitant”. However, core activists with the perception of having an income 
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“somewhat/much better off” than the Latvian average are over-represented 
compared with the non-activists. We also find that male core activists are 
more likely to perceive that their household income is higher than average 
than female core activists. 
 
Based on the survey data it seems as though post-Soviet Latvia differs in 
some respects from Western contexts, and that Verba’s Civic Voluntarism 
Model and its assumption that money and high income is important for an 
individual in order to become involved in politics and civil society is only 
partially applicable in the Latvian post-Soviet context. A high level of edu-
cation is important both in Latvia and in various Western contexts, but a 
high income less so. Having a prestigious job in Soviet Latvia did not neces-
sarily bring with it good pay, and individuals who wanted to make a good 
career within Soviet society needed to combine their high education with a 
flawless personal record indicating total loyalty to the Soviet state and the 
communist cause. Just like in Western countries, a high level of education 
seems to have provided the students with access to prestigious jobs and or-
ganizational affiliations, which in turn helped gain further political re-
sources. However, in Soviet Latvia it was free education and contacts with 
the right people within the political machinery, not wealth as in many West-
ern countries, which mainly helped an individual gain political power, social 
respect and a good job. 

 
Similar for both a Western and a Soviet/post-Soviet context it is among the 
highly educated that the largest groups of people with a high level of politi-
cal efficacy, sense of civic responsibility to be politically active, and various 
civic skills relevant to politics are found. The understanding of what it means 
to have civic responsibility and political efficacy may however differ be-
tween cultures and countries.  
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6. Organizational Experience and Personal 
Network Influences 

In chapter 6 we move on to explore the role of organizational experience and 
the influence from an individual’s personal network when deciding to join a 
non-communist organization for the first time. To begin with the role of 
earlier organizational experience will be discussed. Membership of Soviet 
children’s and youth organizations, as well as trade unions, was more or less 
obligatory for all Soviet citizens of corresponding age groups; and member-
ship of the Communist Party was obligatory if one wanted to make a decent 
career of some kind. Hence, it is reasonable to believe that a majority of the 
inhabitants in Latvia have experience of at least one communist organiza-
tion. It is therefore of interest to explore whether the experience of activity 
within a communist organization produced values and civic skills necessary 
for joining non-communist civil society organizations in post-communist 
Latvia. It is also interesting to study whether the production of these values 
and skills, if any, differed between the experience of being a regular member 
or a leader.110  

    
Second, we will explore the role of an individual’s network contacts, when 
the decision to become active in a non-communist organization for the first 
time is made. It has been suggested that we learn about civil society organi-
zations through our network contacts, and that we become active because 
these contacts ask us to help. Is this the case also in a post-Soviet context, or 
are our core activists more prone to look for the organizations themselves or 
found new ones? Third, a discussion about role models and positive support 
towards the decision to act will take place, exploring whether individuals are 
more likely to become core activists if they have been inspired to do so by 
activist role models and positive support from someone in their personal 
network.          
       
Each characteristic will be analyzed the following way: First, the results of 
the core activists will be compared and contrasted with the results of the 
non-activists. Second, core activists engaging in different fields of interest 

                              
110 The possible importance of possessing certain values and civic skills will be explored 
further in chapter 7. 
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will be compared with each other, and a discussion of potential differences 
between the groups will take place. Third, the possible importance of posi-
tion in the organization will be explored.  

6.1 Organizational Experience 
In this section the role of prior organizational experience when explaining 
civil society core activism will be discussed. Two hypotheses are explored: 
First, individuals who have earlier experience of any kind of organizational 
activity are more likely to join civil society organizations once again than 
individuals who do not have this experience. Second, individuals who have 
earlier leadership experience from any level of any kind of organization are 
more likely to join civil society organizations once again than individuals 
who do not have such experience.  

6.1.1 Activists in General 
The communist organizations had a monopoly of the organizational scene in 
the Soviet Union until the late 1960s. The Communist Party of the Soviet 
Union - CPSU - was the only party permitted by the constitution of the coun-
try and controlled the government apparatus, and all decisions affecting the 
economy and society. The Communist Party also set ideological guidelines 
for the work of all the trade unions’ social organizations (Hill et.al. 1986, pp. 
1-2, 125). The Party organization was ruled by Democratic Centralism, an 
ideological structure that permeated all the institutions and organizations of 
Soviet society (Hill et.al. 1986, p. 72). In its modern Soviet form Democratic 
Centralism was defined in Party Rule 19 as consisting of four principles: 

• All leading bodies are elected; 
• Party bodies report periodically to their organizations and to higher 

bodies; 
• There is strict party discipline and subordination of the minority to 

the majority; 
• The decisions of higher bodies are obligatory for lower bodies. 

 
It is important to mention, however, that elections to all ”leading bodies” 
above the Primary Party Organization (PPO) were indirect, with the excep-
tion of the very highest level, where the candidates were subject to the ap-
proval - in effect, the selection - of the apparatus at the higher level. Hence, 
democratic control became less effective the closer one came to the center of 
power. Second, the two elements - discipline and the binding nature of deci-
sion on lower bodies - were firmly applied. These four principles were sup-
posed to allow for completely free discussion and criticism up to the point 
when a decision was taken, after which it became obligatory. However, Hill 
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et.al (1986) write that in practice criticism from below was at best frowned 
upon and disregarded, but more often critics were persecuted and discussions 
effectively stifled. Criticism tended to come from above, directed toward the 
lower organs, rather than in the opposite direction. (Hill et.al. 1986, pp. 73-
74) Hence, democratic centralism offered a “top-down” chain of decisions, 
in contrast to the “bottom-up” chain of decisions said to be important in a 
liberal democratic organization. During the time of its existence, the mem-
bership rate of the Communist Party varied enormously both in overall size 
and in social composition. It changed from being a small selected “elite” at 
the time of the 1917 revolution, to a large, mass institution with about 10 
percent of the adult population as its members in the early 1980s (Hill et.al. 
1986, pp. 31, 35). However, this did not mean that every member was a 
“true” Marxist, as one had to be a member and pay lip service to the com-
munist system, in order to be able to make a good career in any field (Katz 
2001, p. 81).  
 
The concept of “volunteering” existed also in the Soviet Union but had a 
somewhat different meaning than in Western democracies. There were no 
independent civil society organizations which could mobilize citizens for 
spontaneous voluntary action, but the state-run communist organizations 
implemented a definition of volunteering based on Marxist ideology, where, 
for example, workers or schoolchildren were required to participate in unpa-
id “volunteer” work (Juckevicius and Savicka 2003, pp. 129-130). During 
what was known as the period of “socialist construction” from the 1920s to 
the 1960s, Soviet workers had to work for free at least one Saturday a year in 
their regular work place, or carry out some other socially beneficial work. 
Schoolchildren and students were involved in this kind of activity on a regu-
lar basis. One example is the organization “The Young Timurians”, which 
most schools set up after World War II, with the focus on assisting the lone-
ly, elderly and the disabled (Juckevicius and Savicka 2003, p. 131). In the 
latter years of the Soviet Union the role of children’s and youth organiza-
tions working with sports and cultural activities became more important, as 
well as membership in the local trade union - all named “Schools of Com-
munism” (Juckevicius and Savicka 2003, p. 131). The children and youth 
organizations were intended to play a very important role in teaching civic 
skills and moral values worthy of the “New Soviet Man [/Woman]”, with the 
exception of independent thinking111 (Riordan 1990, pp. 137-138). All in all, 

                              
111 It is important to point out that some sort of ideological training in relation to the values 
taught is present in most organizations in the world. In the Western world, for example, a 
majority of civil society organizations work along liberal democratic lines of thought, and/or a 
Christian value foundation, and in some of the more conservative right-wing churches in the 
USA, strictly dogmatic training of parishioners takes place. Hence, the Soviet communist 
organizations were not the only ones trying to instil certain values in their members. Howev-
er, they were focusing on the internalization of values and ideology much more heavily than 
most organizations in non-totalitarian countries.  
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this means that volunteering in the Soviet Union was not voluntary, but 
forced activities within organizations and work places arranged by the au-
thorities, so called “compulsory volunteering”, (Juckevicius and Savicka 
2003, p. 132).  

6.1.1.1 Communist Organizations in the Soviet Union 
In this study the focus will be on the trade unions, and the communist child-
ren’s and youth organizations, which were more or less all-encompassing 
among the eligible age groups. These are also the three organizations where 
most core activists in my study had been either regular members or leaders at 
some level. 
 
The trade union system consisted of thirty unions organized according to 
occupational sector, and an all-union Central Council serving as an umbrella 
organization for the unions. The trade union system included about 135 mil-
lion members in the 1970s, and encompassed almost all Soviet employees, 
with the exception of a large segment of workers on collective farms. Unlike 
trade unions in the West, Soviet trade unions were governmental organiza-
tions whose main aim was not to represent workers in relation to the state 
employer, for example negotiating salaries. Instead they supervised the 
“ideological health” of the work place, and furthered the goals of manage-
ment in attempting to promote labor discipline, worker morale, and produc-
tivity. Various unions organized “socialist competitions” and awarded prizes 
for fulfilling quotas. They also distributed welfare benefits, operated cultural 
and sports facilities, issued passes to health and vacation centers, oversaw 
factory and local housing construction, provided catering services, and 
awarded bonuses and prepaid vacations. Even though it was not their main 
task, the trade unions did have some input regarding production plans, capi-
tal improvements in factories, local housing construction, and remuneration 
agreements with the management. They were also empowered to protect 
workers against bureaucratic and managerial arbitrariness, to ensure that 
management adhered to collective agreements, and to protest against unsafe 
working conditions. However, it was not until the Polish trade union move-
ment “Solidarity” had achieved some success that Soviet trade unions be-
came more vocal in protecting worker’s interests (Nations Encyclopedia 
1989; Hill et.al. 1986, pp. 129-139; Katz 2001).  
 
The children’s and youth organizations consisted of the Octobrists, including 
children from the age of 6 to 9, the Pioneers, for children aged 10-15, and 
the Komsomol, for young people aged 16-28. They embraced virtually all 
schoolchildren, though even during the prime of the Soviet children’s and 
youth organizations, membership diminished with age, and a significant 
number of young people only stayed on as far as the Pioneers (Riordan 1989, 
p. 16). The Pioneers led the Octobrists, the Komsomol led the Pioneers, and 
the Communist Party led the Komsomol (Riordan 1990, pp. 137-138).  The 
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children’s and youth organizations worked together with the school system, 
and combined ideological and Vospitanie training112 with arranging leisure 
time activities, in order to instill the right political ideas and traits in their 
members to become good Soviet citizens and “New Soviet Men/[Women]” 
(Kassof 1965, p. 3; Riordan 1990, pp. 137-138). The goal was to help the 
elite control youth behavior, as well as molding young people into loyal and 
conforming adults in a totalitarian social order. The intention was also to 
create an able, skilled and highly educated work force (Kassof 1965, pp. 1-
2). The values deemed important were the same as the schools and universi-
ties intended to instill through their program of sociopolitical training known 
as “Sociopolitical Practice” - SPP113 (Avis 1990, p. 225).  
        
After completing the “Pioneer - Komsomol” school program, many 
youngsters ended their formal affiliation to these organizations. However, 
many kept their membership and went on to the senior program of the Kom-
somol, which was more specialized and imposed greater demands upon its 
members114. The “fun and games atmosphere” of earlier years was now 
largely replaced by a more serious and demanding approach115. There were in 
effect three senior programs, one for students at universities and other insti-
tutions of higher education, a second for young employees and workers on 
farms, in factories and in other enterprises and organizations, and a third for 
military personnel of Komsomol age (Kassof 1965, pp. 99-100). 
 
The Octobrists and Pioneers had no special requirements for becoming 
members and were not directly under the supervision of the Communist Par-
ty (CPSU), even though they worked strictly within the framework of Marx-
ist ideology. The Komsomol, on the other hand, was somewhat more selec-
tive in their membership procedure and was under the direct control of the 
Communist Party, which saw the organization as an active assistant and re-
serve for the CPSU. The organizational structure was based on democratic 

                              
112 See chapter 5 above, for explanation of the meaning of Vospitanie. 
113 See a thorough discussion about this in chapter 5, section 5.1 Education. 
114 Soviet sources have been, and still are, vague about exact membership figures. One source 
says that 90 percent of school-leavers were Komsomol members at the end of the 1980s, 
another says that 80 percent of the 16-17-year-olds, and a third claim that over 75 percent of 
the Komsomol-age schoolchildren were members. Yet another source suggests more than 50 
percent. The fact is, however, that from the 1970s a growing number of young people did not 
extend their membership of the Soviet Youth Movement beyond the Pioneers to the Komso-
mol. (Riordan 1990, pp. 137-138)  
115 The SPP training of the schools and the organizations often overlapped. One example is 
when students as a part of their SPP requirements would serve as elected representatives of 
the Komsomol or the trade union, to run a Komsomol education class or to take part in the 
work of different societies and clubs. SPP work could also mean working outside the school 
or the VUZ institution in housing estates, police juvenile departments, etc. It could also in-
volve, among other things, practical skill training by participating in working brigades during 
the summer vacations, helping farmers or factory workers with their work (Avis 1990, p. 
226). 
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centralism, and was virtually identical to that of the Party (Riordan 1989, p. 
19). The top Komsomol body, its Central Committee, was directly subordi-
nated to the Party Central Committee, and the local Komsomol was under 
local Party supervision. The highest office in the Komsomol, the first secre-
tary of the Central Committee, was traditionally held by a member of the 
Party Central Committee and was a Party assignment (Riordan 1990, p. 
149).  

6.1.1.2 Non-communist Activities  
When the political situation under Brezhnev deteriorated at the end of the 
1960s, most of the institutions for official youth culture (primarily the Kom-
somol) became exceedingly formal and bureaucratic, endeavoring merely to 
implement the dominant Party ideology. The younger generation turned 
away from them, and the gap between official and unofficial youth culture 
grew wider all the time, with the latter becoming gradually filled with West-
ern youth culture due to the relaxed relations between the political spheres. 
Consequently many young people developed a defiant attitude towards offi-
cial Soviet ideology and expressed it quite openly (Frisby 1989, pp. 4-5). 
This process developed further during the 1980s and the time of Perestroika. 
As a result of the fact that Komsomol still controlled all the state facilities for 
youth activities, more and more young people engaged in unofficial non-
approved youth activities by setting up unlawful clubs and meeting in secret. 
In an attempt to control this situation, non-Komsomol clubs were made legal 
if they registered with the Komsomol, which then sponsored them and pro-
vided premises for their activities (Riordan 1989, p. 27). 
 
In 1987, 65 percent of the eligible age group among the Soviet citizens were 
members of the Komsomol, but the organization had lost control over many 
of the Union’s young people, as well as their confidence and respect. It is 
also important to know that in the rural areas the organization had always 
been in a minority, and by the early 1980s, when the rural population had 
decreased to 35 percent, the rural members of Komsomol only amounted to 6 
percent (Riordan 1989, pp. 22-23). Gender-wise Komsomol was run primari-
ly by men, especially at the highest levels, although women’s membership 
and occupancy of lower-level posts increased during the 1980s. In 1987 53 
percent of the members were female, compared with only 28 percent of the 
members of the Communist Party. However, although young women either 
dominated or comprised a sizable minority of lower-level Komsomol posts, 
their numbers dwindled the higher they went. Only 27 percent of all first 
secretaries at regional and republican level were women in 1982, and the 
Bureau and Secretariat elected in 1987 had 19 men but only 3 women (Rior-
dan 1989, p. 23).  
    
The Soviet authorities attempted a roughly equal representation reflecting 
the ethnic proportion of the population at large. However by 1987, on an all-
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Union level the traditionally more socioeconomically advanced ethnic 
groups - Latvians, Estonians, Russians and Ukrainians – were under-
represented in the Komsomol, in proportion to their share of the total Soviet 
population (Riordan 1989, pp. 24-25). This is questioned by data from Za-
mascikov (1987), who argues that the number of ethnic Latvians among 
Komsomol’s members was constantly about 1/3 lower than the numbers of 
ethnic Russians (Zamascikov 1987, p. 222). However, at the Union level the 
Russians were also under-represented in proportion to their share of the total 
population, compared with Central Asians and Caucasians (Riordan 1989, p. 
24).  

6.1.1.3 The Singing Revolution in Latvia 
In the mid-1980s the Latvian elite was changing, and the old cadres were 
more and more giving way to a new, well-educated generation of dynamic 
and Western-oriented functionaries, who were born during World War II and 
in the post-war years. In Latvia, as well as Estonia, Gorbachev found suppor-
ters for his reform plans for the Soviet economic system among many of the 
local functionaries, who were more performance-oriented than older cadres 
and wanted to change the stagnating system within the framework of a Un-
ion of Socialist Republics. The strategic goal of the Latvian elite was initial-
ly to widen the framework of the system as far as possible in order to realize 
particular national interests (Levits 1987, pp. 185-186). However, all over 
the Soviet Union the lack of experience of forming and running independent 
civil society organizations initially aggravated attempts to arrange non-state 
activism when it became permitted in the late 1980s. This resulted in a situa-
tion where some of the Soviet state-run committees and organizations acted 
as incubators for groups that would later emerge as organizations indepen-
dent of the state (Sperling 1999, p. 23). Activists were also “produced” from 
different state- and party-run organizations, including the Komsomol and the 
Party structures, as well as within different academic institutions. Sperling 
writes:  

…in this somewhat counter intuitive sense, the Soviet legacy of mono-
polistic, centralized, state- and party-run institutions thus assisted in the 
creation of civil society… (Sperling 1999, p. 24).  

New groups and organizations also recruited their new members from 
friendship networks, colleges or work-related professional activity (Sperling 
1999, p. 24).  
 
In Latvia, just as in the other two Baltic Republics, it was initially the envi-
ronmental issues that managed to unite a large number of the inhabitants 
against the Soviet authorities (Dellenbrant 1994, p. 89; Lieven 1993). “Vides 
Aizsardzibas Klubs - VAK” , i.e. “The Environmental Protection Club”, was 
founded in Latvia in 1987 and became the first environmental organization 
in the country, as well as the only officially tolerated non-governmental or-
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ganization at the time (Orr 2002, p. 6). Hundreds of thousands of people 
gathered in manifestations to stop the plans for a subway line under the Old 
Town in Riga, as well as the building of a huge dam and a hydro generation 
station. People that had earlier worked as dissidents in secrecy now began to 
arrange and take part in public demonstrations, and joined ranks with people 
who had never before had the courage to oppose the authorities (Dellenbrant 
1994, p. 89). Among the core activists in my study 3 percent were active 
members of “VAK” at this time, and another 35 percent attended demonstra-
tions and meetings of different kinds, as well as signed petitions, etc.  
 
Table 12. Perestroika activity late 1980s - 1991. (Multiple-choice question) 

Activity Activists Non-activists 
Demonstrations, meetings,  
signed petitions, etc.: 

35 (177)          12 (114)          

People’s Front: 28 (141)          10 (88)          
Not active at all: 25 (124)          52 (484)          
Citizen’s Congress: 4 (21)   0.2 (2)   
Non-communist party: 4 (21)   3 (29)   
Creative Union: 4 (20)          0 (0)          
VAK: 3 (16)   1 (8)   
LNNK: 2 (10)          1 (7)          
Pro-independence LCP116: 1 (7)          0.3 (3)          
Pro-Soviet Creative Union: 1 (5)          0.3 (3)          
Interfront: 0.1 (1)          1 (9)          
Pro-Soviet LCP: 0.1 (1)   0.4 (4)   
   

Note: The question was: “How did you act during the struggle for independence 1980s – 1991? N=502 
(Activists) & 923 (Non-activists) depending on activist/non-activist group. 

 
There was also a lot of activity going on among the cultural workers of the 
republics, and among associations working with local history and the con-
servation of national historical monuments, etc (Ignats 1992, pp. 4, 14; Lie-
ven 1993). Among the core activists in my study 4 percent had worked for 
Latvian independence within a Creative Union117. When people noticed that 
it was possible to gather and express their opinions without facing violence 
and retribution of various kinds, and that the local authorities actually took 
their opinions seriously and stopped the planned projects, the fear that had 
controlled most of their lives slowly started to fade away (Noorgard et.al. 
1994, p. 52). The environmental debate and struggle developed into a 
“school of politics” for the people in Latvia and many learned how to organ-

                              
116 LCP equals the local Communist Party of the Latvian Socialist Republic. 
117 The Creative Unions united people according to their creative (artistic) profession. There 
were for example unions that united artists, composers, writers, journalists, moviemakers, as 
well as music, and theater workers. Their members had priority in publishing their works, but 
were controlled by the Union to fit into the Marxist ideology. On the other hand, being a 
member was associated with various perks. Most people expelled from a union could not 
make any significant money from their creative work. (Wikipedia “Creative Unions”, 2007). 
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ize political meetings and demonstrations, and how to run different cam-
paigns through the media. However, people also learned more and more 
about the Soviet political structures and the limited political power of the 
local Communist Party and government. A crucial insight was that it was not 
enough to try to influence the central authority in Moscow to get the results 
intended, but that the power of decision would have to be moved to the local 
level to a much greater extent (Ignats 1992, pp. 8-9). 
       
In the autumn of 1988 different groups of people in all three Baltic States 
joined forces and created umbrella organizations called “Peoples Fronts - 
PF”, and among the core activists in my study 28 percent were active mem-
bers of the Latvian PF. The goals of the Latvian organization were initially 
to support Gorbachev’s reform program, and to work towards a larger eco-
nomic and political autonomy for the Latvian Socialist Republic. These 
goals changed gradually and by the autumn of 1989/the spring of 1990, the 
demand had changed into the re-gaining of complete independence for Lat-
via from the Soviet Union (Norgaard et. al. 1994, p. 52). As a response to the 
formation of the Latvian People’s Front an “Interfront” movement was set 
up in 1989, proclaiming that it represented the interests of the Russian 
speakers in the Latvian Socialist Republic. The Interfront was 100 percent 
loyal to the central Soviet authorities in Moscow and had the aim of keeping 
the Soviet Union intact (Norgaard et. al. 1994, p. 53). However, the Inter-
front movement never managed to mobilize more than a limited number of 
people. Among the core activists of this study as few as 0.1 percent said that 
they had worked against Latvian independence within the framework of the 
Interfront118.  
 
A third stance of policy was the Citizen’s Congress Movement, which was 
the most nationalistic organization in Latvia at this time. It was founded in 
1990 in Latvia and its members spent the majority of their time traveling all 
over Latvia to register people who had held Latvian citizenship in the inde-
pendent Latvian Republic between the two world wars, and their descen-
dants, whom they regarded as the “true” citizens of Latvia. Citizen’s Con-
gress claimed that they represented an alternative parliament independent 
from the Soviet authorities, and arranged elections separated from the offi-

                              
118 However, there is a strong under-representation of non-Latvian citizens among the core 
activists in this study, and hence, it is difficult to know exactly how many of the current civil 
society core activists in Latvia who were involved in the Interfront movement during the 
Perestroika period. This is also valid when we consider the low numbers of respondents 
taking action in order to keep the Soviet Union intact. Another thing that may influence these 
numbers negatively is that 1/5 of the core activists in my survey did not answer this question 
at all. Some did not because they were younger than 15 years old, and hence followed the 
instructions not to answer, as they would have been too young to participate more actively 
during the struggle for independence. Others most likely did not want to talk about that time, 
especially if they had worked to keep the Soviet Union intact.  
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cial political system in which only Latvian citizens registered by the Citi-
zen’s Congress were allowed to participate. This movement was the first to 
publicly demand independence for Latvia from the Soviet Union. Among the 
core activists in this study 4 percent were active members of the Citizen’s 
Congress movement, and another 2 percent were members of the political 
party LNNK, which was also founded with the intention to work for re-
gaining Latvian independence. Another 4 percent acted for independence as 
members of other non-communist parties, and slightly more than 1 percent 
of today’s core activists worked for independence within the framework of 
the local Latvian Republic Communist Party. The membership of the differ-
ent pro-Latvian movements and organizations often overlapped, which is 
supported by my data (Dellenbrant 1994, p. 96). Among the core activists 
sampled in this study 30 percent said that they had not been involved in any 
kind of civil society activity during the time of Perestroika and the struggle 
for re-gaining Latvian independence. At the same time as many as 51 per-
cent of the core activist respondents declared that they had been active in one 
way or another. However, it might be as many as 60 percent, since 98 of the 
core activists chose not to answer this question and the data show that these 
“abstainees” were of the right age to have been active during this time. 
Among the population at large this number only amounted to 32 percent.  

6.1.1.4 Re-gained Latvian Independence 
When Latvia re-gained its independence in August 1991, the Popular Front 
divided into a large number of different pro-Latvian political organizations, 
while members of the Interfront movement and ex-Communist Party mem-
bers founded left-wing organizations positive towards Russia, with the inten-
tion to support the large group of Russian speaking immigrants that had 
moved to Latvia during the time of Soviet occupation. The Citizen’s Con-
gress movement resulted in pronounced nationalistic organizations, with the 
intention of steering Latvia towards Western Europe and increasing the in-
fluence of ethnic Latvians at the expense of the Russian speaking immigrants 
(Lindén 1997, p. 13, Appendix pp. 5-8). A regime change took place, which 
resulted in not only a change of ideology, but also a move away from the 
dominance of the Russian elites (Steen 1997, p. 29). This conscious policy of 
“de-russification” was based on Latvian nationalism and ethnicity, and be-
came the major source of elite support in Latvia. This was said to be a result 
of the political and ethnic pressure from earlier russification, combined with 
the fear that Latvians as a nation would become a minority in their own 
country, an assumption based on the fact that ethnic Latvians only made up 
52 percent of population in the 1989 Soviet census119 (Steen 1997, pp. 31-32, 
37).  
 
 

                              
119 See chapter 4, section 4.2. 
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After the regime change the indigenous elites joined forces and Steen (1997) 
describes it in this way:  

Few alternative elites existed and former Communists played their cards 
as ethnic nationalists with considerable success. Therefore no “alterna-
tive elite” developed and the former members of the Communist Party 
became the fundament of the new elites after the change of regime. In 
1993 most deputies in Latvia [had] a communist background (Steen 
1997, p. 37). 

Hence, it is fair to say that a majority of the new Latvian elites previously 
held high positions within different communist organizations, the most im-
portant of them being the Communist Party, but that about 1/4 had held rela-
tively low positions. These were mainly the elites in political par-
ties/movements and to some extent parliament and state enterprises. This 
means that an upward mobility took place in Latvia, where the exclusion of 
Russian speakers from various high positions gave younger career-prone 
Latvians an opportunity to climb the “career ladders” (Steen 1997, pp. 2, 38-
40). Hence, the decisions of the country during the early 1990s were mostly 
made by elites who grew up and began their political career under the Soviet 
regime, and had little or no experience of democratic practice (Steen 1997, p. 
1). By the spring of 1993, 63 percent of all official elites had been members 
of the Communist Party, at the same time as only 4 percent of the civil socie-
ty core activists in this study had been Party members. However, as many as 
71 percent of the civil society core activists had been members of Soviet 
children’s and youth organizations, the trade unions or creative unions. 
Among the official elite and the civil society core activists 51 and 39 percent 
respectively had held a position of leadership within at least one communist 
organization at any level (Steen 1997, p. 366). This means that former mem-
bership of the Communist Party is much less important among core activists 
within different civil society organizations than among the official elite 
working within different public institutions, but that the importance of earlier 
leadership experience within a communist organization is rather similar. 
This would support my findings (see below), that leadership experience 
seems to be more important than regular membership experience for civil 
society core activists120.  

                              
120 Unfortunately the picture is not totally clear as the Latvian respondents in Steen’s study 
gave a high number of “no reply” to the question whether the top elite was recruited from 
previous top positions, and as many as 32 percent did not answer. In my study only 4 percent 
abstained from answering the question about earlier membership and leadership experience 
within a communist organization. However, as many as 60 - 90 percent of the respondents, 
depending on the question, refused to answer more detailed questions regarding their earlier 
membership and activity in a communist organization. It is likely that the respondents gener-
ally do not want to talk about their past membership and activity within communist organiza-
tions, as they consider it to be uncomfortable to talk about their past alignment with organiza-
tions that are today more or less stigmatized. It seems as though it is still not easy to think 
back to Soviet times and evaluate what one did in the context of communist organizations and 
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During this period of early independence the content of protest actions 
changed radically. Prior to independence in 1991, people united around the 
demand for freedom and independence from the Soviet Union. After this 
was achieved the protest actions changed and divided, and came to reflect 
dissatisfaction with a difficult socioeconomic situation, the slow pace of 
various reforms and the state institutions’ disappointing performance. Com-
pared with the years of Perestroika, however, civil society activity decreased 
to such an extent that it could be called “mass passivity”. From May 1994 
and forward this situation changed somewhat, but protest activities were 
more of a periodic nature and the poor sank deeper and deeper into social 
apathy (UNDP 1996, p. 93; UNDP 1997, p. 43). If in 1991 51 percent of the 
Latvian population identified themselves as members of at least one social 
organization in a study by the UNDP, by 1999 only 22 percent did the same, 
a large part still to be found within the trade unions (UNDP 1996, p. 93; 
Riga NGO-Center 2000/2001, p. 21). It is however really difficult to know 
exactly how many people in Latvia who have been, and are, passive or active 
members/activists of different organizations, since there exist no complete 
summaries or timelines of statistics on this subject. 

6.1.1.5 Organizational Experience and Further Activism 
Looking at organizational life during the Soviet Union up until the 1980s, we 
may conclude that it is not possible to speak of a civil society resembling the 
meaning of the concept in Western democracies, even though non-official 
youth groups and adult dissidents existed from the late 1960s and onwards. 
However, we still have individuals participating in various organizational 
activities organized by the communist authorities, either as regular members 
or in positions of leadership. The question is whether this participation en-
hanced any network contacts, values and/or civic skills necessary for engag-
ing in non-communist independent civil society organizations or not. The 
commitment of children and youth to engage in social organizations and 
movements, as well as to help industries and farmers with free labor, may 
very well have instilled character features such as unselfishness, empathy, a 
willingness to sacrifice oneself for others, and various civic skills, even 
though the activity was not an independently initiated voluntary act (Juck-
evicius and Savicka 2003, p. 131).  
     
An important question to be asked is also whether values and civic skills are 
internalized simply by being a regular member of an organization, or if it is 
necessary to have a higher position in the hierarchy, that is a position of lea-
dership, where the individual faces more organizational experiences as well 
as a higher level of responsibility and accountability? In the state-controlled 

                                                                                                                        
communist society. Even membership and activism in the children’s organization the “Pio-
neers”, and the youth organization the “Komsomol”, seem to be stigmatized.  
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communist organizations in the Soviet Union, and in the Latvian Socialist 
Republic, ordinary members were absolutely powerless to influence the ac-
tivities they took part in within the framework of the organization (Juckevi-
cius and Savicka 2003, p. 132). Do values and civic skills develop from just 
doing what one is told, or does the internalization of different skills and val-
ues require of a person that he/she actively plans and takes responsibility for 
the activity in question?  
  
When we count the number of core activists in Latvia, who at one time or 
another had been a member of a children’s, youth or adult communist organ-
ization during the Soviet period, 75 percent had been regular members or 
held a position of leadership of such an organization by the time they be-
came involved in a non-communist organization for the first time. Hence, 
they were over-represented by 23 percentage points compared with the non-
activists. However, if we divide the answers between those who had been 
regular members and those who had held positions of leadership of some 
kind the picture changes. We find that 36 percent had been regular members 
of one or more communist organization(s), which is 7 percentage points 
fewer than among the non-activists, and hence regular membership holds no 
explanatory power for civil society core activism in post-Soviet Latvia. 
However, another 39 percent of the core activists had had some kind of lea-
dership position within one or more of the Soviet children’s and youth or-
ganizations, or within the trade unions, the Communist Party or a Soviet 
Creative Union, at the same time as only 9 percent of the non-activists had  

Table 13. Communist organizational experience: Core activists compared 
with non-activists (%) (Multiple-choice question) 

Organizational rank Activists  Non-activists  
Leadership experience121: 39 (196)   9 (82) 
Member, not leader: 36 (179)      43 (393) 
Not active at all: 21 (107)      38 (347) 
Refused to answer: 4 (20)  11 (99) 
Total: 100 (502) 100 (923) 

Note: The question was: “Were you an active member and/or a leader at any level within any of the 
communist organizations listed below?”  N=502 (Activists) & 923 (Non-activists).  

 
had similar leading positions. This leaves us with a difference of 30 percen-
tage points! We also find that 16 percent of the respondents with leadership 
experience had gained such experience from more than one organization, the 
three most common being the Pioneers, the Komsomol and the trade unions. 
These data indicate that leadership experience, but not regular membership, 

                              
121 This question offered multiple-answer alternatives regarding the kind of organization the 
respondent had been a leader of, and hence “leadership experience” equals the total number of 
respondents who had leadership experience from one or more communist organizations, and 
NOT the total number of respondents who have chosen the different answer alternatives.  
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from any level of various communist organizations matters for becoming a 
civil society core activist once more, when such engagement is no longer 
compulsory.122 However, within the framework of this study, it is not possi-
ble to know if this is something specific for Latvia and post-Soviet countries, 
or if it is also a phenomenon found in a Western context. Nor does the con-
tent of this study allow us to explain why leadership is more important than 
regular membership; we may only speculate. It is definitely something worth 
studying further. 
 
Those who were regular members to a larger degree than those who held 
different leadership positions might have experienced their time in the com-
munist organization so negatively that they did not want to continue with 
any kind of civil society activity even in independent Latvia. It could also be 
the case that the experience may not have encouraged the participant to 
move on to other non-political or political organizations. Maybe one was 
satisfied with the current activities and did not want to replace them, or, 
maybe one learned limited skills that did not support other kinds of activi-
ties. Since the regular members of, for example, the Soviet children’s and 
youth organizations did not have any influence over the agenda or the plan-
ning of the activities, it is also very likely that they did not develop the val-
ues, skills and character features necessary for engaging in civil society ac-
tivities once these were no longer compulsory. On the other hand, those who 
had leadership positions at any level were able to influence the local activi-
ties at least to some extent, and to practice organizational and civic literacy 
skills, and hence, may very likely have internalized values and civic skills 
positive for civil society activism. Individuals in leadership positions most 
likely also gained access to an enlarged and strengthened network of con-
tacts, and an increased awareness of different issues in society, compared 
with regular members and non-active people, which made them more access-
ible for recruitment attempts or to initiate activism by either looking up an 
organization or founding an organization themselves. It is hard to know 
without further investigation.123  
 
Among the core activists with leadership experience from a communist or-
ganization 66 percent were women and only 34 percent were men. In a so-
ciety where men and women officially were equal, but in reality were not, 
and where the school and youth organizations encouraged boys and young 
                              
122 We have to take into consideration, though, that 4 percent of the core activists, and 11 
percent of the non-activists refused to answer this question. We have no way of knowing 
whether they were leaders of any of these organizations or not. However, even if these 4 
percent of the core activists did not have leadership experience, and the 11 percent of the non-
activists did, there still remains a difference between the groups. 
123 In chapter 7 we will explore the sources of different values and civic skills further. The 
network contacts one had prior to engaging in a non-communist organization for the first time 
will be discussed in the next section of this chapter. 
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men to act according to conservative gender roles, 66 percent is a high num-
ber. This result indicates that leadership experiences were more important 
for girls and young women than for the boys and young men, in order to 
enhance their likelihood of engaging in a civil society organization once they 
were no longer compulsory. As many as 76 percent of those who had com-
munist leadership experience also had a high level of education, which fits 
together with the fact that it was necessary to be well regarded by the com-
munist children’s and youth organizations in order to do well in school and 
in working life (Kassof 1965, p. 100). Non-membership of Komsomol could 
harm future career opportunities, which meant that at least lip service had to 
be paid to the official political ideology, and at least passive attendance had 
to be made at a minimum of political lectures and Komsomol meetings 
(Riordan 1989, pp. 28, 33). This would all explain why 58 percent of the 
core activists who had been regular members of one or more communist 
organization(s) also had a university or college education. The reason why 
so many of the former leaders had a high level of education is most likely 
connected with the fact that appointees of the Nomenklatura, politicians and 
the staff of different communist organizations, were recruited based on a 
combined success within the educational system and the communist youth 
organizations. This meant that a person who wanted to make a career had to 
achieve a university or college education and combine this with adjusting to 
the official political situation, being a dutiful member of the communist 
youth organizations, and later, hopefully the Communist party (Katz 2001, p. 
81). An excellent way of proving one’s good will and reliability would most 
likely be to accept a leadership position of some kind and carry out the ac-
companying duties to the best of one’s ability.124 In line with these results we 
also find that among the group of core activists who declared themselves to 
have a household income that made them “somewhat/much better off” than 
the average inhabitant, those with leadership experience at any level were 
over-represented compared with ordinary members and those with no orga-
nizational experience at all. Ordinary members were over-represented among 
the core activists who declared that they were “living like the average inha-
bitant.” Hence, doing well in school and showing a sincere allegiance to the 
communist system was good ground to stand on in order to make it to the top 
levels of either the Communist Party or any of the top Nomenklatura posi-
tions, which all brought with them perks of different kinds, including a high-
er income125.  
 

                              
124 There were of course children and youth who believed in the ideals of the Pioneers and the 
Komsomol, most likely more so among the younger members. It is, however, impossible to 
know how many of the respondents who were “true believers” at that time, and how many 
who participated as a result of force and later strategy. This would demand a different kind of 
study. 
125 See chapter 5 for a more developed discussion.  



 149

It is also interesting to note that individuals with Russian as their mother 
tongue, that is non-ethnic Latvians, are over-represented by 6 percentage 
points among those core activists who used to be leaders of a communist 
organization, even though, of course, the ethnic Latvians with Latvian as 
their mother tongue make up a much larger group in real numbers. This con-
tradicts Riordan’s claim, that the authorities attempted at roughly equal re-
presentation reflecting the ethnic proportion in the population at large (1989, 
pp. 24-25). Instead, these data support Zamascikov’s statement, that the 
number of ethnic Russians who were Komsomol members was constantly 
higher than the number of ethnic Latvians (Zamascikov 1987, p. 222).  

6.1.2 Fields of Interest and Position in Organization 
Core activists with former leadership experience from a communist organi-
zation are in the majority within the fields of health care, women, education 
and environment - fields also dominated by women. Those with leadership 
experience are also found within union work and democracy/HR, two fields 
where about the same proportion of men and women participate. These data 
strengthen the argument that leadership experience is more important for 
women than men in order to become involved in civil society. Core activists 
with regular membership experience, on the other hand, make up the majori-
ty among the organizations working with youth, politics in general and reli-
gion. It seems as though civil society core activists follow the same pattern 
as politicians, meaning that it was the less tainted members of the communist 
organizations who made a career within politics, which most likely were the 
regular members and not leaders. As for religion it makes sense that it would 
be easier to find atheists among the leaders than among regular members 
who paid lip service for different reasons. The former members are also 
slightly over-represented among the core activists working with charity and 
recreational activities. However, here the former leaders are not far behind. 
Core activists with no organizational experience whatsoever prior to the first 
non-communist organization that they joined are much less present within 
any field of interest than either the former members or leaders, except within 
the organizations working with youth, politics in general and religion. But 
even here, they make up a smaller group than the former members who 
make up the majority. Similar arguments may be valid here as for the former 
members. If one has no organizational experience it is difficult to be 
“tainted” by a communist past, and easier to have avoided atheist teachings. 
However, it does seem as though organizational experience is also important 
for those engaging in youth, politics in general and religious issues, as they 
make up a larger proportion than those with no prior organizational expe-
rience at all. 
 
Among the founders of a non-communist organization former leaders of 
communist organizations clearly dominate, as they make up 56 percent of 
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this group, followed by former members, and last, those with no organiza-
tional experience at all. The former leaders remain the majority among the 
chairpersons, other leading positions, and among non-leading positions. 
Former members make up the second largest group of each of the four “posi-
tions”, but are not far behind among the chairpersons and the non-leading 
positions. However, core activists with no organizational experience are far 
behind on every position, except for the group other leading positions where 
they make up an equally large group as the former members. It is not until 
we come to the staff core activists that the pattern differs. Former members 
make up the largest group, followed by the almost equally large groups of 
former leaders and those with no organizational experience. 

6.2 Network Contacts and Recruitment Attempts 
In this section the role of facing an active recruitment attempt when explain-
ing civil society core activism will be discussed. One hypothesis is explored: 
Individuals who learn about an organization through one or more member(s) 
that they know and who are being asked to join by this/these member(s) are 
more likely to become core activists within civil society organizations than 
individuals who do not. 

6.2.1 Activists in General  
Four concurring factors, important for the decision to participate in civil 
society activity are said to be a) the occurrence of a specific recruitment 
attempt; b) being asked by a role-model activist; c) support for the idea to 
become active from persons who normally serve to sustain the particular 
individual’s identity; and d) the absence of strong opposition from others on 
whom other salient identities depend (McAdam & Paulsen 1993, pp. 650, 
655; Della Porta & Diani 1999, pp. 13-14; Snow 1980, p. 792; Verba 1995, 
p. 140). This assumption is only partly supported in post-Soviet Latvia. Only 
28 percent of all core activists in this study experienced a combination of a 
recruitment attempt by someone known in the organization in question, the 
presence of activist role models, and the presence of positive support to-
wards the decision to become active in a non-communist organization for the 
first time. However, each of the factors alone may very well be of interest 
and will be explored in the next two sections of this chapter. We begin by 
discussing the possible importance of being recruited into membership by 
someone who is already involved in social movement activity (McAdam & 
Paulsen 1993, p.650; Verba et.al. 1995, p. 140). 
 
The core activists in this survey heard about the first non-communist organi-
zation they later joined through different channels. All in all 44 percent of 
the core activists (or 66 percent of those who did not found the first non-
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communist organization they became active in) knew one or more members 
of the organization in question who invited them to join. The recruiting con-
tacts mainly consisted of friends and colleagues, and to a much more limited 
extent, of parents, relatives, and neighbors126. However, only 8 percent of the  

Table 14. Information pathways to core activist’s first non-communist 
organization (%) (Multiple-choice)  

Information pathways Activists (real %) 
Recruited by network contact(s): 44 (219)    
I was the founder: 34 (169)    
Through school/media/public authority: 21 (103)        
Recruited off the street: 2 (11)          
Total: 100 (502) 

Note: The question was: “When you became active in a non-communist organization/party/group for the 
first time, how did you hear about it and come into contact with it? (You may choose an unlimited num-
ber of alternatives).”  N=502. 

 
core activists declared that the most important reason for joining an organi-
zation was that someone asked them to “help out or to join”. Hence, in post-
Soviet Latvia it seems as though it is more important to know someone in 
the organization in question than it is to be actively recruited, in order to take 
the step and become a core activist in this organization.   
 
About one third (34 percent) of the core activists had been among the people 
founding the organization in question. That is impressive, bearing in mind 
that up until 1986 all independent initiatives to organize activity had been 
forbidden. Still, more than one third of today’s core activists were involved 
in work to gather people together in order to cooperate in an organization, 
which they had to structure and build up from scratch. By 2004 as many as 
58 percent of the core activists had participated in the founding of an organi-
zation of some kind. Another 21 percent had heard about the organization in 
question through school, the media or a public authority. These results cor-
respond to my assumption from Chapter 2 that individuals predisposed to 
civil society core activism of a post-Soviet society such as Latvia are just as 
likely to initiate contact themselves with an organization to join, or to found 
a new organization, alone or in cooperation with others. This is most likely 
the result of a situation where an independent civil society is still a new and 
underdeveloped sphere, where there is a lack of established organizations 
within different fields of activity and in different parts of the country, as well 

                              
126 Only two respondents said that they had been recruited by members of their “blat” net-
works, which is surprising, as many of the contacts at work, in school and among different 
authorities very likely were used for the trade of “blat” during the Soviet period. Whether the 
respondents were recruited by their old “blat” contacts, and did not want to talk about it, or if 
they were really recruited by other contacts, is impossible to know within the framework of 
this study. 
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as a lack of members to work actively with the recruitment of friends and 
other network contacts. If a person experiences the need and commitment to 
take action, there simply may not be any organizations to join or network 
contacts to be recruited by, and hence, he/she needs to be more active from 
the start in order to find the suitable organization to work within or even 
establish one.  
        
Hjerppe et.al. (1997) also describe how the first applications which com-
peted for financial support from the newly founded Riga NGO Center in 
Latvia revealed that  

a number of NGO’s, though with socially important aims - e.g. to facili-
tate the creativeness of talented youth or to involve socially handicapped 
persons in sports activities - were actually activated by people whose aim 
was to find a way to earn at least a subsistence minimum. The professed 
goal of the organization in these cases is often a façade goal that can be 
changed as needed, or the NGO as such is used as a basis for business 
activities. As long as the organization is registered as an NGO there are 
additional possibilities to get support money from local business or in-
ternational funding (Hjerppe et.al. 1997, p. 91).  

My explorative study in all the three Baltic States in 2001 further revealed 
that many staff core activists had become professionals in the art of applying 
for funds, changing the projects into anything that would produce money, 
and then dealing with their “real” project in parallel with the official one. 
Most of the people I met were sincere in their intention to solve problems in 
society or to ease the pain of people in need, but many acted out of self-
interest at the same time, seeking some kind of income to help them survive. 
 
Organizational experience from a communist organization increases the 
chances of being recruited to a non-communist organization by contacts. 
Among those who had organizational experience as regular members, almost 
half of them - 46 percent - were recruited when they became involved in a 
non-communist organization for the first time. This is likely the result of 
their enlarged and strengthened networks of contacts, and possibly increased 
awareness of different issues in society if the activity was taking place in an 
organization working with political or social issues. Among those with lea-
dership experience, 38 percent were recruited, which is less than among the 
regular members. However, this is most likely a result of the fact that 39 
percent of the former leaders founded their first non-communist organiza-
tion, which is a 21-percentage-point larger group than the number of former 
members doing the same. Among those with no organizational experience at 
all prior to their first membership in a non-communist organization, one 
third were recruited by a contact and one third founded their organization. 
This means that even if organizational experience increases the likelihood of 
being recruited, or being the founder of an organization, it is not necessary in 
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order to be recruited or found an organization. It is also interesting to see that 
43 percent of the ethnic Latvians were recruited by one or more contact(s) in 
the organization in question, at the same time as only 28 percent of the non-
ethnic Latvians were. However, 46 percent of the non-ethnic Latvians 
founded the first non-communist organization that they joined, hence, being 
over-represented by 14 percentage points compared with the core activists in 
general. 

6.2.2 Fields of Interest and Position in Organization 

Politics in general, religion, environment and youth are the four fields of 
interest where core activists recruited by one or more network contact(s) 
make up more than 50 percent. However, those recruited by network con-
tacts also make up large groups in all fields other than education and democ-
racy/HR, where they are equal in number to the core activists who founded 
their organization. On average, the founders make up about 1/3 of the core 
activists in every field of interest. Media, school and public authorities play a 
secondary role for the recruitment of new members, except to union work 
and women’s issues, where they almost equal the founders. The only area 
where the network recruits, the founders, and those who looked for informa-
tion themselves through media, school or a public authority make up equally 
large groups is the field health care where they each make up 33 percent. 

Table 15. Information pathways to core activist’s first non-communist 
organization: Position in organization. (%) (Multiple-choice question) 

Note: The questions were: “What is the position of the interviewee within the organization/group?”  vs. 
“When you became active in a non-communist organization for the first time, how did you hear about it 
and come into contact with it? (You may choose an unlimited number of alternatives)” N=502.  

 
When we look at the different positions held by the core activists, we find 
that recruitment by network contact is most common among those working 
in a non-leading position, followed by those found in other leading positions 
and among the staff. The second most important way to hear about the or-
ganization in question for the staff core activists was through information in 

Position in  
organization 

Recruited by  
Network  
contact(s) 

I was the founder Through media/  
school/public  
authority, etc.  
(real %) 

Non-leading position: 61 (71)  7 (8)         18 (21)  
Other leading position: 52 (61)    25 (29)   19 (22)     
Staff core activist: 52 (36)    12 (8)       36 (25)      
Chairperson: 31 (39)    52 (65)    14 (18)     
Founder: 16 (12)      81 (59)   1 (1)           
Mean: 42 35 18 
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the media, the school or through a public authority. As for the founders, we 
find a majority of them among the chairpersons and the “founders.” 

6.3 Activist Role Models 
In this section the role of activist role models when explaining civil society 
core activism will be discussed. One hypothesis is explored: Individuals who 
have activist role models in their personal network are more likely to be-
come core activists within civil society organizations than individuals who 
do not. 

6.3.1 Activists in General 
As many as 66 percent of the core activists had people in their personal net-
work that were dedicated civil society activists, and whom they perceived as 
role models influencing their decision to become an activist themselves for  

Table 16. Activist role model(s): Core activists compared with non-
activists. (%) (Multiple-choice) 

Presence of role models Activists Non-activist 
Yes, I had activist role models: 66 (342) 15 (138) 
There were no such people: 34 (179) 85 (785) 
Total: 100 (502) 100 (923) 

Note: The question was: “Were there any people as examples of dedicated activists, who affected your 
decision to become active? Who were they? and “Are any of your relatives or friends active in any social 
and/or political organizations?”´ N=502 (Activists) & 923 (Non-activists).  

 
the first time in a non-communist organization. This is 51 percentage points 
higher than for the non-activists, which indicates that the explanatory power 
is strong, even though one third of the core activists, 34 percent, did not have 
such role models. Among these role models 81 percent did not belong to the 
core activist’s family or relatives, but were made up of the core activest’s  
 
Table 17. Type of activist role model(s). (%) (Multiple-choice) 

Presence of role models Activists   
Yes, one or more people from  
school/church/my neighborhood, etc.: 

53 (183) 

Yes, one or more friends of mine  
and my family: 

28 (97) 

Yes, some of my relatives: 11 (36) 
Yes, my mother and /or father: 5 (17) 
Yes, my sibling/s: 3 (9) 
Total: 100 (342) 

Note: The question was: “Were there any people as examples of dedicated activists, who affected your 
decision to become active? Who were they?” N=342.  
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friends, and contacts from school, church, or neighborhood. These results 
support the hypothesis that it is important for the decision to become a civil 
society core activist that the individual has one or more role model activist(s) 
in his/her personal network who are “highly sensitive to particular causes, or 
prone to engage in collective action in general, as an inspiration in their de-
cision” (Della Porta & Diani 1999, pp. 13-14; McAdam & Paulsen 1993, p. 
655; Snow 1980, p. 792).  Hence, it is a factor shared by both the Latvian 
post-Soviet context and Western contexts. It also indicates that we are open 
to influences from others than our closest family. This is an interesting 
aspect, which supports the discussion about internalization processes by 
Berger and Luckman, as well as Verba, saying that we do not necessarily 
internalize a certain ideology from our parents during our primary socializa-
tion process, and then stick to this for the rest of our lives.  

What party to join or what kind of activity to engage in, are decisions that are 
more likely to be influenced during a person’s secondary socialization 
process by people outside of our family in school, church or our work 
place (Berger & Luckman 1966, p. 150; Verba et.al. 1995, p. 20). 

However, less than 50 percent of the core activists have experienced a re-
cruitment attempt, either from a role model or from someone else, and only 8 
percent considered this recruitment attempt to be the most important reason 
for becoming an activist. Hence, being asked by a role model activist does 
not seem to be very important at all (McAdam & Paulsen 1993, p. 655). 
However, having a role model in one’s network functioning as an inspiration 
in general is important for two thirds of the respondents. It is also important 
for both women and men to have a role model activist.   
 
Another interesting finding is that core activists with former membership 
experience or no organizational experience at all, more often had role model 
activists than former leaders, when they engaged in a non-communist organ-
ization for the first time. As many as 73 percent of both former members and 
those with no organizational experience at all had role models, but only 52 
percent of the former leaders. This indicates that having a role model is more 
important for those who do not have leadership experience prior to becoming 
an activist again. Maybe having a role model becomes more important for 
those lacking leadership experience, since this experience most likely in-
creases the level of civic skills of importance for engaging in civil society 
core activism again, and makes it more likely to find a core activist among 
the founders of a new organization.127 As a majority of those with leadership 
experience have a high level of education, these findings also support the 
findings saying that lack of education may be made up for by having a role 
model activist to be inspired by.128 

                              
127 See chapter 7 for further discussion. 
128 See chapter 5. 
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6.3.2 Fields of Interest and Position in Organization 
The presence of activist role models is important for core activists engaging 
in most fields of interest, except for the field of health care, where only 41 
percent of the core activists were influenced by one or more role models 
when they decided to become active for the first time. Most important are 
role models among the core activists working with youth activities, politics 
in general, environmental issues and religion, ranging from 82 to 78 percent. 
The presence of activist role models is rather evenly distributed among the 
core activists in different positions, ranging from 61 percent among the staff 
core activists to 69 percent among non-leading positions. Again we find that 
the largest group of role models is found among contacts from school, at 
work, in church or among one’s neighbors, except among founders where 
friends play an equally important role. 
 
Table 18. Activist role model(s): Distribution among different fields of 

interest. (%) (Multiple-choice question) 

Note: The questions were: “Within what field is the organization/group active? vs. Were there any people 
as examples of dedicated activists, who affected your decision to become active? Who were they?” 
N=502. 

6.4 Positive Support   
In this section the role of positive support when explaining civil society core 
activism will be discussed. One hypothesis is explored: Individuals who 
experience positive support from someone in their personal network towards 
the decision to become a core activist within civil society are more likely to 
become core activists within civil society organizations than individuals who 
do not. 

Fields of interest Role model(s) (real %)   No role model(s) 
Youth: 82 (114) 18 (25) 
Politics: 80 (32) 20 (8) 
Environment: 78 (43) 22 (12) 
Religion: 77 (24) 23 (7) 
Recreation: 73 (133) 27 (50) 
Democracy/HR: 72 (58) 28 (23) 
Ethnicity: 68 (32) 32 (15) 
Women: 66 (31) 34 (16) 
Education: 65 (146) 35 (78) 
Charity: 63 (141) 37 (82) 
Union work: 61 (46) 46 (39) 
Health care: 41 (11) 59 (16) 
Mean: 69 31 
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6.4.1 Activists in General 
What kind of attitudes did the core activists in my survey meet from people 
they felt close to when they decided to join a non-communist organization 
for the first time? As many as 69 percent had received only positive and 
supportive reactions from people close to them, and another 17 percent had 
received a mixture of attitudes, some supportive some not. This leaves us 
with a total of 86 percent, who had received positive attitudes and support 
for their decision129. This result strongly supports the hypothesis that positive 
support is important for the decision to become a civil society core activist. 
It also indicates that the presence of opposition does not necessarily matter 
as long as positive support is present (McAdam & Paulsen 1993, p. 655). 
The importance of positive support is shared by both Western contexts and 
the Latvian post-Soviet context. Positive support is also almost equally im-
portant for both sexes, with 88 percent of the male activists and 85 percent 

Table 19. Personal network’s response towards core activist’s first non-
communist activism. (%) 

Response to idea of activity  Activists 
Support by all: 69 (347) 
Support by some: 17 (85) 
I do not know: 8 (41) 
They were indifferent: 4 (19) 
They wanted me to stop: 2 (9) 
Total: 100 (502) 

Note: The question was: “How did people close to you react when you became active?”  N=502.  

 
of the female activists having experienced positive support towards the deci-
sion to become active in a non-communist organization for the first time. 
However, a slightly larger number of ethnic Latvians had received positive 
support compared with non-ethnic Latvians. 
       
When we compare the presence or absence of earlier communist organiza-
tional experience among the core activists with the presence of support, we 
find that positive support is important no matter what organizational expe-
rience one has. There are only very limited differences among the groups, 
where 83 percent of the former leaders, 88 percent of the former members 
and 89 percent of those who had no organizational experience at all had re-
ceived positive support.  

                              
129 The question did not place any limitation on how the support was to be communicated.   
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6.4.2 Fields of Interest and Position in Organization 
When we divide the core activists into different fields of interest, we find 
that the proportion of core activists who had received positive support of 
some kind dominated in all spheres, ranging from 78 percent of the health 
care workers to 100 percent of the respondents working with politics in gen-
eral. The differences between the fields are not that large, which make it 
hard to draw any specific conclusions about the support based on a certain 
kind of activity. It seems to me that positive support is a very important fac-
tor for activity within all fields of interest. This is especially interesting as 
McAdam and Paulsen limited the validity of their causal claim to be valid 
only when individuals made the decision to become active in high-risk activ-
ities. My results are more congruent with Verba et.al (1995), linking support 
to more traditional kinds of civil society activism (Verba et.al. 1995, p. 140). 
However, it would be valuable to study non-democratic organizations, such 
as Nazi groupings and the extreme left, in order to see whether this conclu-
sion is also valid here. It would also be interesting to study the respondents 
who became core activists despite only receiving negative responses to their 
decision more closely, as well as those receiving both positive and negative 
responses to their decision to join a civil society organization.  
      
The proportion of core activists who had received positive support of some 
kind when they decided to become involved  in a non-communist organiza-
tion dominated all positions within the organization, ranging from 81 percent 
of those with non-leading positions to 93 percent of the respondents that 
were staff core activists, that is employed at some level by the organization 
in question.  

6.5 Conclusion 
In this chapter the role of earlier organizational experience, the presence of 
network contacts, and the possible importance of having (an) activist role 
model(s) and positive support when explaining civil society core activism 
were explored and analyzed.  
     
One important finding of this chapter is that earlier organizational activity 
only seems to be important as a factor explaining non-communist core activ-
ism if the experience comes from having a position of leadership at any level 
in the communist children’s and/or youth organizations - the Pioneers and 
the Komsomol - as well as the trade unions. This sets post-Soviet Latvia 
apart from Western contexts, where organizational experience in general is 
said to be very important for future activism. However, lack of information 
makes it impossible at this moment to make any assumptions as to the im-
portance of leadership experience in Western contexts. These findings also 
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indicate that it is somewhat more important for girls and young women to 
have gained this leadership experience in order to engage in civil society 
than for boys and young men. Russian speakers are further somewhat more 
likely to have had leadership experience from a communist organization, 
compared with ethnic Latvians. Former leaders are in the majority among all 
positions of the organizations surveyed, except for the staff core activists, 
where former members are in the majority.  
 
When the core activists became active in a non-communist organization for 
the first time, only about one fourth of them had experienced the combina-
tion: a recruitment attempt by someone known in the organization in ques-
tion, the presence of activist role models and the presence of positive support 
to the decision to become active in a non-communist organization for the 
first time. Hence, in a post-Soviet context, a combination of these factors is 
not very important, which differs from the Western results. However, when 
studying each factor by itself, we find interesting results.  
      
It seems as though those who have been active in a communist organization 
and have maintained personal relationships from that context are more likely 
to join a new organization and become a core activist than those who have 
not. Hence, the situation in post-Soviet Latvia is similar to Western contexts. 
However, it seems to be more important to know someone in the organiza-
tion in question than to be asked to help, even though organizational expe-
rience does increase the chances of being recruited to a non-communist or-
ganization through contacts. Regular members are somewhat more likely to 
have been recruited, at the same time as half of those with leadership expe-
rience have been recruited to, and half have been the founders of, their first 
non-communist organization.  
 
When today’s core activists became active in a non-communist organization 
for the first time about one third of them founded their own organization.  
By 2004 this group had increased to 58 percent. We also find that ethnic 
Latvians are somewhat more likely to have been recruited than Russian 
speakers, who in turn are somewhat over-represented among those who 
founded an organization. The recruitment of core activists takes place within 
all fields of interest, but is most frequently used to attract activists to the 
fields politics in general, religion, environment and youth. Those working in 
non-leading positions are the most likely to have been recruited, followed by 
those found in other leading positions and among the staff. As for the found-
ers, we find a majority of them among the chairpersons and the “founders.” 
        
In Latvia, as in Western countries, the core activists knew one or more activ-
ist role model(s) prior to becoming active in a non-communist organization 
for the first time. What differs in Latvia is that these role models seem to be 
individuals who inspire to core activism, but not necessarily act as active 
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recruitment agents. The data also indicate that these role models mainly con-
sist of people other than the respondents closest family and relatives, hence, 
supporting the assumption that an individual may internalize behavior such 
as civil society core activism during his/her secondary socialization process. 
Role models are important regardless of fields of interest and position in the 
organization, but most important among the core activists working with 
youth activities, politics in general, environmental issues and religion.   
 
A very interesting finding indicates that the presence of activist role models 
may replace the benefits of a higher education. It is also among the respon-
dents with only a primary or a secondary education that we find the largest 
groups of core activists being employed by an organization, as well as dec-
laring motives of self-interest for their core activism. This indicates that 
these individuals use their organizational activity to make a living.    
     
The findings in this chapter indicate that positive support is one of the most 
important factors when explaining civil society core activism, and if present, 
may override opposition to activism from others in one’s personal network. 
This factor is important both in a Western and a post-Soviet context. Support 
is important regardless of one’s organizational experiences, slightly more 
important for ethnic Latvians than for Russian speakers, and almost equally 
important for both sexes. Positive support is further a very important factor 
for activity within all fields of interest and all positions in the organization. 
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7. Values, Civic skills and Motives for 
Activism 

In this chapter, hypotheses claiming that various internalized values and 
civic skills are important for engaging in non-communist organizations will 
be explored. We will also study whether these values and skills were taught 
through primary socialization processes within one’s personal network, or 
through secondary socialization processes produced by the Vospitanie edu-
cation in the Soviet educational system, the Soviet children’s and youth or-
ganizations, as well as other communist organizations. Are the values and 
civic skills which were intended to shape the “Soviet Man/[Woman]” impor-
tant for the decision to become a core activist in a non-communist organiza-
tion for the first time?  
 
First, empathy has been put forward as the most important reason for altruis-
tic behavior, and hence, it is of great interest to study whether this is also the 
case in a post-Soviet context. We will also study the respondent’s empathic 
ability more in detail to learn whether this value is also important for activity 
within other fields of interest, and whether it is connected with the value of 
always feeling a moral duty to help people in need or solve problems in so-
ciety.                                              
         
Second, another popular value discussing civil society core activism and the 
health of a democratic society is the ability to feel generalized trust towards 
other members of society. Is it the case that core activists in Latvia today are 
highly trusting human beings, like many of their activist colleagues in West-
ern societies, or is the Soviet legacy with low levels of generalized trust as 
strong as various studies have pointed out? 
       
Third, we will explore the role of high levels of the different civic skills sub-
jective, administrative and organizational competence, as well as a high level 
of civic literacy, when becoming involved in a non-communist organization 
for the first time. These concepts equal the self-perceived competences to 
influence legislation, be listened to in administrative matters, and to organize 
different kinds of activity, as well as the self-perceived competence to un-
derstand politics in general in the country one resides in.  
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Fourth, motives for becoming involved in civil society will be explored. Are 
people becoming core activists for motives of self-interest or altruism, and 
does the field of interest or the position in the organization where we find the 
activist depend on the kind of motive he/she gives? 
      
First, the results of the core activists and non-activists will be compared with 
each other and discussed. The results of the core activists will also be cross-
tabulated with the respondent’s gender, educational level, prior organiza-
tional experience, household income and ethnic affiliation. Second, core 
activists engaging in various fields of interest will be compared with each 
other, and a discussion of potential differences between the groups will take 
place. Third, the possible importance of position in the organization will be 
explored. 

7.1 Empathic Ability and Moral Duties to Act 
In this section the role of a high empathic ability and the moral duties to help 
people in need and to solve problems in society when explaining civil socie-
ty core activism will be discussed. Four hypotheses are explored: First, indi-
viduals who have a high empathic ability are more likely to become core 
activists within civil society organizations than individuals who do not. 
Second, individuals who have a high empathic ability are more likely to be-
come core activists within civil society organizations based on the motive of 
altruism than individuals who do not. Third, individuals who have interna-
lized values saying that it is their duty to help people in need and to change 
perceived problem in society, are more likely to become core activists within 
civil society organizations than individuals who do not. Fourth, individuals 
who combine a high empathic ability with the moral duty to help people in 
need are more likely to be found among core activists working in charity 
organizations than individuals who do not.   

7.1.1 Activists in General 
Western literature argues that values, mainly internalized during our early 
primary socialization process in our childhood among members of our per-
sonal network, are important guidelines for what behaviors we will feel obli-
gated to follow without questioning the reason or rational basis for doing so 
(Hechter et.al. 1993, pp. 3-5; Berger & Luckman 1966, pp. 150, 153). Con-
trary to mainstream Western theory saying that the earliest years are the 
most important for an individual’s personality formation, the official Soviet 
doctrine regarded the developmental process as one in which the secondary 
socialization processes played a very important role. The significance of this 
assumption resulted in a situation where the children’s and youth organiza-
tions in combination with the school system were supposed to actively work 
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with Soviet children and youth to help them internalize characteristics neces-
sary for the creation of good Soviet citizens (Kassof 1965, pp. 32, 36).  

7.1.1.1 Empathic Ability 
Let us begin by exploring the possible importance of empathy among the 
Latvian core activists in this study. This was done by asking the respondents 
of my two surveys eight questions regarding an individual’s ability to feel 
empathy towards others. The questions related to how the respondent per-
ceived that he/she would behave and/or feel towards other human beings in 
different situations. The answers were given on a thermometer scale from 0 
to 100, and a person’s empathic ability was considered to be the average 
measurement of the eight questions, where 0 equaled “no empathic ability at 
all”, and 100 equaled “full empathic ability”.130     
  
When the core activists became involved in a non-communist organization 
for the first time, 58 percent had a high empathic ability, equaling 75 to 100 
on the thermometer scale. Among the non-activists only 34 percent of the 
respondents had a high empathic ability, and hence, the core activists were 
over-represented by 24 percentage points. Not surprisingly it follows that 
core activists are strongly under-represented compared with the non-activists 
when we look at the low end of the “empathy” scale. Hence, the data from 
my survey indicate that a high level of empathy is a characteristic that is 
shared by core activists in both a Western and a post-Soviet Latvian context. 

Table 20. Empathic ability: Core activists compared with non-activists. 
(%) 

Note: The question was: “How did you respond to other people in different situations at this time?” (The 
question was followed by a set of 8 different questions to respond to). N=502 (Activists) & 923 (Non-
activists). 
 

The distribution of respondents who have a high empathic ability differs 
somewhat between the sexes. 62 percent of the female core activists had a 
high empathic ability, hence being over-represented by 7 percentage points 
compared with the male core activists.  Even though the difference is small, 
it supports the presence of traditional gender roles with women as the care-
takers empathizing with others. 

                              
130 See chapter 3, section 3.2.3, for a more detailed discussion of how the questions were 
formulated and carried out.  
 

Empathic ability Activists Non-activists 
High empathic ability (75-100): 58 (292) 34 (312) 
Medium-high ability (51-74): 34 (170) 38 (349) 
Medium-low ability (26-50): 4 (20) 12 (113) 
Low empathic ability (0-25): 0.1 (1) 4 (36) 
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It seems as though organizational experiences enhance the likelihood of ex-
periencing a high empathic ability among the respondents. Among those 
who had a high level of empathy, 37 and 41 percent respectively had been 
former members and leaders of a communist organization, while only 18 
percent had no organizational experience at all. We also find that 60 percent 
of the core activists with a high empathic ability also have a higher level of 
education, and that the number of highly empathic core activists increases 
the higher up in the educational system we look. These data indicate that the 
Vospitanie education carried out in the educational system and in the child-
ren’s and youth organizations was rather successful in its teachings of social 
responsibility towards other members of Soviet society, which may be trans-
lated as having the ability to empathize with fellow human beings (Avis 
1990, preface; Kassof 1965, p. 104).  
       
High levels of empathy are most likely found among the core activists who 
perceive themselves to have a household income that is “neither better nor 
worse” than the population at large, where they make up 46 percent of the 
respondents. Another 35 percent are found among those who declare income 
levels to be above average, and only 18 percent are found among those with 
household incomes below average. Hence, the household income of those 
with a high empathic ability pretty much follows the stratification among the 
core activists in general, and does not seem to influence a person’s ability to 
empathize with other human beings. A qualified guess is further that the 
additional stage in the production of empathic abilities took place within the 
core activist’s personal network. It could also be so that some groups of res-
pondents were more susceptible to the Vospitanie message of communist 
ethics, no matter what educational level or organizational status they had, 
and that it is these people who are now civil society core activists. To know 
more about the production of empathy during the Soviet period, we would 
need to study the issue further. Another thing that is interesting to note is that 
highly empathic core activists of non-ethnic Latvian origin, with Russian as 
their mother tongue, are over-represented by 23 percentage points, compared 
with those for whom Latvian is their mother tongue. Hence, a high empathic 
ability seems to be more important for non-ethnic Latvians in order to be-
come involved in civil society. 
 
Another interesting result is that almost two thirds of the core activists with a 
high empathic ability gave altruistic motives as their reason for engaging in 
civil society, and among the core activists possessing a medium-high em-
pathic ability131 48 percent did the same. Only 35 percent of the core activ-
ists with a high empathic ability gave reasons of self-interest, while 51 per-
cent of those with a medium-high empathic ability gave such reasons. These 
results supports the argument that a high level of empathy is a source of al-

                              
131 “Medium-high” equals 51 to 74 on the empathy scale. 
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truistic motivation, as it is said to be the only way to experientially under-
stand what other people feel (Håkansson 2003, pp. 24-25).   

7.1.1.2 Duties to act 
The data in my study show that only 33 percent of the core activists always 
felt a sense of duty to help others when they were in need, at the time they 
engaged in a non-communist organization for the first time. However, this 
number is 16 percentage points higher than the non-activists’ 17 percent, 
which indicates that duty is more important for the core activists. The group 
of respondents who always felt a duty to solve perceived problems in society 
was even smaller, and made up only 23 percent of the core activists. Also 
this time the core activist group was larger compared with the non-activists’ 
5 percent.  
 
There is not a great difference between the sexes among those who always 
feel a duty to help people in need and/or solve problems in society. Further, 
only half of the core activists that always felt the duty to help people in need 
combined this with always feeling the duty to solve problems in society. 
This special group numbered 83 people in total, and made up only 17 per-
cent of the total number of surveyed core activists. These results only partly 
support the assumption that individuals will act when participation is ac-
companied by the psychic gratification of having fulfilled a duty (Verba  

Table 21. Duties to act: Core activists compared with non-activists. (%) 

Note: The question was: “Did/do you feel a sense of duty to help others when they are in need?” and 
”Did/do you feel a sense of duty to solve perceived problems in society?” N=502 (Activists) & 923 (Non-
activists).  

 
et.al.1995, p. 272). Even though core activists show a higher frequency of 
feeling an unconditioned duty to help people in need or solve problems of 
society, compared with non-activists, they only make up a minority of the 
total number of core activists who feel this way. Hence, the hypothesis is 
only partly supported in post-Soviet Latvia, and duty as a factor influencing 
civil society core activism seems to be more important in a Western context. 
 
Among the core activists who always felt a duty to help people in need as 
many as 87 percent had experience from a communist organization - 44 per-
cent as regular members and 43 percent as leaders. Among those who always 
felt a duty to solve problems in society, 84 percent had organizational expe-
rience, but the majority - 49 percent - was to be found among the regular 
members. Those with no organizational experience at all only made up 13 

Always duties to act Activists Non-activists 
Duty always help people in need: 33 (166) 17 (158) 
Duty always solve problems in society: 23 (113) 5 (45) 
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percent of each group. The conclusion is that any kind of organizational 
experience seems to increase the proportion of respondents always feeling a 
duty to help the needy or solve problems in society. A majority of the core 
activists that always felt a duty to help people in need, and/or to solve a 
problem of society, 63 and 57 percent respectively, also had a higher level of 
education. However, since we are talking about rather small groups of res-
pondents in real numbers these data may indicate different things. Either it 
was only certain groups of students, as well as members and leaders of the 
children’s and youth organizations, that were more susceptible to the Vospi-
tanie message of communist morality and ethics, and they are the people 
who are now civil society core activists, or the duties to act were taught 
elsewhere. However, in general my data suggest that the Vospitanie process 
failed in instilling the students and organizational members with a great 
sense of public duty (Avis 1990, preface; Kassof 1965, p. 104; Muckle 1990, 
pp. 2-3).  
      
The core activists who always feel a duty to help people in need or solve 
problems in society are distributed in a similar way to the core activists on 
average among the declared income groups. This indicates that household 
income is not related to a person’s level of duty to act. Among the core ac-
tivists who gave Russian as their mother tongue, the group who always felt a 
duty to help people in need is over-represented by 18 percentage points, 
compared with those who gave Latvian as their mother tongue. 
 
Only 24 percent of the total number of core activists in this study had a high 
empathic ability combined with always feeling a duty to help people in need, 
and only 16 percent had a high empathic ability combined with always feel-
ing a duty to solve problems in society. Hence, the assumptions that empathy 
must be combined with the moral obligations to help people in need or solve 
problems in society in order for people to act in an altruistic manner is not 
supported (Downton & Wehr 1998, p. 537; Hoffman 2000, pp. 13-14; Portes 
1998, p. 7; Snow et. al. 1986, pp. 464, 469-470). Instead it seems as though 
empathy on its own is enough to encourage people to act, both when the act 
is based on motives of altruism and of self-interest. However, among the 
limited groups of respondents who combined a high empathic ability with 
duties to help people in need, or to solve problems of society, we find that 71 
percent of each “duty”- group declared altruistic motives for their activities. 

7.1.2 Fields of Interest and Position in Organization 
A high level of empathy is important for about 50 percent of the core activ-
ists within all fields of interest. The highest numbers are found in the fields 
of religion, women’s issues and charity work, ranging from 74 to 70 percent. 
These figures show that the presence of a high level of empathy is enough on 
its own to be important for the decision to become a core activist working in 
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charity organizations, but they also indicate that empathy is important for 
civil society core activism in general. How do we explain the high levels of 
empathy among the core activists within the fields of religion and women’s 
issues? As for religion it is likely that if one has a strong faith in God and 
follows any of the larger world religions, love for one’s neighbor and com-
passion for the weak are important messages that each believer is asked to 
follow. Hence, it would be more likely to find individuals embodying these 
values in religious organizations, truly acting according to the golden rule: 
Treat Others as You Want to be Treated. This does of course not mean that 
 
Table 22. Values: Distribution among different fields of interest. (%) 

Fields of Interest High Empathy     
75-100 

Duty always to help  
people in need 

Duty always to solve  
problems in society 

Religion: 74 (23) 32 (10)      26 (8) 
Women: 72 (34) 36 (17)      26 (12)   
Charity: 70 (155) 42 (94)      29 (65) 
Ethnicity: 68 (32) 23 (11)      26 (12) 
Democracy/HR: 65 (53) 30 (24)      31 (25) 
Youth: 64 (89) 38 (53)     26 (36) 
Education: 58 (129) 30 (67)      21 (47) 
Politics:  58 (23) 45 (18)      30 (12) 
Environment: 56 (31) 31 (17)      22 (12)   
Health care:  56 (15) 44 (12)      26 (7)   
Recreation: 50 (92) 34 (62)     21 (38) 
Union work: 47 (40) 25 (21)      18 (15)   
Mean: 60 34 25 

Note: The questions were: “How did you respond to other people in different situations at this time?” and 
“Did you feel a sense of duty to help others when they were in need?” and “Did you feel a sense of duty 
to solve perceived problems in society?” N=502.   

 
non-believers have no empathy, but it could explain why we find the highest 
percentage of core activists with a fully empathic ability among the religious 
core activists. Women, further, are generally raised to be caring and nurtur-
ing, to put the well-being of others first, and to try to understand how others 
feel and what they need. Hence, it is not surprising that organizations work-
ing with women’s issues, where the great majority of the core activists are 
women, rank high on the empathy scale. Health care and charity work are 
also fields of activity where a caring and nurturing personality with a high 
level of empathy helps the activist to do a good job. These fields also show 
relatively high numbers of core activists always feeling a duty to help people 
in need.  
 
The core activists who always felt a duty to help people in need, and who 
worked in organizations aimed at relieving different kinds of social problems 
“very much/completely ”, make up 47 percent of the total number of respon-
dents. An even larger group of core activists working in organizations aimed 
at relieving different kinds of social problems - 56 percent - always felt a 
duty to solve problems in society “very much/completely.” Hence, it is poss-
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ible to say that a high level of empathy is more important for the decision to 
take action in organizations working with charity than the combination of a 
high level of empathy and always feeling a duty to help people in need. 
Among those core activists who said that their organization worked with 
policy change “very much/completely”, only 33 percent combined a high 
empathic ability with the duty to help the needy, and even fewer, 18 percent, 
combine a high empathic ability with the duty to solve problems in society. 
Hence, these data do not support the hypothesis that individuals who com-
bine a high empathic ability with the moral duty to solve perceived problems 
of society are more likely to be found in policy-changing organizations than 
individuals who do not. 
       
Half, or more, of the core activists found in all organizational positions have 
a high empathic ability. However, chairpersons and founders seem to be the 
groups who more than others always feel a duty to help people in need or to 
solve problems in society. The data from my study indicate that chairpersons 
have a slightly higher empathic ability than founders, while the founders are 
more likely to always feel a duty to help people in need and to solve prob-
lems in society. It is also only among the founders we find a larger group of 
core activists, 48 percent, combining high empathy with the duty to help the 
needy.   

7.2 Generalized Trust 
In this section the role of high levels of generalized trust when explaining 
civil society core activism will be discussed. One hypothesis is explored: 
Individuals who have a high level of generalized trust towards other people 
in society are more likely to become core activists within civil society organ-
izations than individuals who do not. 

7.2.1 Activists in General 
In both surveys, the respondent’s level of generalized trust was measured by 
asking if he/she generally believed that most people could be trusted. This 
was an important question, as much debating has taken place within the lite-
rature about whether or not generalized trust is an important value for people 
to have in order to self-select into different civil society groups (see Roth-
stein & Stolle 20023; Stolle 2001; Uslaner 2002), or if this is a value which 
is provided through activity within different kinds of non-governmental or-
ganizations as a result of their experience of working and communicating 
together with people whom they did not know before (Putnam 1993). On a 
scale from 0 (never feeling generalized trust) to 100 (always feeling genera-
lized trust), 38 percent of the respondents from the core activist group re-
ported a level of generalized trust ranging between 75-100 at the time that 
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they decided to become active in a non-communist organization for the first 
time. This is not a large number, even though the core activists score 26 per-
centage points higher than the non-activists. These findings indicate that 
civil society core activists as a group have a higher level of generalized trust 
than people who are not such activists, but that the levels of both groups of 
respondents are generally low. This could be expected as a result of the fact 
that a majority of the core activists and non-activists grew up and lived their 
lives in a totalitarian non-democratic state where people had difficulty know-
ing who was trustworthy and who was not. Hence, these results only vaguely  

Table 23. Generalized trust: Core activists compared with non-activists. 
(%)  

Generalized trust Activists Non-activists 
High level of trust (75-100) 38 (190) 12 (109) 
Mean (all scale): 66 44 

Note: The question was: “Generally speaking, did you think most people could be trusted?” N=500 
(Activists) & 918 (Non-activists).  

 
support the assumption that people are more likely to act in the interest of 
people they do not know if they experience a high level of generalized trust 
(Putnam 1993, pp. 170-171; Portes 1998, p. 7). Post-Soviet Latvia does not 
seem to share the link between highly trusting core activists and civil society 
activism with the Western countries. Instead, a more interesting result is that 
as many as 62 percent of the respondents are core activists despite their low 
level of generalized trust. It is also interesting that as many as 38 percent of 
the core activists are highly trusting, considering the Soviet past. Where did 
these people learn how to trust?  
 
To begin with we find that 37 percent of the male core activists are highly 
trusting, compared with 33 percent of the female core activists, which sug-
gests that men are slightly more trusting than women. We further find that 
among those who had a high level of generalized trust, 35 and 42 percent 
respectively had been former members and leaders of a communist organiza-
tion, while only 20 percent had no organizational experience at all. Hence, it 
seems as though experiences from governmental communist organizations 
enhance the likelihood of experiencing a high level of generalized trust 
among the respondents. However, the data indicate that it is more important 
to have a higher level of education in order to learn generalized trust. We 
find a larger number of highly trusting core activists the higher up in the 
educational system we look, with 63 percent of them having a higher level of 
education. This is interesting data, since the Vospitanie education focused 
more on producing particularized trust by encouraging the Soviet citizen to 
feel love for the socialist motherland, to feel solidarity with proletarians 
worldwide, and to feel hostility towards bourgeois capitalist regimes and 
imperialism (Muckle 1990, p. 2; Avis 1990, preface). These are all clearly 
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particularistic feelings and contradict any development of generalized trust. 
The whole process of Vospitanie training was also permeated by encourag-
ing the students to inform on each other when someone did not behave in the 
requested way, as well as by punishment in the form of public shaming. 
(Kassof 1965, pp. 44-45, 100-101) These circumstances also oppose the 
development of feelings of generalized trust and empathy towards people in 
general. Combine this with a society where you have a hard time knowing 
who you may trust or not, and it is remarkable that 38 percent are highly 
trusting. Hence, Putnam’s (1993) argument that individuals working together 
with people whom they did not know before, within different kind of non-
governmental (non-religious) organizations, increases their level of genera-
lized trust, which in turn makes them more likely to participate in political 
activity, is only partly supported in a post-Soviet context, because there were 
no non-governmental organizations in the Soviet Union (Putnam 1993, pp. 
170-171). However, even though I cannot explain why, it seems as though 
the Soviet governmental organizations produced generalized trust among 
some of their members. Due to the low number of trusting respondents it 
may be so that it is not the organizations per se which induced generalized 
trust. Instead Uslaner’s (2002) and Rothstein and Stolle’s (2002) argument 
may be right, saying that an individual’s fundamental worldview is formed 
early in life. This would mean that among those core activists who declared 
a high level of generalized trust, this quality was already rooted in their ethi-
cal system before they entered the school system and the communist child-
ren’s and youth organizations. This line of reasoning further indicates that 
people self-select into association groups, depending on their original levels 
of generalized trust and reciprocity. This would mean that people with high 
levels of generalized trust “are more easily drawn to membership in associa-
tions, whereas people who trust less will not join in the first place” (Uslaner 
2002, p. 4; Rothstein & Stolle 2002, p. 20).  
 
The data further indicate that an individual’s level of generalized trust is not 
influenced by his/her household income. We also find that among the core 
activists who are non-ethnic Latvians and give Russian as their mother ton-
gue, the group who declare that they had a high level of generalized trust is 
over-represented by 7 percentage points, compared with those who had Lat-
vian as their mother tongue. 

7.2.2 Fields of Interest and Position of Organization 
Highly trusting people exist within all the sampled fields of activity. Howev-
er, the only field where highly trusting core activists dominate is the profes-
sional unions, where they make up 61 percent. All other fields have less than 
50 percent, with politics in general, education, health care, and youth as the 
top four fields having a proportion of 40-45 percent trusting activists each. 
The lowest number of highly trusting people is found among the core activ-
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ists working with environmental questions, a finding which would be inter-
esting to explore further in another study.    
      
The two positions with the largest groups of core activists feeling a high 
level of generalized trust when they became involved in a non-communist 
organization for the first time are founders and staff core activists with 38 
and 36 percent respectively. Another one third of the core activists are found 
among the non-leading and other leading positions, and 1/5 among the 
chairpersons. 

7.3 Subjective, Administrative and Organizational 
Competence and Civic Literacy 
In this section the role of high levels of subjective, administrative and orga-
nizational competence, as well as civic literacy, when explaining civil socie-
ty core activism will be discussed. Four hypotheses are explored:  First, in-
dividuals who have a high level of subjective competence are more likely to 
become core activists within civil society organizations than individuals who 
do not. Second, individuals who have a high level of administrative compe-
tence are more likely to become core activists within civil society organiza-
tions than individuals who do not. Third, individuals who have a high level 
of civil literacy are more likely to become core activists within civil society 
organizations than individuals who do not. Fourth, individuals who have a 
high level of organizational competence are more likely to become core ac-
tivists within civil society organizations than individuals who do not. 

7.3.1 Activists in General 
Almond & Verba (1965) argue that if an individual believes that he/she has 
the ability to influence policy makers, that is has a high level of subjective 
competence, he/she is more likely to make an attempt to take political action 
in the first place, compared with an individual who does not have such a 
self-image (Almond & Verba 1965, pp. 136-137; Verba et.al. 1995, p. 272). 
At the time when the core activists became active in a non-communist or-
ganization for the first time, 43 percent declared themselves to be “some-
what/very likely” to change a law or regulation if they tried, i.e. to have a 
high level of subjective competence. This is not a very convincing number, 
but still supports Almond and Verba’s assumption somewhat, as the core 
activists are over-represented by 14 percentage points compared with the 
non-activists. We find that the core activists with a high level of subjective 
competence are concentrated to the positions of vice chairpersons and board 
members, where they make up more than 50 percent of the respondents with 
53 and 52 percent respectively. 
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Administrative competence means that a person believes that he/she would 
be listened to and allowed to have a say in the proceedings if he/she submit-
ted a question or problem to a local government office132. This means that 
they have a basic belief that they would be respected and have some influ-
ence over the outcome of the matter, and hence, they would be more likely 
to take action, compared with those lacking this belief (Almond & Verba 
1965, p. 169). Is this the case for the civil society core activists in Latvia? 
Among the core activists 53 percent declared it to be “somewhat/very likely” 
that they would be listened to if they submitted a grievance of some kind to a 
local government official. This is not a very convincing number, but still 
supports Almond and Verba’s assumption somewhat, as the core activists are 
over-represented by 11 percentage points compared with the non-activists.  

Table 24. Civic Skills: Core activists compared to non-activists. (%) 

High level of civic skills Activists Non-activists 
Subjective competence: 43 (217) 29 (272) 
Administrative competence: 53 (268) 42 (385) 
Civic literacy: 68 (343) 45 (417) 
Organizational competence: 86 (433) 54  (498) 
   

Note: The questions were: a) “Suppose a law or regulation was being considered either at the local, 
regional or national level that you believed to be unjust or harmful. If you made an effort to change this 
law or regulation, how likely is it that you would succeed?” b) “Suppose there was some question you had 
to take to a local government office – for example a tax question or a housing regulation. What sort of 
reaction would you have expected if you explained your point of view to the government officials? 
Would you be listened to and allowed to have a say in the proceedings?”  c) “Did you believe that you 
understood Latvian politics in general?” and d) “Did you believe that you had the necessary knowledge to 
organize action in different ways?”  N=502 (Activists) & 923 (Non-activists). 

 
Administrative competence also seems to be concentrated to core activists at 
the higher end of the hierarchy. Among the founders 68 percent had a high 
administrative competence, and the average percentage among the chairper-
sons, vice chairpersons and the board members was 59. If we compare sub-
jective and administrative competences with the other two, we find that these 
are the least important civic skills among the core activists, possessed only 
by 43 and 53 percent respectively. These results mean that less than half of 
the core activists believe that they could change a law or regulation if they 
tried, and only ten more that they would be listened to and have a say in the 
proceedings if they took a question to a local government official. This is a 
surprising result, as it would be reasonable to believe that those who are 
active believe that they could influence change and be listened to. However, 
it is not surprising that the core activists with a high administrative compe-

                              
132 Almond and Verba (1965) also include “national governmental administrative officials and 
offices”, which I have chosen not to include since most administrative issues influencing 
people on a day-to-day basis are carried out by a country’s local administration and we will 
get clearer answers if we do not also add the national administration to the question. 
 



 174

tence outnumber those who believe they have a high subjective competence, 
as it seems rational that most people would feel more confident working at 
the local level in an environment they perceive as home, instead of entering 
the political game at a national level where most laws are made. It is also 
interesting to find that it is mainly the core activists with high positions who 
seem to have these competences. Hence, the hypothesis that individuals with 
high subjective and administrative competences are more likely to become 
core activists within civil society organizations than individuals who do not 
have such competences is only valid for a majority of the core activists at the 
upper range of the organizational hierarchy, as well as for half of the staff 
core activists. Hence, these two civic skills are not as important in post-
Soviet Latvia as in Western contexts. 
 
These data oppose my assumption in chapter 5 where I argue that participa-
tion in the various SPP activities in school and Soviet children’s and youth 
organizations might have developed subjective and administrative compe-
tences among the students/organizational members. The limited group of 
respondents who declared these two competences might very well have 
gained them as a result of the fact that the Soviet elite was recruited from the 
university students. With elite position comes power and connections, which 
may have contributed to perceived subjective and administrative compe-
tences (Dreifelds 1988, p. 85). However, subjective and administrative com-
petence is not very important for core activism in general, and hence, its 
origin will not be discussed further below. 
 
A civic competence that is much more widespread among the core activists 
in Latvia is a perceived high level of civic literacy, defined by Milner (2002) 
as “the knowledge required for effective political choice” by adults. He fur-
ther argues that irrespective of education, more politically informed people 
vote more (Milner 2002, pp. 5-6). This line of argument is also supported by 
Verba et.al. (1995), saying that a high level of “political information”133 is a 
powerful predictor of political attitude formation and of the connectedness of 
an individual to the political process, and hence, the likelihood of an indi-
vidual to engage in political activism. However, I argue that the logic in the 
argument seems to be important not only for voting behavior or other kinds 
of political activism, but also for the choice to engage in any kind of non-
governmental organization. Hence, the respondents in both survey groups in 
my study were asked if they believed that they understood Latvian politics in 
general. All in all, as many as 68 percent of the core activists declared that 
they understood the political situation in Latvia “somewhat/very much”, 
with the non-activists lagging behind by 24 percentage points. Hence, this 
                              
133 “Political information” equals an individual’s level of information or knowledge about “the 
political issues of the day, the individuals active in politics and government, the constitutional 
principles underlying government, and the actual workings of the political system” of the 
country he/she resides in (Verba et.al. 1995, p. 347). 
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result supports the assumption that a high level of civic literacy is important 
when the decision to take action in civil society is made. It makes sense that 
a person who believes that he/she understands the political system and de-
velopment of his/her country is also more prone to civil society core activ-
ism. The importance of civic literacy among the core activists in Latvia is 
further strengthened by survey materials saying that citizens in Latvia gener-
ally have an especially low self-assessment of their ability to understand the 
political life in Latvia compared with other countries. For example, in a sur-
vey from 1996 comparing Norway with Latvia, only one fifth of the Norwe-
gian respondents said that “most people are better informed about politics 
and government than I am”, whereas two thirds of the Latvian respondents 
believed the same (Karklins & Zepa 2001, p. 338). This means that the core 
activists really stand out in this respect, compared with the population in 
general. Hence, civic literacy is important both in post-Soviet Latvia and in 
Western contexts. 
 
Among the core activists, as many as 86 percent declared that they had a 
“high/very high” organizational competence, thus being over-represented by 
32 percentage points compared with the non-activists. This data is supported 
indirectly by the assumption made by the different authors Delmar, Emer-
son, Menninger and Sasson, as well as Gandhi, that if we are positive and 
believe that we can do something, it is much more likely that we will take 
action and even succeed than if we do not believe in ourselves (Delmar 
2001, p. 147; Emerson in Peale 1982, p. 11; Menninger in Peale 1982, p. 10; 
Sasson 2007; Gandhi 2007). Hence, the hypothesis saying that individuals 
who have a high level of organizational competence are more likely to be-
come core activists within civil society organizations than individuals who 
do not, is supported. To believe that one has the necessary knowledge to 
organize action seems to be the most important civic skill to have in order to 
engage in civil society activism. Hence, the assumption by different Western 
writers, as well as Gandhi, is very important in post-Soviet Latvia and is 
most likely also important in Western contexts. However, this issue calls for 
further research. 
 
The number of male core activists who declare that they have high levels of 
civic literacy is 77 percent, and are thus over-represented by 14 percentage 
points compared with the female core activists. This is probably a result of 
the situation in Latvia where men dominate the official public scene and are 
declared by the media, the school and the official gender roles of society to 
be those who “understand” politics. However, among those with a high or-
ganizational competence the gender difference is more or less gone, with 87 
percent of the women and 85 percent of the men declaring that they have a 
high level of this skill. Women may perceive that they do not understand 
politics, but they obviously believe that they have the practical abilities to 
organize action of different kinds. 
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7.3.1.1 The Origin of Civic Skills 
The data indicate that any kind of organizational experience from the various 
Soviet children’s and youth organizations, etc. increase the core activist’s 
level of civic literacy, that is, the general understanding of the political life 
of the Latvian Socialist Republic and the Soviet Union. Among the core 
activists with a high level of civic literacy, 38 percent were former members, 
and 44 percent were former leaders of various communist organizations 
prior to their first engagement in a non-communist organization. Only 16 
percent had no organizational experience at all. These numbers are streng-
thened by the fact that among those with membership and leadership expe-
rience as many as 73 and 77 percent respectively declared a high level of 
civic literacy. An alternative - and often intertwined - context for learning 
how to politically literate would be the Soviet school system. The higher up 
in the educational system we look, the more politically literate the respon-
dents are, with 68 percent of them having a higher level of education. These 
data indicate that the goal of the Vospitanie process to make the Soviet citi-
zens politically literate may have worked rather well in the educational sys-
tem and the children’s and youth organizations (UNDP 1996, p. 64; Muckle 
1990, p. 2). This is supported by the fact that we find the highest proportion 
of core activists with high civic literacy - 80 percent - among those who have 
both a high level of education and leadership experience from a communist 
organization. Among the core activists with regular membership expe-
riences, a high level of education plays a slightly more important role.  
 
In order to instill in Soviet children and youth the necessary skills for be-
coming future leaders of the society, the Vospitanie program also provided 
them with knowledge and skill training which the authorities deemed neces-
sary to make them competent organizers, speakers, propagandists and politi-
cal information officers (Avis 1990, p. 212; UNDP 1996, p. 64; Muckle 
1990, p. 2). Among the core activists we find a high level of organizational 
competence among all respondents, regardless of educational level or orga-
nizational experience, prior to the first time they became active in a non-
communist organization. However, the proportion of respondents with a high 
organizational competence increases with every organizational rank within a 
communist organization. Among the core activists with declared high levels 
of organizational competence, 35 and 42 percent respectively were former 
members and leaders of various communist organizations, and only 19 per-
cent had no organizational experience at all. These numbers are strengthened 
by the fact that among those with membership and leadership experience, as 
many as 85 and 94 percent respectively declared high levels of organization-
al competence. We also find, that the higher up in the educational system we 
look, the more organizationally competent the respondents feel, with 65 per-
cent of them having a higher level of education. However, as many as 68 
percent of those few with a primary and lower-secondary education, 83 per-
cent of the third of core activists having an upper-secondary education, and 
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91 percent of the highly educated believe that they have high organizational 
competence.   
 
My survey data indicate that the provision of knowledge of how to organize 
various kinds of activity became the most successful part of Vospitanie edu-
cation, and since this education process already began among the pre-school 
children, it is not strange that the numbers are also high among those with 
only a primary and lower-secondary education. This makes sense, as the 
Komsomol, as well as the other children’s and youth organizations, de-
manded direct participation by its members and leaders in various political-
educational projects. Apart from the compulsory lectures and the propaganda 
literature to read, the members and leaders - no matter what age group - were 
assigned a variety of compulsory activities that helped them develop a high 
organizational competence. The children and youth had to prepare and carry 
out political lectures that taught them how to formulate themselves in words 
and to talk in front of people. They further helped organize work details at 
school or university, and carried out summer work at factories or farms. 
Others were asked to be put in charge of a Pioneer or Komsomol group, or 
represent the Komsomol as the head of their class, etc. (Kassof 1965, p. 104). 
One thing that weakens the explanatory power is the fact that 53 percent of 
the non-activists also perceive that they have a high ability to organize ac-
tion, without them engaging in civil society at all. The interesting thing is 
that among these non-activists, much fewer respondents had been members 
or leaders of a non-communist organization, or had a higher level of educa-
tion. This could mean that organizational skills only become important in 
order to explain core activism when they are combined with other factors, 
such as the presence of role models, positive support, empathy, etc. It would 
be interesting to study this more thoroughly in another study. 
       
The Latvian United Nations Development Report from 2000/2001 writes 
that representatives of Latvia’s older NGOs declare that they acquired their 
initial work skills (read organizational competences) mainly through expe-
rience [during the Perestroika period], and today a network for the further 
transfer of knowledge and skills has developed with active participation 
from numerous NGOs. Training is also organized by the NGO Centers, the 
Latvian Adult Education Union and other organizations. It is also said that 
many of the NGOs that were established in the first half of the 1990s were 
inspired by the activities of émigré Latvians (UNDP 2000/2001, p. 80). 
However, no one mentions that they may have learned how to organize ac-
tivity through their membership or leadership experience within a commun-
ist organization during the Soviet period. This period still seems to be some-
thing people do not want to remember or talk about. 
 
The discussed importance of high education levels and organizational expe-
rience for obtaining different values and civic skills opposes the argument by 
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Rothstein and Stolle (2003) saying that the differences in civic skills pre-date 
the entry into membership, and that the main reason why voluntary associa-
tions accommodate more civically involved people is that individuals with 
these characteristics are more likely to join organizations than those without 
(Stolle 2001, p. 230). At the time when the Latvian core activists became 
involved in non-communist organizations for the first time, those with no 
organizational experience whatsoever made up the smallest group of respon-
dents for each value and civic skill discussed in this chapter. This indicates 
that in a Soviet and post-Soviet context values such as empathy, duty to act, 
subjective, administrative and organizational competences, as well as civic 
literacy, are taught during an individual’s secondary socialization period 
within the educational system, and in the communist children’s and youth 
organizations. The exception is generalized trust, a value which opposes the 
very essence of Vospitanie education, and which exists among a rather small 
group of core activists, indicating that it most likely had been produced with-
in the respondent’s personal networks. There are no major differences be-
tween the core activists with membership or leadership experience as to the 
levels of various values and civic skills. Hence, the importance of leadership 
experience from a communist organization as an explanatory factor for core 
activism does not have anything to do with the production of values and 
civic skills. 
 
These findings also oppose Putnam’s (1993) argument that organizational 
activity within various kinds of non-governmental (non-religious) organiza-
tions are the only ones preparing a person for future political participation by 
increasing his/her level of civic literacy and organizational competence. Ac-
tivity within government-controlled organizations may also increase civic 
skills such as civil literacy and organizational competence. However, these 
findings do not oppose Putnam’s (1993) argument either (Putnam 1993, pp. 
170-171). The same can be said about the argument by Verba et.al. (1995), 
saying that congregational activity is the most important alternative for the 
production of civic skills next to non-governmental organizations. This ar-
gument cannot be generalized to Soviet Communist Republics because of 
the Soviet policy of atheism. However, the survey data do not oppose the 
findings, as the study was carried out in a cultural context different from the 
US. I simply argue that we should enlarge the number of contexts wherein 
civic skills such as civic literacy and organizational competence may be 
produced. The Soviet organizations were governmentally organized, politi-
cally influenced and absolutely not religious. 
     
A rather small group of core activists with high levels of civic literacy and 
organizational competence declared that they had a “somewhat/much lower” 
household income than the average inhabitant. However, 59 and 78 percent 
respectively of the respondents in these low-income groups had high levels 
of civic literacy and organizational competence. Hence, these data show that 
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even though the low-income groups make up the smallest number of core 
activists, a majority of the poorest people still understand Latvian politics 
and know how to organize action. This indicates that household income does 
not necessarily influence an individual’s level of various values and civic 
skills in a post-Soviet Latvian context. 
      
Another interesting finding is that core activists who give Russian as their 
first language, that is non-ethnic Latvians, are slightly less likely to have a 
high level of civic literacy, but slightly more likely to have high organiza-
tional competence, compared with ethnic Latvians. They are also over-
represented by 16 percent among those with high subjective competence, 
compared with ethnic Latvians, and by 25 percent among those with a high 
administrative competence. These results tell us that the belief that one has 
the ability to influence legislation and regulations of different kinds, and 
even more, the belief that one would be listened to and allowed to have a say 
in the proceedings if one went to a local authority with a question, is more 
important for non-ethnic Latvians than ethnic Latvians in order to engage in 
civil society. 

7.3.2 Fields of Interest and Position in Organization 
When we divide each civic skill into different fields of interest, we find that 
core activists with a high level of subjective competence only make up 50 
percent or more of the respondents in three fields of interest. These are core 
activists working with nationality and ethnic issues with 60 percent, issues of 
democracy and human rights with 57 percent and charity issues with 50 per-
cent. Core activists with a high level of administrative competence make up 
a majority of the respondents within organizations working with women, 
health care, democracy/HR and charity. The field of interest that stands out 
is ethnicity, where as many as 74 percent declare that they have high admin-
istrative competence. The core activists who declare that they have a high 
level of civic literacy make up a majority within all fields of interest, which 
supports my assumption that civil literacy is important for the choice to en-
gage in any kind of non-governmental organization, not only political activ-
ism. Health care activists with their 56 percent contain the smallest group of 
politically literate core activists, while core activists with a high level of 
civic literacy make up 86 percent of the group working with ethnic issues. 
The overall mean is rather high with 69 percent, which is more than 2/3 of 
the total number of core activists. Finally, the core activists who declare that 
they have a high level of organizational competence dominate in all fields, 
except within three fields of interest where they make up less than 80 per-
cent. These fields are religion, ethnicity and women’s issues. 
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Table 25. Civic skills: Distribution among different fields of interest. (%) 
(Multiple-choice question) 

Fields of Interest Organizational 
competence 

Civic literacy Administrative 
competence 

Subjective 
competence 

Health care: 96 (26)         56 (15)          56 (15) 37 (19) 
Union work: 93 (79)         75 (64)          39 (33) 36 (31) 
Education: 90 (203)       64 (142)        48 (107) 39 (88) 
Democracy/HR: 88 (72)         73 (59)          58 (47) 57 (46) 
Youth: 87 (122)       63 (88)          46 (64) 37 (51) 
Environment: 87 (48)         64 (35)          49 (27) 43 (24) 
Charity: 87 (194)       70 (156)        58 (129) 50 (111) 
Recreation: 82 (149)       66 (120)        48 (87) 39 (71) 
Politics: 81 (32)         70 (28)          41 (16) 43 (17) 
Ethnicity: 78 (37)         86 (40)   74 (35) 60 (28) 
Women: 78 (37)         68 (32)          53 (25) 47 (22) 
Religion: 67 (21)         71 (22)          36 (11) 32 (10) 
Mean: 85  69 51 43 

Note: The questions were: a) “Did you believe that you had the necessary knowledge to organize action in 
different ways?”, b) “Did you believe that you understood Latvian politics in general?”, c) “Suppose there 
was some question you had to take to a local government office – for example a tax question or a housing 
regulation. What sort of reaction would you have expected if you explained your point of view to the 
government officials? Would you be listened to and allowed to have a say in the proceedings?”, and d) 
“Suppose a law or regulation was being considered either at the local, regional or national level that you 
believed to be unjust or harmful. If you made an effort to change this law or regulation, how likely is it 
that you would succeed?” N=502. 

 
The core activists with a high administrative competence make up 68 
percent of the founders, 60 percent of the chairpersons and 54 percent 
of those with other leading positions. The core activists with a high 
level of civic literacy make up the majority of all positions, from 56 percent 

Table 26. Civic skills: Position in organization. (%) 

Position in  
organization 

Organizational 
competence 

Civic literacy Administrative 
competence 

Subjective 
competence 

Chairperson: 90 (113) 77 (97) 60 (76) 47 (59) 
Other leading   
position: 

90 (105) 71 (83) 54 (63) 45 (53) 

Founder: 86 (63) 71 (52) 68 (50) 49 (36) 
Staff core activist: 84 (58) 65 (45) 49 (34) 38 (26) 
Non-leading 
position: 

80 (94) 56 (66) 38 (45) 37 (43) 

Mean: 86 68 54 43 
Note: The questions were:  “What is the position of those interviewed within the organization/group?” vs. 
a) “Did you believe that you had the necessary knowledge to organize action in different ways?”, b) “Did 
you believe that you understood Latvian politics in general?”, c) “Suppose there was some question you 
had to take to a local government office - for example a tax question or a housing regulation. What sort of 
reaction would you have expected if you explained your point of view to the government officials? 
Would you be listened to and allowed to have a say in the proceedings?”, and d) “Suppose a law or 
regulation was being considered either at the local, regional or national level that you believed to be 
unjust or harmful. If you made an effort to change this law or regulation, how likely is it that you would 
succeed?” N=502.  
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of the core activists among the non-leading positions to 77 percent of the 
chairpersons. The difference between the positions is even smaller for the 
core activists with a high organizational competence, with the range stret-
ching between 80 and 90 percent. 

7.4 Motives for Activism 
In the chapters and sections above many different factors were discussed, 
which may provide us with the answer to who the people are that engage in 
civil society. In this section it is time to answer why the activists, according 
to themselves, became active. In this section the role of a core activist’s self-
declared reason for engaging in a non-communist organization when ex-
plaining civil society core activism will be discussed. Four hypotheses are 
explored: First, individuals who give motives of self-interest are more likely 
to be active in civil society organizations working with politics and policy 
change than individuals who do not have such motives. Second, individuals 
who give motives of altruism are more likely to be active in civil society 
organizations working with social and charity work than individuals who do 
not have such motives. Third, individuals who give motives of self-interest 
are more likely to have leadership positions or to be employed by the organi-
zations than individuals who do not have such motives. Fourth, individuals 
who give motives of altruism are more likely to be volunteers or paying 
members than individuals who do not have such motives.  

7.4.1 Activists in General 
When non-communist organizations and parties were allowed to work in the 
Latvian Soviet Republic during Perestroika in the second half of the 1980s, 
many Latvians took the chance to become active in them. Among the popu-
lation sampled in this study 51 percent said that they had not been active at 
all, indicating that 49 percent had. Unfortunately 23 percent of the respon-
dents abstained from answering this question, and hence it is difficult to 
know the exact number. Among the core activists sampled in this study only 
25 percent declared that they had not been involved in some kind of civil 
society activity during the time of Perestroika and the struggle for re-gaining 
Latvian independence, which indicates that as many as 75 percent of today’s 
core activists may have been active within a non-communist organization or 
movement for the first time during the time of Perestroika. In this survey 98 
respondents abstained from answering and it is not possible to know the 
exact number. What we do know for sure is that 47 of the core activists with 
only a primary and lower-secondary education did not answer this question. 
We also know that core activists are over-represented among those who be-
came involved in civil society during the Perestroika period, compared with  
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Table 27. Most important motive for activism: Self-interest. (%) 

Motives of self-interest  Activist 
Personal development: 35 (76)          
To meet like-minded people: 28 (61)         
Career consideration: 15 (32)           
Access to contacts: 11 (24)           
Self-esteem, prestige and position: 5 (11)            
Help my family/friends: 4 (9)             
Travel abroad and/or meet foreigners: 1 (2)             
Total: 100134 (215) 

Note: The question was: “Please try to remember why you decided to become active in a non-communist 
organization for the first time. (You must choose the most important alternative)” N=215.  

 
the population in general. Why did people take action in a non-communist 
organization the first time? All in all 42 percent of the core activists gave 
motives of self-interest, and 55 percent gave motives of altruism, as the most 
important motive for becoming involved in a non-communist organization 
for the first time. This equals 215 and 280 respondents respectively. Among 
the core activists who joined for motives of self-interest, the most important 
motive was the intention to “develop as a person, gain competence and ma-
turity”, which was given by 35 percent of the respondents, and the wish from 
28 percent of the respondents was to “meet like-minded people to spend time 
with.” Other self-interested motives for activism were to make a career, to 
make useful contacts, to help family and friends in different ways, as well as  
 
Table 28. Most important motive for activism: Altruism. (% ) 

Motives of Altruism  Activist 
Lack of authority response to social needs: 47 (132)         
Solve problem in society: 27 (75)           
Someone asked me to help out/to join: 14 (40)              
Patriotism for Latvia: 11 (32)            
Patriotism for the USSR: 0.3 (1)                

Total: 100135 (280) 
Note: The question was: “Please, try to remember why you decided to become active in a non-communist 
organization for the first time. (You must choose the most important alternative)” N=280.  

 
improving one’s self-esteem, gaining prestige and a position. The most im-
portant altruistic motive given by the core activists was “the urge to act as 
social demands of the society were not cared for by the authorities”, and the 
opportunity it gave “to solve a problem of some kind in society.” These 
groups made up 47 and 27 percent of the answers respectively, and are most 
likely a result of either the problems of the Soviet society which were al-
lowed to discuss during Perestroika, or the dismantling of state responsibili-
ties during the transition from a communist plan economy to a democratic 
capitalist state. The state’s finances during the 1990s were poor and it is the 

                              
134 The rounding off of the numbers gives 99. 
135 The rounding off of the numbers gives 99. 
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weak groups of society who were hit most, even though most groups felt the 
decreasing economic involvement of the state in the lives of its inhabitants. 
A majority of the Latvian population still struggles with its survival, and 
only a limited group in society can be considered well off or even wealthy.  
 
Women are equally represented with 40 percent each among the respondents 
who became involved in a non-communist organization for the first time for 
motives of altruism and self-interest. Men on the other hand, are over-
represented among the respondents giving motives of altruism for their civil 
society core activism, with 66 percent being altruistic and 33 percent acting 
out of self-interest. It might be so that men with motives based on self-
interest act within the political arena, and those who engage in the more in-
formal arena of civil society have more altruistic feelings. Women are not 
really allowed into the political arena and may use civil society organizations 
in order to help themselves improve their lives in various ways. This line of 
reasoning is supported if we explore the data in more detail. For example, we 
find that 31 percent of the male core activists felt the urge to act as they saw 
social demands of society that the authorities had not taken measures to 
meet, and 5 percent felt that civil society activity gave them an opportunity 
to solve a problem of some kind in society. These numbers are 8 and 5 per-
centage points higher compared with the female core activists. Among the 
female core activists 18 percent joined an organization with the motive to 
develop as a person, gain competence and maturity, and 14 percent wanted 
to meet like-minded people to spend time with. These numbers are 8 and 5 
percentage points higher compared with male core activists. 

      
Among the respondents declaring that they acted based on motives of altru-
ism the number increases with each educational level, where 68 percent had 
a high level of education. This is 14 percentage points higher than for those 
who declared that they acted out of self-interest. We also find that 49 percent 
of the altruistic core activists had leadership experience from various levels 
of the communist children’s and youth organizations, which is an 18-
percentage point larger group than the 31 percent giving motives of self-
interest. However, core activists acting based on motives of self-interest 
make up the majority among the former members. This could be the result of 
a successful Vospitanie process, instilling in the students and organizational 
activists feelings of social responsibility for their fellow Soviet citizens and a 
high empathic ability. This is supported by the data discussed in the begin-
ning of this chapter, where we find that 2/3 of the core activists who have a 
high empathic ability declared altruistic motives as their reason for engaging 
in civil society. It may also be the case that people with a higher level of 
education feel a greater responsibility to change problems and meet social 
demands of society, as they probably work in fields where they meet these 
problems, at the same time as they have a position that provides them with 
the possibility to influence change. The core activists who give altruism as a 
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motive for action make up two fifths of those who declare that their house-
hold income is “much/somewhat better off” as well as “neither better nor 
worse off” compared with the average inhabitant. Only 21 percent of those 
who declare that they are “somewhat/much worse off” also declare that their 
motive is based on altruism. However, one interesting thing is that even if 
those with a low income in general make up the smallest group who give 
motives of altruism, they still make up the largest group among those who 
joined an organization because they saw social demands of society that the 
authorities had not taken measures to meet, and because it gave them an 
opportunity to solve a problem of some kind in society. The largest propor-
tion of core activists - 61 percent - motivated by self-interest is also found 
among those who declare that their household income is “neither better nor 
worse off” compared with average inhabitant. 

7.4.2 Fields of Interest and Position in Organization 
Does the self-perceived reason for activity change depending on within what 
field of interest the activity takes place? Core activists joining for altruistic 
motives make up the majority in all fields - ranging from 51 to 74 percent - 
except for the field of health care where only 44 percent declare altruism as 
their most important motive to act. The top three fields of interest where 
altruism plays the greatest role are those of a) politics in general, with 79 
percent, b) charity, with 69 percent, and c) environment, with 66 percent. 
These results support the hypothesis that individuals who give motives of 
altruism are more likely to be active in civil society organizations working 
with charity work than individuals who do not have such motives.  However, 
altruistic motivation also seems to be very important for core activists work-
ing with politics in general and environmental issues. Altruistic core activists 
also make up the majority among most other fields. In accordance with this 
result self-interested core activists only make up the majority in organiza-
tions working with health care issues, and are almost evenly distributed 
among a number of fields where altruistic core activists have a small majori-
ty. This means that individuals who give motives of self-interest are not 
more likely to be active in civil society organizations working with politics 
and policy change than individuals who do not have such motives.  
 
Something that is particularly notable is that activists dealing with politics in 
general and policy change score so highly among those who give motives of 
altruism. I had assumed that people engaging in policy change through orga-
nizational work in civil society would be more eager to benefit personally 
and join for the purpose of gaining prestige, power and a possibility to make 
money. This assumption was not supported by the data. Only 3 percent of 
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Table 29. Motives for activism: Distribution among different fields of  
interest. (%) (Multiple-choice question) 

Fields of interest Self-interest Altruism 

Health care:    56 (15) 44 (12)          
Education:   49 (109) 51 (112)        
Women:    48 (22) 52 (24)          
Religion: 48 (15) 52 (16)          
Union work: 47 (40) 53 (45)          
Youth:   46 (63)  54 (74)           
Recreation: 46 (82) 54 (98)          
Democracy/HR:    41 (33) 59 (48)          
Ethnicity:   40 (19)  60 (28)          
Environment:   34 (18) 66 (35)          
Charity:    31 (68) 69 (152)        
Politics:   26 (10) 74 (29)          
Mean:  40 57 

Note: The questions were: “Within what field is the organization/group active in 2004?” and “Please try 
to remember why you decided to become active? (You must choose the most important alternative).” 
N=495. 

 
the respondents working with politics in general in a civil society organiza-
tion wanted to improve their self-esteem, gain prestige or a position. Among 
the 26 percent giving motives of self-interest for their activity, 10 percent 
wanted to develop as a person and gain competence and maturity, and anoth-
er 10 percent wanted to meet like-minded people to spend time with. These 
reasons may be beneficiary, considering that they focus inwards on the per-
son in question, but they do not necessarily lead to selfishness. Instead the 
altruistic motives dominate, and among the activists working with charity, as 
many as 57 percent wanted to work with charity as a means of solving prob-
lems of society and do something about the social demands they experienced 
in society, which the authorities had not taken any measures to meet . As 
many as 1/3 of the respondents within the fields of democracy/HR, environ-
ment, charity, and agriculture acted because they felt the urge to “do some-
thing”. These numbers make sense as some of the most important subjects 
during the independence struggle at the end of the 1980s - early 1990s, when 
a majority of the activists became active in non-communist organizations for 
the first time, had to do with environmental questions and demands for de-
mocracy. The first really large demonstrations had to do with questions re-
garding the environment, as well as demands for larger autonomy within the 
Soviet Union. These demands were then later followed by demands for full 
independence. 
  
Dwelling on motives of self-interest for activity, we find that a majority of 
the respondents are found within the fields of education, recreation, social 
welfare, and youth issues. As many as 69 percent of these respondents joined 
in order to develop as a person, gain maturity and competence, followed by 
68 percent who wanted to meet like-minded people to spend time with. It 
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makes a lot of sense that one engages in recreational activities and youth 
organizations in order to meet like-minded people to spend time with, and 
maybe also to get a chance to take part in different exchanges with other 
countries through this group. However, it would have made more sense to 
have political work scoring more highly as a means to improve one’s self-
esteem, obtain prestige and a position. It is interesting that 14 percent of the 
self-interested respondents went into organizations working with nationality 
and ethnicity issues. It is possible to relate this result to Steen’s argument 
that a rotation within the public administration and within the political sce-
nery has taken place, where the former majority of Russian speaking person-
nel and politicians have been replaced by Latvian citizens (read ethnic Lat-
vians) who, to a large degree, held medium-level positions within the public 
communist system during the Soviet period. 

 
Among the people who work with labor issues 14 percent became active in 
order to get a career, and another 15 percent wanted to help their family and 
friends. This makes sense. If one experiences problems on the labor market 
affecting family and friends and one has the ability to do something about 
this within the trade union, it is a very sensible step to take. Another 15 per-
cent who wanted to help their family or friends joined organizations working 
with health issues. This was perhaps a result of having a handicapped family 
member or friends experiencing deteriorating health care and old-age care, 
and hence, feeling the need to do something to make it easier for the people 
they know.   

 
A similar pattern of activity is found among the respondents who joined an 
organization for altruistic motives. A majority of the respondents who “saw 
demands of society that the authorities had not taken measures to meet and 
therefore felt urged to become active”, and who thought it “gave them an 
opportunity to solve a problem of some kind in society”, are active within 
the fields of education, recreation, charity work, and youth issues. It makes 
perfect sense that people who want to change problems of society and help 
where they see social needs not met by the authorities engage in charity 
work, youth issues and recreational activities. To engage in education is also 
a way to help people learn to help themselves in various ways. 

 
It is also interesting to find that 15 percent of those working with women’s 
issues do so in order to make contacts. No other group of activists chose this 
motive to this extent, which is most likely a result of the greater need of Lat-
vian women to build up contact networks if they want to make a career or go 
into politics, compared to men.   

 
If we look at the various positions in the organizations we find that the data 
supports the assumption that individuals giving motives of self-interest are 
somewhat more likely to be employed by their organization, compared with 
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core activists declaring altruistic motives, but that it does not support the 
assumption that self-interested core activists would make up the majority 
among those with non-leading positions. We also find that individuals giving 
motives of altruism make up a great majority among the core activists who 
are founders or chairpersons, but only a small majority among those with 
other leading positions, compared with core activists declaring reasons of 
self-interest. This does not support the assumption that motives of altruism 
are more likely to be found among volunteers or paying members than indi-
viduals who do not have such motives.  

7.5 Conclusion 
In this chapter the role of different values and civic skills when explaining 
civil society core activism have been explored and analyzed. The possibility 
of these values and skills being a result of the Soviet Vospitanie education 
was also discussed. 
      
An interesting finding in this chapter is that the Latvian core activists share a 
high ability to empathize with other human beings with core activists in 
Western contexts. However, female core activists are somewhat more likely 
than male core activists to have a high empathic ability, which supports the 
presence of traditional gender roles with women as the caretakers. Highly 
empathic core activists are in the majority among most fields of interest, and 
all positions in the organizations, though the largest groups are found among 
the chairpersons and founders.   
       
Another interesting result is that a high empathic ability seems to be con-
nected with altruism as a motive for civil society core activism to a higher 
degree than with motives of self-interest. The data also indicate that a high 
empathic ability is enough on its own to encourage altruistic behavior and 
charity work, and does not need to be combined with the moral obligations 
to help people in need or solve problems in society.  
 
A very interesting finding is that the core activists who perceive that they are 
financially worse off than the population in general show the highest propor-
tion of activists with a high empathic ability, a duty to always solve prob-
lems in society, and altruistic motives for activity. Hence, we may draw the 
conclusion that these values may replace the impact of perceiving oneself to 
be average or well off financially, and that the experience of poverty in-
creases the motives for altruism.  
 
An important finding in this chapter is also that the value generalized trust 
does not seem to play the same important role for the decision to become a 
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core activist in post-Soviet Latvian civil society as it has been argued to play 
in many Western contexts. This supports the assumption made when discuss-
ing the effects of the Vospitanie education in chapter 5, saying that an autho-
ritarian communist political system produces low levels of generalized trust. 
However, even though they only make up 38 percent, highly trusting core 
activists are still over-represented compared with the non-activists. This 
vaguely supports Putnam’s and Porte’s assumptions that trust enhances the 
will to act in the interest of people one does not know. Two civic skills that 
are also not very important in post-Soviet Latvia compared with Western 
theories and contexts are subjective and administrative competences. The 
belief that one has the ability to influence legislation and has a say in ques-
tions raised in local administrations is mainly found among chairpersons, 
founders and core activists in other leading positions.  
 
One of the most important results of this chapter is that two thirds of the 
Latvian core activists share high levels of civic literacy with Western core 
activists. However, men are somewhat more likely to feel this way than 
women, which may be a result of Latvia’s traditional gender roles and the 
prevalent opinion that politics is a man’s activity.  
 
The most important civic skill among the Latvian civil society core activists 
is the belief that they have the necessary knowledge to organize action, since 
86 percent of the respondents declare a high organizational competence. This 
skill is prevalent among all fields of interest and positions in the organiza-
tions, and coincides with the assumption by different Western writers, as 
well as Gandhi, that it is of the greatest importance to believe that one has 
the ability to do something, in order to be able to do it. Though, it is difficult 
to compare these results with Western core activists, as there is a lack of 
research regarding this question. It is, however, important to acknowledge 
that the results of this study indicate that organizational competence has to 
be combined with some other factor(s) in order for an individual to take ac-
tion within civil society.     
      
Another very interesting finding is that non-ethnic Latvian core activists 
with Russian as their mother tongue, so called Russian speakers, show high-
er levels of empathic ability, generalized trust and the duty to help people in 
need, compared with ethnic Latvians. Russian speakers are further over-
represented, compared to ethnic Latvians, among the respondents with high 
subjective and administrative competences, slightly less likely to have a high 
level of civic literacy, and slightly more likely to have a high level of organi-
zational competence. 
 
A higher education and any kind of experience from a communist organiza-
tion seem to increase the core activist’s levels of empathy, duties to act, ge-
neralized trust, as well as civic literacy and organizational competences. 
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However, the success rate differs, and the most successful results of Vospi-
tanie education seem to be the widespread perception of understanding Lat-
vian politics and feeling organizationally competent. Since the results indi-
cate that the Soviet governmental organizations produced certain values and 
civic skills necessary for non-communist activism, it is hence possible to 
enlarge the suggested context in which the production of such values and 
civic skills may take place.136 
        
The importance of a high level of education and organizational experience 
for obtaining different values and civic skills oppose the argument by Stolle 
(2001) that individuals with certain civic skills are more likely to join organ-
izations than those without. This indicates that in a Soviet and post-Soviet 
context, values such as empathy, civic literacy, and organizational compe-
tences are more likely to have been developed during an individual’s sec-
ondary socialization period within the educational system, and in the com-
munist children’s and youth organizations. On the other hand, Vospitanie 
education seemed to have failed in its intention to teach the Soviet children 
and youth a great sense of public duty to act and a high level of generalized 
trust, indicating that those who do have these values mainly developed them 
within their personal networks. This would support the assumption by Us-
laner (2002) and Rothstein & Stolle (2003), saying that an individual’s fun-
damental world view is formed early in life.  
     
The ways we internalize values and behavior are complex, and we have no 
way of knowing exactly how important the role of Vospitanie education was 
for the decision to become a core activist, in comparison with influences 
from the respondents’ personal network, or the time of the “Singing Revolu-
tion” itself. Times of public upheavals, where structural opportunities arise, 
combined with a uniting idea, such as independence for Latvia, may encour-
age people to act who would otherwise not do so easily.137 The intention of 
my discussion about Vospitanie has simply been to suggest that certain parts 
of this education may have played an important, but not the only, role when 
the sampled core activists internalized some of their values and civic skills. 
 
A majority of the sampled core activists in this study became active in the 
struggle for Latvian independence during Perestroika, and have remained 
active ever since. As is often the case for a society in upheaval, civil society 
activism in Latvia peaked during that time, with a drastic decrease in num-
bers of civil society activists once independence was re-gained. Hence, it is 
important to remember that this study mainly focuses on the characteristics 
found among long-term core activists, but we have no way of knowing 

                              
136 See Putnam 1993 and Verba et.al. 1995. 
137 See chapter 2, section 2.2.2. 
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whether these characteristics were also present among the core activists who 
participated in the struggle for independence on a more short-term basis.    
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8. Examining Different Groups of Core 
Activists Through Regression Analysis 

In this chapter the analytical work carried out in chapters 4-7 will continue, 
with the aim of evaluating the relationship between different independent 
and dependent variables in more depth. In chapters 4-7 frequency tables and 
cross-tabulations were used to analyze the differences between core activists 
and non-activists in Latvia. The result of this correlation analysis provided 
us with 12 independent variables where the core activists were over-
represented compared with the non-activists, and hence of interest for more 
in-depth study. In this chapter these 12 independent variables will be further 
explored with the help of binary logistic regression analysis.138 Regression 
analysis is useful because it provides us with an indication of the impact of 
each independent variable alone on the dependent variable, when all other 
independent variables are kept constant. In the regression analysis the fol-
lowing 12 dependent139 variables were used: 

• Gender: Female (1) and male (2) core activists. 
• Motives for activism: Self-interested (3) and altruistic (4) core activ-

ists.  
• Intensity of activity: Political (5), charity (6), and recreational (7) 

core activists. 
• Position in organization: Founder (8), chairperson (9), other leading 

position (10), non-leading position (11), and staff core activist (12).  
 
For each of these 12 dependent variables, binary regression analysis will be 
carried out testing the relevance of the following 12 independent variables:  

• Demography: Gender (1), citizenship (2), place of residence (3). 
• Socioeconomics: Level of education (4) and income (5). 
• Organizational experience: Former communist leadership (6). 
• Network influences: Presence of positive support (7) and activist 

role model(s) (8).  
• Values: Level of empathic ability (9) and generalized trust (10). 

                              
138 For a more thorough discussion about binary logistic regression analysis, as well as details 
about re-coding of the variables to work in binary regression analysis, see chapter 3, section 
3.3.2. 
139 For more information of the selection of dependent variables, see chapter 3, section 3.3.2. 
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• Civic skills: Level of civic literacy (11) and organizational compe-
tence (12). 
 

A variable was chosen if the variable category of interest was over-
represented by 20 percentage points or more by the core activists compared 
with the non-activists, as well as if the total number of respondents choosing 
the variable category of interest totaled 60 % or more. 
 
Some of these independent variables may show low frequencies of signific-
ance in the regression analysis, even though they showed importance in the 
frequency tables and cross-tabulations. This may depend on the following 
things: First, the analyses in chapters 4-7 and chapter 8 are to a certain ex-
tent based on different dependent variables, or measure the dependent va-
riables differently. Second, a dependent variable, such as organizational  
 
Table 30. Independent variables used in the regression analysis. 

Independent variables Activists Non-activists Difference (%) 
Female140: 62  + 8141 
Latvian citizen: 94   + 20   
Residing in the capital: 72    + 39 
High education: 62 (309) 22 (201) + 40  
Good economy: 34 (174) 11 (101)  + 23 
Leadership experience: 39 (196)   9 (82) + 30 
Presence of support142: 86 (432) - - 
Presence of activist role model(s): 66 (342) 15 (138) + 51  
High empathic ability: 58 (292) 34 (312) + 24 
High generalized trust: 38 (190) 12 (109) + 26  
High civic literacy: 68 (343) 45 (417) + 23 
High organizational competence: 86 (433) 54  (498) + 32 
    

Note: N=502 (Core activists) & 923 (Non-activists).   

 
competence, may be an important independent variable when we try to ex-
plain the differences between core activists and non-activists, but might still 
not show significance when we keep all other independent variables constant 
in the regression analysis as a result of covariance with one or more inde-
pendent variables. Third, in the analysis in chapters 4-7 two data sets 
representing core activists and non-activists were used, but in the regression 
analysis the only set used is the core activist set, making comparisons be-
tween different groups of core activists found within the set. 
 

                              
140 Gender has been used in the capacity of both an independent and a dependent variable.  
141 The frequency tables and cross-tabulations analyzing the importance of “gender”, “citizen-
ship” and “place of residence” used statistics mirroring the population in general and not “non-
activists”. 
142 No equivalent question for the non-activists. 
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The independent variables to be used in the regression analysis were tested 
for multicolinearity. For all the different independent variables the Toler-
ance Level was high and the Variance Inflation Factor much below 2.5. 
This means that the independent variables that are significantly related to 
different dependent variables are not strongly related to each other, which is 
good. 
 
To begin with, we explore whether the independent variables differ in signi-
ficance among male and female core activists. Second, we test whether the 
independent variables differ in significance depending on a core activist’s 
motive for activism. Third, we look for differences in significance between 
core activists who work “very much/completely" with political, social or 
recreational work. Finally, we evaluate whether the independent variables 
differ in significance depending on what position a core activist has in the 
organization in question.  

8.1 Gender 
Five of the independent variables are significant when explaining core activ-
ism from a gender perspective.143 The significant variables for both male and 
female core activists are related to their place of residence, educational level, 
economic situation, as well as their level of empathy and civic literacy, at the 
time they became active in a non-communist organization for the first time. 
Hence, male core activists are more likely than female core activists to live 
in the capital, to have a household income above, or much above, average, 
and to perceive themselves to have a high level of civic literacy. However, 
they are less likely to have a high level of education or a high empathic abili-
ty. Female activists, on the other hand, are less likely than male activists to 
live in the capital, have a household income above or much above average, 
or to perceive themselves to have a high level of civic literacy. However, 
they are more likely to have a post high school education, and to have a high 
level of empathy. The Goodness-of-fit test shows us that the model is signif-
icant at the .000 level, with a P-value smaller than .0001. These data are 
supported by the Chi-square of the Omnibus test, and hence, the result is 
significant and has a strong predictive explanatory power.   
 
If the core activist is a man, the likelihood of him living in the capital in-
creases 1.855 times, compared with the corresponding situation for a wom-
an, where the likelihood decreases. All in all, 72 percent of the core activists 
live in Riga, and even though female core activists make up a larger group 

                              
143 For further analysis of the reasons why male and female core activists show these differ-
ences, see chapter 4, section 4.1, chapter 5, and chapter 7, sections 7.1 and 7.3. 
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than male activists in real numbers, male core activists are over-represented 
among the Riga-based activists.144 At the same time, we find that women are 
increasingly over-represented in organizations based in different towns, ci-
ties and rural areas, the further away we come from the capital context. This 
further coincides with the fact that a much larger proportion of organizations 
working with women’s issues are found in towns and rural areas, compared 
with the capital. It is also interesting to link the high presence of female civil 
society core activism in the towns and the countryside with the specific Lat-
vian tendency of there being an increasing number of women engaged in 
local politics. The smaller the administrative structure the larger the propor-
tion of women among both the municipality deputies and mayors (Cimdina 
2002).   

Table 31. Male and female145 core activists  

     Men   
Independent variables Sig.  B  Exp(B) 
Latvian citizen: .632  -.187   .829 
Capital: .010**146   .618 1.855 
High level of education: .008**  -.579   .560 
Good economy: .000***   .949 2.584 
Communist leader: .068  -.400   .670 
Support: .496   .201 1.222 
Role models: .332  -.202   .817 
High empathy: .037*  -.423   .655 
High trust: .136   .303 1.354 
Civic literacy: .000*** 1.017 2.764 
Organizational competence: .278  -.322   .725 
    
Model-fit statistics    
Goodness-of-fit: .000***   
Chi-square: 59.319 (11 df)  
P-value: <.0001***   
Cox & Snell R-square: .111   
Nagelkerke R-square: .151   
    

Note:  N=192 (Men) & 310 (Women).   

 
The likelihood of a core activist declaring a household income above aver-
age increases 2.584 times if the activist is a man, and decreases if the activist 
is a woman. This supports the survey data saying that male core activists are 
over-represented among core activists declaring a household income above 
average, at the same time as female core activists are more likely to be found 

                              
144 See chapter 4. 
145 The results of the regression model “Female core activist” include the same figures as the 
model “Male core activist”, with the exception that they are “mirrored”, i.e. if for example 
high civic literacy is significant for the male core activists, it is not for the female ones.  
146 One star equals significance on a 0.05 level; two stars equal significance on a 0.01 level; 
three stars equal significance on a 0.00 level. 
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among the income groups with an average or below average household in-
come.147 A perceived high income is hence a positive factor to consider when 
understanding male civil society core activism. 
 
One of the most important civic skills among the core activists in general is 
civic literacy and all in all as many as 68 percent declared that they unders-
tood the political situation in Latvia “somewhat or very much”.148 However, 
the number of male core activists declaring themselves to have a high level 
of civic literacy is over-represented compared to female activists. These 
numbers are supported by the regression analysis where the likelihood of a 
core activist having “high civic literacy” increases 2.764 if the core activist 
is a man, but decreases if the core activist is a woman.   
 
Among the core activists in this study 62 percent have a high level of educa-
tion. However, women are somewhat over-represented among the highly 
educated respondents, and we find that this is supported by the result of the 
regression analysis.149 The likelihood of having a higher level of education 
increases 1.785 times if the core activist is a woman, compared with if the 
core activist is a man (for whom the likelihood decreases).  
 
Finally, among the core activists in this study 58 percent had a high empathic 
ability.150 However, the distribution of empathy is somewhat uneven between 
the sexes, with 62 percent of the female core activists showing a high em-
pathic ability, compared to 55 percent of the male. This over-representation 
of women is supported by the regression analysis, and tells us that the like-
lihood of finding a highly empathic core activist increases 1.526 times if the 
core activist is female, but decreases if the core activist is male.  

8.2 Motives for Core Activism 
Five of the independent variables seem to contribute significantly to the pre-
dictive ability to explain core activism based on self-interest and altruism.151 
The significant variables for both self-interested and altruistic core activists 
are related to their gender, educational level and empathic ability, as well as 
their previous experience from a communist organization. Place of residence 
is further important for the self-interested core activists, while support is an 
issue for the altruistic core activists. Hence, core activists acting for motives 

                              
147 See chapter 5. 
148 See chapter 7. 
149 See chapter 5. 
150 See chapter 7. 
151 For further analysis of the reasons why self-interested and altruistic core activists show 
these differences, see chapter 4, section 4.1, and 7, section 7.4. Comments will only be made 
regarding variables not discussed in chapter 7. 
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of self-interest are more likely to be female, to live in the capital, to have a 
low level of education and a low empathic ability. They are also less likely 
to have been leaders at any level in a communist organization prior to their 
non-communist activity. On the other hand, altruistic core activists are more 
likely to be male, have a high level of education, and a high level of empa-
thy. They are also more likely to have received positive support from their 
personal network for their decision to become involved in civil society, and  

Table 32. Self-interested and altruistic core activists.152 

 Self-interest   Altruism   
Independent variables Sig. B Exp(B) Sig. B Exp(B) 
Man: .000*** -.839   .432 .000***  .940 2.560 
Latvian citizen: .597  .212 1.236 .820 -.091   .913 
Capital: .043*  .462 1.587 .079 -.405   .667 
High level of  
education: 

.006** -.601   .548 .002**  .693 1.999 

Good economy: .136 -.316   .729 .163  .299 1.348 
Communist leader: .001** -.695   .499 .000***  .806 2.238 
Support: .146 -.400   .670 .012**  .706 2.026 
Role models: .974 -.007   .993 .775  .061 1.063 
High empathy: .000*** -.887   .412 .000***  .957 2.605 
High trust: .749  .065 1.067 .472 -.147   .863 
Civic literacy: .780 -.061   .940 .655  .100 1.105 
Organizational  
competence: 

.829  .063 1.065 .681  .121 1.129 

       
Model-fit statistics       
Omnibus Goodness-
of-fit: 

.000***   .000***   

Chi-square: 65.198 (12 df)  81.682 (12 df)  
P-value: <.0001***   <.0001***   
Cox & Snell  
R-square: 

.122   .150   

Nagelkerke  
R-square: 

.164   .201   

       
Note:  N=215 (Self-interest) & 280 (Altruism).   

 
to have been leaders at some level in a communist organization than self-
interested core activists. The models explaining self-interested and altruistic 
core activists are significant on the .000 level, with a P-value smaller than 
.0001. These data are supported by the Chi-square of the Omnibus test, and 
hence, the result is significant and has a strong predictive explanatory power.   
 
The likelihood of core activists to have self-interested reasons for their activ-
ism increases 1.587 times when we focus on civil society organizations in 
the capital, compared with such organizations outside the capital. This might 

                              
152 As the concepts self-interest and altruism consist of different sets of answer alternatives, 
instead of simply mirroring each other’s answers as was the case for the “gender” variable, it 
is not enough to show a table with either self-interest or altruism. Instead both tables are 
shown. 
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be a result of the fact that there are so many more organizations to be found 
in the capital Riga, combined with direct access to central authorities, for-
eign organizations and donors, which would possibly provide more oppor-
tunities linked to motives of self-interest compared with other locations. On 
the other hand, the variable “place of residence” shows no significance for 
the motive of altruism, regardless of whether we talk about the capital, cities, 
towns or rural areas. This means that we are just as likely to find altruistic 
activity all over Latvia. 
 
Female core activists make up the majority of those who became involved in 
a non-communist organization for the first time, both for motives of altruism 
and for motives of self-interest.153 However, if we look at the proportion of 
women and men declaring either of the two motives, we find that women 
make up 40 percent each, while men are over-represented among the res-
pondents giving motives of altruism for their civil society core activism. 
Among the male core activists 66 percent declare altruistic motives and 33 
declare motives of self-interest. These data are supported by the regression 
results, and hence, the likelihood of a self-interested core activist to be a man 
decreases by a factor of .432, compared with female core activists, but in-
creases 2.560 times if the core activist declares motives of altruism. It is 
highly likely that men with motives based on self-interest are more engaged 
in the official Latvian political sphere, leaving those with motives of altru-
ism to engage in the more informal sphere of civil society. Women, on the 
other hand, who often have difficulties accessing the political sphere, may do 
their best to improve their lives in different ways by using civil society or-
ganizations. 
 
The likelihood of a core activist having a high level of education decreases 
by .548 if the respondent gives motives of self-interest, but increases 1.999 
times if the motive given is altruistic. The number of respondents declaring 
that they engaged in civil society for motives of altruism increases with each 
educational level. Two thirds of the respondents had a high level of educa-
tion, which is 14 percentage points higher than those who declared that they 
acted out of self-interest.   
       
The argument that a high level of empathy is one of the sources of altruistic 
motivation seems to be supported by the data in this survey, where two 
thirds of the core activists with a high empathic ability become active in a 
civil society organization based on altruistic motives. Almost half of the core 
activists possessing a medium-high empathic ability154 showed the same high 
empathic ability. However, only 35 percent of the core activists with a high 
empathic ability gave reasons of self-interest. These results are supported by 

                              
153 See chapter 7. 
154 “Medium-high” equals 51 to 74 on the empathy scale.  
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this regression model, where the likelihood of having a high empathic ability 
increases 2.605 times if the activity is based on motives of altruism, and 
decreases by a factor of .412 if it is based on motives of self-interest. 
Among the core activists who declared motives of altruism, 49 percent had 
experience of leadership, which is 18 percentage points more than the 31 
percent giving motives of self-interest. In this regression model we find that 
former leadership experience from a communist organization is significant 
for altruistic core activists, but not significant for those with motives of self-
interest. The likelihood of declaring motives based on altruism increases 
2.238 times if the respondent had former leadership experiences, while the 
likelihood of declaring self-interested motives decreases by a factor of .499.  
 
Finally, when deciding to become a non-communist core activist for the first 
time it is significant for the altruistic core activists to receive positive sup-
port. However, positive support did not play a significant role for the core 
activists who chose to act out of self-interest. The likelihood of a core activ-
ist having received positive support, when deciding to engage in civil society 
for the first time, increases 2.026 times when the activity is based on motives 
of altruism. Why this is so is hard to know. Maybe it is simply because we 
need more positive support and guidance to grow into adults who are suffi-
ciently selfless and think of others’ needs enough to act out of altruism.  

8.3 Intensity of of Activity  
In chapters 4-7, where the survey results comparing civil society core activ-
ists and non-activists were discussed with the help of frequency tables and 
cross-tabulations, different fields of interest were introduced as dependent 
variables. In this chapter different fields of interest will also be analyzed, but 
the focus will be directed towards the actual proportion of certain activities 
that the core activists perform, i.e the intensity of activity. Regarding the 
fields of political, charity and recreational work, the respondents were asked 
to what extent their organization dealt with politics, relieving social prob-
lems or recreational activities. For each activity the responses were re-coded 
into the dichotomous variable “1” including “very much/completely”, and 
“0” including all other responses. The following fields will be used as de-
pendent variables: a) political work, b) social work, and c) recreational work. 

8.3.1 Political Work 
When we want to explain political core activists only two of the independent 
variables are significant, i.e. the respondents’ level of organizational compe-
tence and the presence or not of positive support from their personal net-
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work.155 Hence, compared with other core activists, core activists engaging in 
organizations carrying out political work “very much/completely” are less 
likely to perceive that they have a high level of organizational competence, 
but more likely to have received positive support from their personal net-
work for their decision to act. In this case the Goodness-of-fit test shows us  
 
Table 33. Political core activist. 

Note:  N=90.  

 
that the model is not significant. The conclusion to be drawn from this is that 
low levels of organizational competence and the presence of positive support 
from the core activist’s personal network are statistically significant va-
riables in themselves when explaining political core activism, but that the 
model is not quite statistically significant.  
 
When we divide the core activists into different fields of interest, we find 
that the proportion of core activists who had received positive support of 
some kind dominated in all spheres, ranging from 78 percent of the health 
care workers to 100 percent of the respondents working with politics in gen-
eral. It seems as though positive support is a more or less important factor 

                              
155 For further analysis of the reasons why political, charity work and recreational core activ-
ists show these differences, see chapters 4-7. However, since the dependent variables “politi-
cal work”, “charity work”, and “recreational work” make up slightly modified groups of core 
activists, compared with those used when discussing the different fields of interest, comments 
will also be made throughout the three sub-sections below. 
 

 Politics   
Independent variables Sig. B Exp(B) 
Man: .291 -.278   .757 
Latvian citizen: .340  .534 1.705 
Capital: .090  .519 1.680 
High level of education: .874  .043 1.044 
Good economy: .873  .042 1.043 
Communist leader: .660  .116 1.123 
Support: .033*  .964 2.621 
Role models: .773 -.073   .930 
High empathy: .693 -.099   .906 
High trust: .056  .468 1.597 
Civic literacy: .415  .229 1.257 
Organizational competence: .010** -.848   .428 
    
Model-fit statistics    
Omnibus Goodness-of-fit: .059 n.s.   
Chi-square: 20.476 (12 df)  
P-value: .0586 n.s.   
Cox & Snell R-square: .040   
Nagelkerke R-square: .066   
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for activity within all fields of interest. However, let us measure the level of 
positive support received by core activists, who engage in organizations 
dealing with political, charity or recreational work “very much/completely”.  
 
When we do so, we find that 93 percent of the political activists have expe-
rienced such positive reassurance, compared to 89 percent of the charity 
work activists and 84 percent of those engaged in recreational activities.  
These findings are supported by the regression analysis telling us that the 
likelihood of a core activist having received positive support for the decision 
to engage in a non-communist organization the first time increases 2.621 
times for those who work “very much/completely” with politics, compared 
with other fields of interest. This is not surprising, since a majority of the 
respondents who became involved in political activity in a non-communist 
organization the first time did so during the time of Perestroika and the 
struggle for autonomy/independence for Latvia from the Soviet Union. Con-
sidering the oppressive history of the communist authorities towards inhabi-
tants not supporting the Marxist system, it is fully understandable if those 
who thought of becoming involved politically needed positive reassurance 
from their personal network.  
      
In chapters 4-7 we find that core activists who declare that they have a high 
level of organizational competence make up the majority of respondents in 
all fields of interest in this study. However, the political activists show the 
lowest frequency - 79 percent - of respondents declaring a high organiza-
tional competence, compared with core activists engaged in charity work or 
recreational activities, where 88 and 86 percent respectively declare this 
competence. Hence, it makes sense that the likelihood of a political core 
activist having a high level of organizational competence decreases by a 
factor of .428, compared with other activists. However, to believe that one 
has the ability to organize action is still important for the political activists, 
since as many as 4/5 of them declare this competence. They simply make up 
a somewhat smaller group than within the other two fields of interest. Hence, 
I argue that organizational competence should be considered important for 
all three groups of core activists. 

8.3.2 Charity Work 
Moving on to core activists engaging in organizations working with reliev-
ing social problems “much/completely”, i.e. dealing with charity, we find 
two independent variables showing significance when explaining this kind of 
activism. These are the respondent’s level of education and empathic ability. 
Hence, core activists engaging in social work are less likely to have a higher 
education, but more likely to have a high empathic ability, than other core 
activists. We also find that the Goodness-of-fit test provides significance on 
the .004 level, with a P-value of .0041, which, combined with a significant 
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Chi-square, offers us a model with strong predictive explanatory power.  
Among the three fields of interest discussed in this chapter, we find that 64 
percent of the political activists, 56 percent of the charity work core activists, 
and 49 percent of those engaged in recreational activities, have a higher edu-
cation. Hence, it makes sense that the likelihood of finding a highly educated 
core activist decreases by a factor of .614 in organizations where the main  

Table 34. Charity core activist. 

Note:  N=134.  

 
activity is charity work, considering that political activists more often have a 
higher level of education. However, slightly more than half of the charity 
work core activists have a higher level of education, and hence, I draw the 
conclusion that the level of education needed for such work might depend on 
the context. An independent variable that seems to play a greater role is em-
pathic ability. The largest proportion of core activists with a high empathic 
ability is found among those who engage in charity work, where they make 
up 69 percent of the respondents, compared to 63 and 59 percent respective-
ly, among the recreational and political core activists. Hence, if a core activ-
ist is working with charity, the likelihood of him/her being highly empathic 
increases 1.993 times, compared with core activists who are not. Charity 
work is a field of activity where a caring and nurturing personality with a 
high level of empathy helps the activist do a good job. If one can empathize 
with people in need, one is more likely to want to help them, and to know in 

 Charity    
Independent variables Sig. B Exp(B) 
Man: .433 -.160   .852 
Latvian citizen: .928 -.034   .966 
Capital: .690 -.088   .915 
High level of education: .019* -.488   .614 
Good economy: .726 -.072   .931 
Communist leader: .391 -.178   .837 
Support: .051  .560 1.751 
Role models: .110 -.321   .725 
High empathy: .000***  .689 1.993 
High trust: .297 -.205   .815 
Civic literacy: .334  .209 1.233 
Organizational competence: .195  .376 1.456 
    
Model-fit statistics    
Omnibus Goodness-of-fit: .004**   
Chi-square: 28.904 (12 df)  
P-value: .0041**   
Cox & Snell R-square: .056   
Nagelkerke R-square: .075   
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what way they need help156. However, it is important to acknowledge that the 
proportion of core activists with a high empathic ability does not differ that 
much between the three groups of core activists, and hence, empathy seems 
to be useful in general for the decision to engage in a civil society organiza-
tion. 

8.3.3 Recreational Work 
The last field of interest includes core activists engaged in organizations 
carrying out recreational activities “very much/completely”.  Three of the 
independent variables are significant in the model explaining recreational 
core activism. These are citizenship, place of residence and educational lev-
el. In this model all independent variables show a negative relationship with 
the dependant variable, suggesting that core activists working with recrea-
tional activities are more likely to be permanent residents or citizens of 
countries other than Latvia. They are also more likely to live outside the 
capital, and to only have a primary or secondary education prior to their en-
gagement in a non-communist organization for the first time. Once again the 
model is significant on the .000 level, with a P-value smaller than .0001. The 
strong predictive explanatory power of the model “recreational core activist” 
is further supported by the Chi-square number.   
 
Latvian citizens dominate all fields of interest, ranging from 84 percent 
among those engaging in religious work, to 100 percent in organizations 
working with environmental protection. However, if we focus on the intensi-
ty of activity instead, we find that organizations working “very 
much/completely” with recreational activities have the smallest proportion 
of Latvian citizens with 87 percent. At the same time Latvian citizens make 
up 96 percent of the political and 93 percent of the charity work core activ-
ists. These data are supported by the results of the regression analysis. To be 
a permanent resident or citizen of another country is significant for recrea-
tional core activists, and hence, the likelihood of a core activist being a Lat-
vian citizen decreases by a factor of .246 if he/she engages in an organiza-
tion arranging recreational activities. This is probably a result of feelings of 
alienation due to the situation in Latvia where non-citizens, i.e. permanent 
residents and citizens of other countries, are excluded from the formal politi-
cal world and jobs within the public sector, because they are not Latvian 
citizens. They also have limited access to higher education and the possibili-
ty to found civil society organizations due to various language requirements. 
Hence, when taking action, it appears to be easier to engage in recreational 
activities far away from any political issues.157 

                              
156 See chapter 7, section 7.1.2 for further discussion. 
157 See chapter 4, section 4.2 for further discussion and analysis.  



 204

Table 35. Recreational core activist. 

Note:  N=108. 

 
Regardless of fields of interest, a majority of the core activists in real num-
bers reside in the capital Riga. Among the organizations that are located in 
the capital 80 percent deal with political work “very much/completely”, 72 
percent focuse on charity work “very much/completely”, but only 59 percent 
focus “very much/completely” on recreational activities. Hence it makes 
sense that we find a much larger proportion of organizations that work with 
recreational activities in towns and rural areas, compared with the capital. 
These numbers are supported by the regression analysis, where the likelih-
ood of a core activist living in the capital decreases by .438 if he/she is ac-
tive in an organization arranging recreational activities. This might be con-
nected to the fact that Latvia is a small country, where the Parliament, the 
government, and all the official authorities, as well as major businesses, in-
ternational organizations and embassies are located in the capital, thus mak-
ing it the place to be when working with political and even charity issues. At 
the same time recreational organizations will be larger outside of the capital 
as they do not need these institutions to the same extent. 
 
In the section above discussing charity work core activism, highly educated 
core activists make up 49 percent of those engaging in organizations arrang-
ing recreational activities “very much/ completely”, at the same time as 56 
and 64 percent respectively of the charity work and political core activists 
have a high education. Hence, it makes sense that the likelihood of having a 
high level of education decreases by .615, a factor almost identical with the 

 Recreation   
Independent variables Sig. B Exp(B) 
Man: .640 -  .114   .892 
Latvian citizen: .000*** -1.403   .246 
Capital: .001*** -  .825   .438 
High level of education: .045* -  .486   .615 
Good economy: .187 -  .331   .718 
Communist leader: .088 -  .430   .650 
Support: .456 -  .231   .794 
Role models: .228    .302 1.352 
High empathy: .528    .148 1.159 
High trust: .383    .201 1.223 
Civic literacy: .626    .124 1.132 
Organizational competence: .498    .228 1.257 
    
Model-fit statistics    
Omnibus Goodness-of-fit: .000***   
Chi-square: 41.254 (12 df)  
P-value: <.0001***   
Cox & Snell R-square: .079   
Nagelkerke R-square: .119   
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one found among core activists within the field of “charity work”, and with a 
similar odds ratio. However, it is important to bear in mind that about half of 
the recreational core activists do have a high level of education, and hence, 
this result does not mean very much in this context.  
 
It is difficult to say why a majority of the charity work and the recreational 
core activists have a lower level of education, but it is possible to speculate. 
Maybe it is connected with the discussion in chapter 5 saying that respon-
dents with a low level of education are more likely to have activist role mod-
els in their personal network. Maybe these role models were active in charity 
work and recreational civil society organizations. It may also be connected 
with the fact that people with a low level of education more often than high-
ly educated respondents are unemployed or have a low income (even though 
a high level of education does not lead to a high income per se), and hence as 
low income earners they are more likely to be highly empathic and involved 
in charity work. Another reason may be that those with a lower education 
level have lower levels of civic skills important for political work, for exam-
ple civic literacy158.  

8.4 Position in Organization 
Throughout chapters 4-7 the relationship between different characteristics 
and the core activist’s different positions in the organization they are active 
in have been tested. In this section we will take this analysis one step further 
with regression analysis, which will provide us with different “types” of core 
activists, i.e. “founders”, “chairpersons”, “other leading positions”, “non-
leading positions”, and “staff core activists.” 

8.4.1 Founder 

Gender, level of trust and prior leadership experience from a communist 
organization are the three independent variables that are significant for our 
understanding of core activists who are the founders of an organization in-
stead of simply becoming involved in an already existing one.159 Hence, 
founders who have founded one or more non-communist civil society organ-
izations are more likely to be men, to hold a high level of generalized trust 
towards people in general, and to have earlier organizational experience as 
communist leaders. The Goodness-of-fit test shows significance on the .002 
level, with a P-value of .002. This result is strengthened by the Chi-square 

                              
158 See chapter 5 for further information. 
159 For further analysis of the reasons why core activists in different positions show these 
differences, see chapters 4-7. However, when required, comments will also be made through-
out the sub-sections below. 
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numbers, and hence, the result is significant and has a strong predictive ex-
planatory power.   

Table 36. Founder core activist. 

 Founder   
Independent variables Sig. B Exp(B) 
Man: .024*  .639  1.894 
Latvian citizen: .208 -.589   .555 
Capital: .860  .056 1.058 
High level of education: .325  .304 1.355 
Good economy: .434 -.224   .799 
Communist leader: .003**  .855 2.351 
Support: .311 -.361   .697 
Role models: .628  .135 1.144 
High empathy: .208  .361 1.434 
High trust: .003**  .797 2.219 
Civic literacy: .714 -.113   .893 
Organizational competence: .440 -.313   .731 
    
Model-fit statistics    
Omnibus Goodness-of-fit: .002**   
Chi-square: 30.970 (12 df)  
P-value: .002**   
Cox & Snell R-square: .060   
Nagelkerke R-square: .106   
    

Note:  N=73.   

 
Female core activists make up the majority in real numbers in all different 
positions in the organizations surveyed.160 However, men are over-
represented by 10 percentage points among founders and chairpersons, com-
pared to the mean of core activists in general. At the same time, women are 
over-represented among the non-leading positions and the core activists who  
are regular employees, project leaders or office managers. This indicates that 
men are more likely than women to take on leadership positions and entre-
preneurial roles once they become involved in civil society, while women 
are more likely to combine their activity with supplementing their household  
income or taking on non-leading positions. These data are supported by the 
regression analysis, saying that the likelihood of a founder being a man is 
1.894 times greater than for a core activist who has not founded an organiza-
tion.  
 
Only 38 percent of the total number of core activists reported a high level of 
generalized trust, and hence, trust is only found among a limited group of 
activists. However, due to the over-representation of 30 percentage points 

                              
160 See chapter 4. 
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compared with non-activists, generalized trust seems to be of importance for 
at least some core activists. These core activists turn out to be the founders 
of organizations and the staff core activists, where 38 and 36 percent respec-
tively are highly trusting individuals. Hence, a founder is 2.219 times more 
likely to be highly trusting towards people in general, compared with core 
activists in other positions. Maybe a high level of generalized trust is neces-
sary in order to have the drive and attitude to approach strangers, which is 
necessary when founding an organization. For some it may also be necessary 
to trust other people in order to have the positive outlook needed to believe 
that it is actually possible to start an organization, to help people or change 
problems, yes even help oneself. 
       
A founder is 2.351 times more likely to have earlier organizational expe-
rience as a communist leader at any level prior to founding a non-communist 
organization for the first time, compared with core activists in other posi-
tions. Even though former communist leaders also make up the majority 
among the chairpersons, other leading positions and among non-leading 
positions, communist leadership experience is only significant for the found-
ers. This result is supported by the findings in chapter 6 where the founders 
of a non-communist organization are the only group of core activists where 
more than 50 percent have leadership experience from a communist organi-
zation.161 Such leadership experience is most likely very important for a per-
son to have gained the necessary organizational experience, confidence and 
network contacts to successfully found a new organization. 

8.4.2 Chairperson 

There are five independent variables that are significant for our understand-
ing of core activists who are chairpersons. These are gender, level of educa-
tion and income, as well as empathic ability and level of generalized trust. 
Hence, chairpersons are more likely to be men, to have a high level of edu-
cation and a good economy, as well as a high empathic ability. However, 
they are less likely to hold a high level of generalized trust than other core 
activists. The Goodness-of-fit test shows us that the model is significant on 
the .000 level, with a P-value smaller than .0001. These data are supported 
by the Chi-square of the Omnibus test, and hence, the result has a strong 
predictive explanatory power.   
 
The likelihood of being a chairperson of an organization increases 1.714 
times if the core activist is a man. This is a result shared with those who are 
founders of an organization, and further supports the argument that men are 
more likely than women to take on leadership positions and entrepreneurial 

                              
161 See chapter 6. 
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roles once they become involved in civil society. However, quite contrary to 
the founders, the regression model shows that it is significant for chairper-
sons not to have a high level of generalized trust. Hence, the likelihood of a 
core activist to be highly trusting decreases by a factor of .563 if he/she is a 
chairperson. This supports the results from chapter 7, saying that chairper-
sons are the least trusting group of core activists among the different posi-
tions in the organizations in question.162  
 
Table 37. Chairperson core activist. 

 Chairperson   
Independent variables Sig. B Exp(B) 
Man: .020*  .539 1.714 
Latvian citizen: .573 -.231   .793 
Capital: .147 -.376   .687 
High level of education: .006**  .704 2.023  
Good economy: .001**  .788 2.198 
Communist leader: .889 -.033   .968 
Support: .603  .171 1.186 
Role models: .854 -.043   .958 
High empathy: .008**  .615 1.850 
High trust: .014* -.574   .563 
Civic literacy: .136  .397 1.488 
Organizational competence: .859  .063 1.065 
    
Model-fit statistics    
Omnibus Goodness-of-fit: .000***   
Chi-square: 46.973 (12 df)  
P-value: <.0001***   
Cox & Snell R-square: .089   
Nagelkerke R-square: .132   
    

Note:  N=115.  

 
Core activists with a higher level of education dominate all the various posi-
tions in the organizations they work for. However, chapter 5 introduces data 
suggesting that the largest majority of highly educated activists are found 
among the three leading positions - chairperson, founder, and other leading 
position, where they make up 71, 68, and 65 percent respectively. This  
means that highly educated core activists are found in all leading positions, 
but that they make up a slightly larger proportion of the chairpersons than of 
the rest. Hence, the likelihood for core activists to have a university educa-
tion increases 2.023 times when they are chairpersons compared with other 
positions. However, it is easier to understand the importance of a high level 
of education when we remember that highly educated core activists make up 
the majority of all core activists holding leading positions. A high level of 
education is most likely combined with organizational experience, and hence 

                              
162 See chapter 7. 
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brings with it knowledge of different civic skills, self-confidence of being 
part of the educated elite and network contacts. 
 
The only position in an organization where core activists with a high house-
hold income make up a large group is the one of chairperson, where 50 per-
cent of the core activists considered themselves to be “somewhat/much bet-
ter off” than the general inhabitant.163 This data is supported by the regres-
sion model, where the likelihood for core activists of having a good house-
hold economy increases 2.198 times when they are chairpersons, compared 
with other positions. To begin with, this is probably connected with the fact 
that men are over-represented among the chairpersons, and male core activ-
ists have a higher household income than female core activists. Second, it 
may also be the result of chairpersons being highly educated members of the 
upper level of the Nomenklatura hierarchy at the time when they joined a 
non-communist organization for the first time. 
      
The likelihood of core activists having a high empathic ability increases 
1.850 times if they are chairpersons, compared with other positions. Howev-
er, even though empathic respondents make up as much as 63 and 67 percent 
respectively of the founders and chairpersons, a high empathic ability is pos-
sessed by about half or more of the core activists found in all organizational 
positions.164 Maybe a high empathic ability is necessary in order to have the 
drive and attitude to lead an organization, to help people and try to change 
problems without payment for the work one does. However, the difference in 
numbers between chairpersons and founders is so small that I argue that a 
high empathic ability is important for both groups of core activists. 

8.4.3 Other Leading Position 
When we study the regression data regarding the respondents from the group 
having other leading positions we find that none of the independent variables 
show significance, not even close significance. The lowest Sig.-value is .104, 
which is not significant, as a Sig.-value at the most may be .05 in order to be 
significant. The Goodness-of-fit-test and the P-value further dismiss this 
model. Hence, these data tell us that in order for us to understand core activ-
ists in other leading positions we need to look for other theories and va-
riables.  

8.4.4 Non-leading Position 
The three independent variables showing significance when explaining core 
activists who have non-leading positions are gender, income level and level 

                              
163 See chapter 5. 
164 See chapter 7. 
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of civic literacy. Hence, core activists with non-leading positions are less 
likely to be men, to have a good economy, or to perceive that they have a 
high level of civic literacy. These independent variables create a model that 
is significant on the .000 level, with a P-value smaller than .0001 and a sup-
portive Chi-square number. Hence, the result is significant and has a strong 
predictive explanatory power.   
 
To a certain extent women and men in Latvia’s civil society organizations 
seem to take on different kinds of responsibilities when they join organiza-
tions.165 Men are over-represented among those who take on positions of 
leadership of different kinds (see above), compared to women who make up 

Table 38. Non-leading core activist. 

 Non-leading   
Independent variables Sig. B Exp(B) 
Man: .047* -.503   .605 
Latvian citizen: .973 -.017   .984 
Capital: .222 -.299   .741 
High level of education: .066 -.448   .639 
Good economy: .001** -.932   .394 
Communist leader: .837 -.051   .950 
Support: .177 -.405   .667 
Role models: .515  .159 1.172 
High empathy: .080 -.401   .670 
High trust: .447  .177 1.193 
Civic literacy: .033* -.514   .598 
Organizational competence: .422 -.249   .780 
    
Model-fit statistics    
Omnibus Goodness-of-fit: .000***   
Chi-square: 45.500 (12 df)  
P-value: <.0001***   
Cox & Snell R-square: .087   
Nagelkerke R-square: .131   
    

Note:  N=117.  

      
75 percent of the respondents found in non-leading positions, and as staff 
core activists (see below). This is supported by the regression analysis where 
being a man decreases the likelihood of holding a non-leading position by a 
factor of .503166. Women generally declare a lower income than men and 
women dominate the non-leading positions.167 Hence, it is not strange that 
the regression analysis shows that the likelihood of finding non-leading posi-
tion core activists with an above average declared household income de- 

                              
165 See chapter 4. 
166 See chapter 4, section 4.1 for context and analysis. 
167 See chapter 4 and 5. 
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creases by a factor of .932.  Core activists with a high level of civic literacy 
make up the majority of core activists in all the surveyed positions. Howev-
er, core activists in non-leading positions make up the smallest group with 
56 percent.168 This is most likely a result of the domination of women in 
these positions, since fewer women than men declare that they understand 
the political system and situation in Latvia “somewhat/very much”. Hence, it 
makes sense that the likelihood of finding core activists with a perceived 
high level of civic literacy decreases by a factor of .514 when we look at the 
different non-leading positions.  

8.4.5 Staff Core Activist 
Three independent variables are significant for our understanding of core 
activists who are staff core activists. These are gender, level of education 
and prior leadership experience from a communist organization. Hence, staff 
core activists are less likely to be men, to have a high level of education, or 
to have earlier organizational experience as a communist leader at any level, 
prior to engaging in a non-communist organization for the first time. The 
Goodness-of-fit test shows us that the model is significant at the .000 level, 
with a P-value of .0002. Hence, in combination with a supportive Chi-square 
number, the result has a strong predictive explanatory power.   
 
The domination of female core activists continues among the staff core ac-
tivists, where 75 percent of the respondents are women.169 Hence, the likelih-
ood of a core activist being a man decreases by a factor of 1.010 when we 
look at those who work as employees, project leaders or heads of offices. It 
appears that traditional gender roles decide where we will most likely find 
male and female core activists - the man leads and the woman follows170. The 
results are however not clear-cut in any way, as we do find women who are 
chairpersons or founders of the organizations. 
 
Core activists with a high level of education make up the largest groups 
among all positions171. However, staff core activists and non-leading posi-
tions are placed at the bottom with 48 and 50 percent respectively. This data 
is supported by the regression model where the likelihood of finding respon-
dents with a higher level of education decreases by a factor of .802 when we 
look at the staff core activists.  
 
Even though women in general have a higher education level than men, 
one’s place in the organizational hierarchy is also connected to one’s educa-

                              
168 See chapter 7. 
169 see chapter 4, section 4.1.3 
170 See chapter 4, section 4.1, as well as chapter 5, section 5.2 for more information and anal-
ysis. 
171 See chapter 5. 
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tional level. Highly educated respondents are found at the top, and those 
with a lower education level at the bottom or among the staff core activists. 
This indicates that women need a high level of education more than men in 
order to start aspiring to the higher positions.  
 
Table 39. Staff core activist. 

Note:  N=69.  

 
Another interesting pattern found is that organizational experience prior to a 
person’s current activism seems to influence what position he/she takes on172. 
In Latvia core activists with leadership experience from the communist 
children’s and youth organizations, as well as the trade unions, make up the 
majority of the founders, the chairpersons and other leading positions. They 
also make up the largest group among the non-leading positions, though with 
a smaller majority compared with the other groups. It is not until we come to 
the staff core activists that the pattern differs. Here former members make up 
the largest group, followed by the almost equally large groups of former 
leaders and those with no organizational experience at all. Hence, the like-
lihood of a respondent being a core activist with former leadership expe-
rience from a communist organization decreases by a factor of .802 when we 
look at the core staff activists. These data make sense as chapter 5 taught us 
that respondents with a low education make up the largest group of core 
activists employed by their organization. Further, if a person has experienced 
fewer years within the educational system during the Soviet period, he/she is 

                              
172 See chapter 6. 

 Staff     
Independent variables Sig. B Exp(B) 
Man: .002** -1.012   .363 
Latvian citizen: .498   -.361   .697 
Capital: .227    .403 1.496 
High level of education: .007**   -.802   .449 
Good economy: .855   -.057   .945 
Communist leader: .005**   -.944   .389 
Support: .095    .844 2.325 
Role models: .127   -.450   .637 
High empathy: .061   -.526   .591 
High trust: .391   -.254   .776 
Civic literacy: .356    .286 1.331 
Organizational competence: .857    .070 1.073 
    
Model-fit statistics    
Omnibus Goodness-of-fit: .000***   
Chi-square: 37.435 (12 df)  
P-value: .0002***   
Cox & Snell R-square: .072   
Nagelkerke R-square: .130   
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probably less likely to have been chosen as a leader at any level within the 
communist organizations. 

8.5 Conclusion 
In this chapter the analytical work carried out in chapters 4-7 continued, 
aiming at evaluating the relationship between the most interesting indepen-
dent and dependent variables of this study in more depth. 12 dependent va-
riables173 were introduced, and for each of these 12 dependent variables, 
binary logistic regression analysis was carried out in order to test the relev-
ance of the 12 most important independent variables174 provided by the anal-
ysis of frequency tables and cross-tabulations in chapters 4-7175, i.e. 12 mod-
els were tested for significance. Binary logistic regression analysis is useful 
because it provides us with an indication of the impact of each independent 
variable alone on the dependent variable, when all other independent va-
riables are kept constant. Hence, a more nuanced analysis of the dependent 
variables was provided, with a larger number of dependent variables being 
introduced, leading to the availability of more information. 
 
Ten of the 12 models showed significance. Even though the model that 
aimed at explaining “political work” included two statistically significant 
independent variables, it showed no significance as a model. We also found 
that the model that aimed at explaining core activists that had other leading 
positions showed neither significant independent variables nor model signi-
ficance. Hence, the data tell us that in order for us to understand core activ-
ists who are vice chairpersons, secretaries, or members of the board, we need 
to look for other theories and variables.      
 
What did the models tell us about the different groups of core activists? 
When we explored “gender” as a dependent variable, we found that male 
core activists were more likely than female core activists to live in the capi-
tal, to have a household income above or much above average, and to perce-
ive themselves as having a high level of civic literacy. However, they were 
less likely to have a high level of education or a high empathic ability. Fe-
male core activists, on the other hand, were more likely to live outside the 

                              
173 1) Gender: female and male core activists; 2) Motives for activism: self-interested and 
altruistic core activists; 3) Intensity of activity: political, social and recreational core activists; 
and 4) Position in organization: founder, chairperson, other leading position, non-leading 
position, and staff core activist. 
174 1) Citizenship; 2) organizational competence; 3) positive support; 4) place of residence; 5) 
civic literacy; 6) activist role models; 7) gender:; 8) education; 9) empathy; 10) communist 
leadership experience; 11) generalized trust; and 12) economy. 
175 A variable was chosen if the variable category of interest was overrepresented by 20 per-
centage points or more by the core activists compared with the non-activists, as well as if the 
total number of respondents choosing the variable category of interest totalled 60 % or more. 
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capital, to have a lower household income or to have a low level of civic 
literacy. However, they were more likely to have had a post high school 
education, to have a high empathic ability, and to have been leaders at any 
level in a communist organization prior to becoming involved in a non-
communist organization for the first time. 
      
The next model showed us that core activists acting out of motives of self-
interest were more likely to be female, to live in the capital, to have a low 
education and a low empathic ability. They were also less likely to have 
been leaders of a communist organization. Altruistic core activists, on the 
other hand, were more likely to be male, live outside the capital, have a high 
level of education, and a high empathic ability. They were also more likely 
to have received positive support from their personal network for their deci-
sion to become involved in civil society and to have become leaders of a 
communist organization. 
 
We then continued to explore what significant independent variables were 
found among the core activists working “very much/completely”with politi-
cal, charity and recreational work. To begin with, we found that political 
core activists were less likely to perceive that they had a high level of orga-
nizational competence, but more likely to have received positive support 
from their personal network for their decision to act. However, the model in 
itself was not quite statistically significant and hence needed additional va-
riables. Second, charity work core activists were also more likely to have 
received positive support from their personal network for their decision to 
act, even though the significance level was somewhat higher and the odds 
ratio was somewhat lower. They were also more likely to have a high em-
pathic ability, and less likely to have a higher level of education. Third, recr-
eational core activists were more likely to be non-Latvian citizens, to live 
outside the capital, and to only have a lower education level prior to their 
involvement in a non-communist organization for the first time. 
 
Finally, core activists found in different positions in the organizations in 
question held the following significant variables. To begin with, core activ-
ists who had founded one or more civil society organizations were more 
likely to be men, to hold a high level of generalized trust towards people in 
general, and to have leadership experience from a communist organization. 
Second, core activist chairpersons were also more likely to be men, but with 
a high level of education, a good economy and a high empathic ability. 
However, the chairpersons were less likely to possess a high level of genera-
lized trust. Third, none of the tested independent variables showed any signi-
ficance for core activists having other leading positions, and we need to look 
for other theories and variables. Fourth, core activists with non-leading posi-
tions were less likely to be men, to have a good economy, or to perceive 
themselves as having a high level of civic literacy. Finally, staff core activ-
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ists were also less likely to be men, as well as less likely to have a high edu-
cation, or to have leadership experience from a communist organization. 
 
To sum up, we found that the three independent variables present as signifi-
cant in the largest number of models were “education” in eight models, as 
well as “gender” and “empathic ability” in six models each. A low level of 
education was significant for the five models: male, self-interested, social, 
recreational and staff core activist. A high level of education was significant 
for the three models: female, altruistic and chairperson core activist. High 
empathic ability was significant for the four models: female, altruistic, social 
and chairperson core activist. Low empathic ability was significant for the 
two models: male and self-interested core activist. To be a man or a woman 
was further significant in order to explain each of three different kinds of 
activist models. Male core activists were found among the altruistic, founder 
and chairperson core activists, and female core activists were found among 
the self-interested, non-leading positions and staff core activists. These inde-
pendent variables were followed by “place of residence”, “income” and 
“leadership experience” found in each of the four models.  
 
It is worth mentioning that civic literacy, support, generalized trust, citizen-
ship, role models or organizational competence, all independent variables 
showing importance in chapter 4-7, showed significance for only three to no 
models at all in the regression analysis. High civic literacy was significant 
for the model male core activist, while low civic literacy was significant for 
the models: female and non-leading position core activist. The presence of 
support was significant for altruistic and political core activists, while the 
absence of positive support was not significant for any model at all. A high 
level of generalized trust was significant for the model founder, and a low 
level of generalized trust was significant for the model chairperson. The lack 
of Latvian citizenship was significant for the model recreational core activ-
ist, but Latvian citizenship was not significant for any model at all. This was 
also the case for a high level of organizational competence, while a low level 
of organizational competence was significant for the model political core 
activist. Finally, neither the presence nor the absence of role models showed 
significance for any model at all. 
 
The reason why these last independent variables show such low frequencies 
of significance in the regression analysis while they were important in the 
analysis based on frequency tables and cross-tabulations may be a result of 
the difference in dependent variables and data sets between chapters 4-7 and 
chapter 8, as well as covariance with one or more independent variable(s) in 
the regression analysis.   
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 Table 40. Frequency of significant independent variables. 

  Note: N=502 (Core activists) & 923 (Non-activists).   

 

Variables 5 models 4 models 3 models 2 models 1 model 0 model 
High level of  
education 

  X    

Low level of  
education: 

X      

       
High empathy:  X     
Low empathy:    X   
       
Man:   X    
Woman:   X    
       
Capital:    X   
Outside capital:    X   
         
Good economy:    X   
Low/average 
economy: 

   X   

       
Leadership 
experience: 

   X   

No leadership  
experience: 

   X   

       
High civic  
literacy: 

    X  

Low civic  
literacy 

   X   

       
Presence 
of support: 

     X     

Absence   
of support: 

       X 

       
High trust:        X  
Low trust:     X  
       
Latvian citizens:      X 
Not Latvian  
citizens: 

    X  

       
High organizational 
competence: 

        X 

Low organizational 
competence: 

    X  

         
Presence of role  
models: 

     X 

Absence of role  
models: 

     X 

Total: 1 1 3 9 5 5 
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9. Conclusion 

In this chapter I will first review the structure of this study, and once again 
introduce the aims and research questions. I will also say something about 
my theoretical and methodological choices. Second, I will summarize the 
most important findings and patterns from the empirical examination of 
chapters 4-8. Third, I will introduce the implications of the study for future 
research about civil society core activism, and of the debate about what fac-
tors are important in order for an individual to become active in civil society 
core activism. 

9.1 A Review of the Aim and Questions of this Study 
This study departed from the idea that civil society core activism is seen as 
one of the corner stones of a vibrant participatory liberal democracy in many 
Western democratic states. However, during the late twentieth century many 
post-industrial societies reported a steady decrease in political activism, both 
among voters and activism in traditional civil society organizations. Low 
levels of civil society activism were also found in most post-communist 
countries, especially in those that used to be Soviet Socialist Republics. 
These are currently new democracies with democratic institutions that are 
still being restructured and “institutionalized”. Here a dialogue between civil 
society representatives of the population on the one hand, and the politicians 
and administrators on the other, could contribute to a democratic and fruitful 
exchange of ideas and policy intentions, as well as help re-build trust for 
these new institutions among the population. This is not the case, and civil 
society activism is much less present here than in the old democracies of the 
world. Hence, I thought it interesting to explore who the core activists were 
who were present in such a “least-likely” context, despite the general disin-
terest in such activity among the population at large. Since there is yet to be 
found a consensus among the researchers as to what combination, or combi-
nations, of contexts and characteristics encourage people to engage as core 
activists in different civil society organizations, this study has contributed to 
this discussion by focusing on civil society core activism in post-Soviet Lat-
via. The basic thought was that if we understand what the driving forces are 
behind civil society core activism in post-Soviet contexts, we might use this 
information to support an increased level of civil society core activism, 



 219

which would then help strengthen the democratic state in different ways in a 
longer perspective.  
 
This study acknowledged the presence of non-traditional, more radical activ-
ism in civil society, which developed during the second half of the twentieth 
century in the form of protest activities through, for example, transnational 
advocacy networks and Internet activism. However, this study chose to focus 
on more traditional core activism within non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs), as these organizations may provide more lasting and institutiona-
lized communication links between citizens and the political representatives 
in a country, without the risk of elements of violence being present among 
more radical activists.  
 
The aims of this study have been threefold. The principal purpose has been 
to improve our understanding of traditional civil society core activism by 
exploring core activists active within a Latvian post-Soviet context, an area 
where only limited research has been carried out before.  
 
First, this study built on existing Western micro-level theories focusing on 
civil society activism, and intended to test their applicability when studying 
core activism in a post-Soviet context. The aim was to explore whether it is 
relevant and useful to use the same variables in different cultural spheres, or 
whether it is necessary to view civil society core activism differently de-
pending on the context. 
 
Second, the ambition of this study was also to contribute to a further devel-
opment of theory, by building on existing theories and suggest, as well as 
test, additional factors whenever deemed necessary.   

 
Third, this study further had the intention of making an empirical contribu-
tion to existing literature on Baltic studies, by shedding particular light on 
civil society core activism in post-Soviet Latvia. This was done with the help 
of a quantitative study based on two nationwide surveys in Latvia, carried 
out among civil society core activists and non-activists. The results of the 
two groups were then compared and discussed within the cultural context of 
Soviet and post-Soviet independent Latvia. 
 
The main research questions to be answered were as follows:  

• What are the characteristics and factors that influence a person 
to become a core activist in a civil society organization?  

• How does the post-Soviet Latvian context influence civil society 
core activism? 
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9.2 Summary of Empirical Results 
In this section I will summarize the most important findings and patterns 
from the analysis carried out in chapters 4-8. To begin with, in chapters 4-7 
two data sets representing core activists and non-activists were examined in 
order to extract independent variables important when explaining core activ-
ism. This analysis was made with the help of frequency tables and cross-
tabulations. The next stage of the analytical work was carried out in chapter 
8 with the help of binary logistic regression analysis, which allowed us to 
test the impact of each independent variable alone on the dependent variable 
when all other independent variables were kept constant. In the regression 
analysis the only set used was the core activist set, making comparisons be-
tween different groups of core activists found within the set. Hence, the main 
dimension “core activist vs. non-activist” used in first part of the analysis 
was not present in the regression analysis. Instead 12 other dependent va-
riables176 were introduced, for each of which binary logistic regression analy-
sis was carried out in order to test the relevance of the 12 most important 
independent variables177 provided by the analysis in chapters 4-7. Hence, the 
regression analysis should be viewed as a complement to the analysis based 
on frequency tables and cross-tabulations. However, the regression analysis 
still provides us with information about the different independent variables.  
 
The empirical examination in chapters 4-7 effectively entailed mapping dif-
ferent factors important when explaining civil society core activism in Lat-
via. Hence, this study introduces findings on core activism in Latvia pre-
viously undocumented in the literature on civil society core activism. The 
data indicate that many of the factors known to be important in Western 
contexts may also be used in a post-Soviet context, but also suggest that 
some of the factors are only fruitful when used in either a Western or a post-
Soviet context. Some factors not elaborated on earlier in the literature will 
also be suggested as important explanatory factors. In the flow charts below 
the independent variables analized in chapters 4-7 will be introduced. They 
are based on the outline of chapters 4-7, but provide separate groups for va-
riables connected with organizational experience and network influences, as 
well as for values and civic skills. For each independent variable a comment 
is made regarding its importance, or not, for explaining civil society core 
activism. A variable was chosen as important if the variable category of in-
terest was over-represented by 20 percentage points or more by the cor

                              
176 1) Gender: female and male core activists; 2) Motives for activism: self-interested and 
altruistic core activists; 3) Intensity of activity: political, social and recreational core activists; 
and 4) Position in organization: founder, chairperson, other leading position, non-leading 
position, and staff core activist. 
177 1) Citizenship, 2) organizational competence, 3) positive support, 4) place of residence, 5) 
civic literacy, 6) activist role models, 7) gender, 8) education, 9) empathy, 10) communist 
leadership experience, 11) generalized trust, and 12) economy. 
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Western Context 
 
Control variables Main set of independent variables        Intervening variables         Dependent variables 
 

          Socioeconomic resources               
       5. Education: HIGH  
       6. Income: HIGH       

 21. Core activist  
      Organizational experience in general  

       7. General experience: IMPORTANT                               
      [8. Leadership experience]178                    

Demographic characteristics 20. Motives to act179                     22. Core activists in   
1. Gender: MEN Personal network influences [* Altruism]                                different fields of   
2. Citizenship: NATION-BUILDING       9. Network contact in Organization: PRESENT   [* Self-interest]                           interest 
3. Place of residence: CAPITAL              10. Role model activist: PRESENT                                                  
4. Age: NOT IMPORTANT                     11. Support: PRESENT             
          
 Values 

    12. Empathy: HIGH  
    13. Duty to help the needy: ALWAYS 23. Core activists in 
    14. Duty to solve problems: ALWAYS  different positions in  
   15. Generalized trust: HIGH the organization    

                       
   Civic competences                                                    
    16. Subjective: HIGH      
    17. Administrative: HIGH          

 18. Civic literacy: HIGH                                                
 [19. Organizational Competence] Figure 5. Flow chart: Important variables for a Western context.                      

                                                             
178 The importance of leadership experience from prior organizational engagement in order to become a civil society core activist once more has not been 
studied within a Western context.   
179 Core activists’ motives to act have been studied many times in different contexts, but not with core activists from all kinds of civil society organizations and 
with exactly the same questions as in this study. Hence, it is not possible to produce any numbers/results for the Western context to compare with the post-
Soviet context in this flow chart. 
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Post-Soviet Context        
                                      

Control variables        Main set of independent variable              Intervening variables         Dependent variables 
  

     Socioeconomic resources               
    5. Education: HIGH 
    6. Income: AVERAGE/HIGH 

  21. Core activist  
          Organizational experience       in general 

   7. General experience: NOT IMPORTANT 
   8. Leadership experience: IMPORTANT                              
                               

   Demographic characteristics 20. Motives to act                        22. Core activists in  
   1. Gender: WOMEN Personal network influences * Altruism: MAJORITY                  different fields of  
   2. Citizenship: NATION-BUILDING    9. Network contact in Organization: PRESENT         * Self-interest: MINORITY  interest 
   3. Place of residence: CAPITAL            10. Role model activist: PRESENT                                                               
   4. Age: NOT IMPORTANT 11. Support: PRESENT                                                                
               
                     
 Values  

      12. Empathy: HIGH      23. Core activists in  
            13. Duty to help the needy: NOT IMPORTANT   different positions in  
               14. Duty to solve problems: NOT IMPORTANT             the organization 
    
 15. Generalized trust: NOT IMPORTANT  

 
    Civic competences      
     16. Subjective: NOT IMPORTANT      
      17. Administrative: NOT IMPORTANT           
    18. Civic literacy: HIGH                                    

               19. Organizational: HIGH            Figure 6. Flow chart: important variables for a post-Soviet context.                            
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activists compared with the non-activists, as well as if the total number of 
respondents choosing the variable category of interest totaled 60 % or more.  
 
The first flow chart tells us that core activists in the Western Context are 
more prone to be male (1), citizens of the country in question (2), and to 
reside in the capital (3). They are also more likely to have a high level of 
education (5) and a high income (6), as well as general experience from a 
civil society organization (7). In their personal network they have contacts 
with various organizations (9), as well as role model activist(s) (10) and 
people who gave them positive support (11) for their decision to become 
active in a civil society organization for the first time. Their most important 
values are a high empathic ability (12), the duty to always help people in 
need (13) and to solve problems in society (14), as well as a high level of 
generalized trust (15). Finally, their most important civic skills are high le-
vels of subjective (16) and administrative (17) competence, as well as a high 
level of civic literacy (18). However, age (4) is not important when explain-
ing core activism. Further, leadership experience and organizational compe-
tence are new variables introduced by me, and hence were not found within 
the activism theory reviewed. Motives for activism were measured by Verba 
et.al. (1995), but with different questions, and hence there was no point mak-
ing a comparison.  
 
The second flow chart tells us that core activists in the Post-Soviet Context 
are similar in many ways, but differ in some ways. They are more prone to 
be female (1), but like in Western contexts they are citizens of the country in 
question (2) and reside in the capital (3). Just as in a Western context age (4) 
is not important, but a high level of education (5) is, though not necessarily a 
high income (6). A general experience from a civil society organization (7) 
is not very important for a post-Soviet core activist, but leadership expe-
rience (8) is. Just like the Western core activists they have personal networks 
where we find contacts with various organizations (9), as well as role model 
activist(s) (19) and people who gave them positive support (11) for their 
decision to become involved in a non-communist organization for the first 
time. Their most important value is a high empathic ability (12), but they do 
not always feel a duty to help people in need (13) or to solve problems in 
society (14). Nor do they have a high level of generalized trust (15), or high 
levels of subjective (16) and administrative (17) competences. Instead their 
most important civic skills are a high level of civic literacy (18) and organi-
zational competence (19). A majority of the core activists gives motives of 
altruism and a minority gives motives of self-interest for their decision to 
become active.  
 
These findings are introduced in the next section based on the outline of 
chapters 4-8 in this study: a) Demographic characteristics, b) socioeconomic 
resources, c) organizational experience and network influences, d) values 
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and civic skills, as well as e) motives for activism, and f) results from the 
regression analysis. 

9.2.1 Demographic Characteristics 
To begin with, the Civic Voluntarism Model argues that men by tradition 
dominate political activism that takes place in hierarchical formal organiza-
tions, such as running for office in political parties. However, women are 
said to increase their political activity to the same level as men when they 
are given the same access to education, work opportunities and organization-
al membership as men. In post-Soviet Latvia women make up a minority of 
the formal politicians, which supports the hypothesis that “Men are more 
likely than women to become active in formal political work.” However, 
women make up the majority of civil society core activists, something which 
does not support the hypothesis that “Men are more likely than women to 
become civil society core activists in general.” Even though men dominate 
the official political sphere, just as they do in many Western countries, they 
do not dominate the civil society organizations of the country. The domin-
ance of women in Latvia’s civil society is similar to the situation in other 
former Soviet Republics, but sets Latvia apart from Western contexts. No 
matter what field of interest the core activists are engaged in, about the same 
proportion of men and women say that they deal with policy change, charity 
work and recreational activities in their work “very much/completely”. 
Hence, the hypothesis that “Men are more likely than women to become 
core activists within organizations working with mainly political is-
sues, while women are more likely than men to become core activists with-
in organizations working with non-political issues”, is not supported by the 
data.  
 
However, even though women dominate in real numbers in all positions, 
men are over-represented compared to women among the positions at the 
higher end of the hierarchies of organizations. Even though we also find 
women in these positions, the results indicate that men have an un-
proportionally strong influence over the organization’s agenda setting and 
decision-making process, in relation to their actual lower number among the 
core activists. These results support the hypothesis that “Men are more likely 
than women to have positions at the higher end of an organization's hie-
rarchy.” However, women are more likely to be employed by the organiza-
tion they work for, for example as project leaders or as heads of offices. This 
provides them with access to the day-to-day work in the office of the organi-
zation, and may also help them gain access to the agenda-setting and deci-
sion-making process. 
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Latvian citizens almost completely dominate civil society in Latvia, with 
permanent residents, i.e. so called Russian speakers, mostly playing a pas-
sive role. This low level of participation among non-citizens is shared with 
many Western contexts, and supports the hypothesis that “Individuals who 
are citizens of the country they reside in are more likely to become core ac-
tivists within civil society organizations than individuals who are not.” How-
ever, the situation in Latvia is particularly serious from a democratic pers-
pective, since as many as 21 percent of the population are excluded from the 
country’s political life, and in a linguistic way limited in their access to civil 
society activism.180 The Latvian government also retains a divided primary 
and secondary school system, where Latvian-language and Russian-language 
schools work in parallel, instead of creating a unified school system with 
Latvian as the first language, where the different ethnic groups, as well as 
citizens and permanent residents would meet and interact with each other. A 
small group of Russian speakers do put their children into “Latvian” schools 
to improve their future opportunities in Latvian society by learning Latvian 
and obtaining Latvian citizenship, just as some of the permanent residents do 
take action in civil society, we find that 16 percent of the core activists in 
this study are non-ethnic Latvians.  
 
Non-ethnic Latvians who engage in civil society seem to differ from ethnic 
Latvian core activists (Latvian citizens). To begin with, the importance of 
having a higher level of education ceases to be important for core activists 
who are not Latvian citizens. Instead, a slightly larger proportion of non-
ethnic Latvians, compared with ethnic Latvians, are likely to have had lea-
dership experience from a communist organization prior to becoming in-
volved in a non-communist organization for the first time. Non-ethnic Lat-
vians are also somewhat more likely to be found in the top of the hierarchy 
of the organization they work for, being either the founders of the organiza-
tion, its chairpersons or secretaries. It is also interesting to note that the larg-
est proportion of non-Latvian citizens is to be found among the people who 
work as the heads of offices of organizations. Regarding values and civic 
skills, we find that non-ethnic Latvian core activists are more likely to show 
a high empathic ability, a high level of generalized trust and to always feel 
the duty to help people in need, compared with ethnic Latvians. They are 
also over-represented among the respondents declaring high levels of subjec-
tive and administrative competence, and slightly more likely to have a high 
organizational competence. On the other hand they are slightly less likely to 
have received positive support the first time they became involved in a non-
communist organization, and are slightly less likely to declare a high level of 
civic literacy. 
 

                              
180 This is a situation shared in many ways with Estonia. 
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My study in post-Soviet Latvia shows that no matter what fields of interest, 
core activists in non-communist organizations are more likely to live in the 
capital Riga than in locations outside the capital. This result is similar to the 
Western context, and supports the hypothesis that “Individuals who live in 
areas with easy access to different organizations, authorities and institutions, 
etc. are more likely to become core activists within civil society organiza-
tions than individuals who do not.” This means that the hypothesis that “In-
dividuals who become activie in organizations working with charity work, as 
well as recreation, education, and religion are just as likely to be found out-
side the capital in cities, towns and rural areas as in the capital” is not sup-
ported. However, if we focus on the proportions of different fields of interest 
within the measured units “capital”, “cities”, “towns” and “rural areas”, it 
should be noted that the issues of charity, environment, recreation and wom-
en’s issues are over-represented among the organizations working outside 
the capital, compared with inside the capital, and even though not over-
represented, education and youth are also important fields. 
 
A very interesting pattern found is also that the further away from the capi-
tal, the larger is the majority of women in civil society organizations. Men 
on the other hand are over-represented among core activists in the capital 
Riga. This result coincides with the fact that twice as many of the elected 
representatives in the local municipalities are women, compared with the 
number of women elected to the national parliament. The smaller the admin-
istrative structure the larger the proportion of women among both deputies 
and heads of local governments, with the largest proportion to be found in 
small rural districts. This finding is different from both Estonia and Lithua-
nia, Latvia’s Baltic neighbors. The strong presence of women in both the 
political and the civil society sphere in the countryside would be interesting 
to explore further in another study. 
 
The data does not support the hypothesis that “Individuals who are young 
(below the age of 31) are more likely to become core activists within civil 
society organizations than individuals who are not.”  

9.2.2 Socioeconomic Resources 
In the Civic Voluntarism Model (CVM) a high level of education and a high 
income are considered very important for a person in order to become avail-
able for different kinds of political activism. Two important findings in this 
study are that a high level of education is prevalent among the core activists 
in post-Soviet Latvia, just as in Western contexts, but that a high household 
income is not. These data support the hypothesis that “Individuals who have 
a post high school education are more likely to become core activists within 
civil society organizations than individuals who do not”, but not the hypo-
thesis that “Individuals who have an above-average household income are 
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more likely to become core activists within civil society organizations than 
individuals who do not.” 
 
A high level of education is however somewhat more important for women 
than men, and is more important for respondents in positions at the higher 
end of the organizational hierarchies. Another interesting pattern is that core 
activists with only a primary or secondary education show a larger propor-
tion of core activists employed by an organization, as well as offering mo-
tives of self-interest for their civil society core activism, than those with a 
higher education. This indicates that these individuals have used their orga-
nizational activity in order to make a living, but does not necessarily mean 
that they do not wish to accomplish something good for society as well. This 
would be interesting to research further.  
       
In the CVM wealth and a high income are very important for an individual 
in order to engage in politics and civil society. Wealth is said to purchase 
education, political power, and even social respect, while political power can 
help an individual build personal wealth. However, in Marxist-based coun-
tries such as the Soviet Union, where education was paid for by the govern-
ment, and where the educated middle-class was not provided with the same 
life style and economic situation as the educated middle-class in Western 
contexts, income did not play the same role when explaining organizational 
activism. It was education, contacts with the right people within the political 
machinery, and showing loyalty to the Marxist State, not wealth, which 
mainly helped an individual gain political power, perks, social respect and a 
good job within the Soviet Union. Furthermore, engaging in Soviet govern-
ment organizations was seldom a free choice and the older the individual, the 
more likely it was a calculated choice in order to secure education or ad-
vance one’s career.  
 
In post-Soviet Latvia involvement in non-communist organizations is no 
longer compulsory, but the majority of those who are core activists belong to 
the educated middle-class, which more often than not lives under strained 
financial circumstances. The reason for this is that the Soviet legacy leaves a 
segment of highly educated positions with low pay, mainly occupied by 
women. Current changes and development in Latvia will need some time to 
change this situation. It is only male core activists and chairpersons who are 
over-represented as a group perceiving that their household income makes 
them “somewhat/much better off” than the average inhabitant. This situation, 
with an educationally based middle-class that lacks a “middle-class income”, 
clearly sets Latvia, and most likely other former Soviet Republics as well, 
apart from Western contexts. 
       
Another interesting aspect is further that when we compare the proportion of 
core activists with different values and skills among those with a perceived 



 228

high, medium or low income, we find that low income earners are over-
represented among those who always feel a duty to solve problems in socie-
ty, who have a high empathic ability, and who give altruistic motives for 
activity. Hence, we may draw the conclusion that the taught duty to always 
solve problems in society, as well as the ability to feel empathy with other 
human beings, may replace the impact of perceiving oneself to be average or 
well off financially. It also seems as though the experience of serious pover-
ty increases the likelihood of altruism. 

9.2.3 Organizational Experience and Network Influences 
The results from this study show that a higher level of education and any 
kind of organizational experience from the various Soviet children’s and 
youth organizations and the trade unions increase a core activist’s level of 
empathy, duties to act, generalized trust, subjective, administrative, and or-
ganizational competences, as well as civic literacy. However, it seems as 
though the Vospitanie education, taking place within the educational system 
and the children’s and youth organizations, showed different success rates 
depending on the value and civic skill in question. The most successful re-
sults seem to have been the widespread perception among Latvian core ac-
tivists that they were very competent at organizing different kinds of activi-
ty, and that they understood Latvian politics very well, as well as their ability 
to empathize with fellow human beings.  
 
An interesting finding is that leadership experience, but not general member-
ship experience, from any level within the communist children’s and youth 
organizations, as well as the trade union, is important as a factor influencing 
an individual to become active in a non-communist organization for the first 
time. Compared with non-activists, core activists with leadership experience 
were over-represented, and those with regular membership experiences were 
under-represented. This is different from Western contexts, where organiza-
tional experience in general is said to be very important for future activism. 
Hence, these data do not support the hypothesis that “Individuals who have 
earlier experience of any kind of organizational activity are more likely to 
join civil society organizations once again than individuals who do not have 
this experience.” Instead they support the hypothesis that “Individuals who 
have earlier leadership experience from any kind of organization are more 
likely to join civil society organizations once again than individuals who do 
not have this experience.” However, at this moment it is not possible to 
make any assumptions of the possible importance of leadership experiences 
in Western contexts, as we lack such information. The findings of this study 
also indicate that it is somewhat more important for girls and young women 
to gain this leadership experience than for boys and young men. What we do 
not know is what it is about the leadership experience that increases the like-
lihood for core activism in a non-communist organization. As we found 
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above, any kind of organizational experience contributed to the development 
of the values and civic skills discussed in this study. Hence, it must be some-
thing different that sets the leadership experience apart, which would be very 
interesting to explore in another study. 
 
No matter whether we talk about traditional activism within NGOs and so-
cial movements or high-risk activity, it seems to be important to have net-
work contacts and to know someone in the organization one later joins 
(McAdam & Paulsen 1993; Verba et.al. 1995; Della Porta & Diani 1999). 
However, it seems as though an active recruitment attempt, which is an im-
portant motive for taking action within high-risk activities, as well as 
“closed” civil society organizations and social movements (McAdam & 
Paulsen 1993; Snow 1980), is not important as a motive for traditional 
NGOs in post-Soviet Latvia. Instead it seems as though it is more important 
to know someone in an organization one considers joining than it is to be 
actively recruited, in order to take the step and become a core activist of this 
organization. Hence, these data only partly support the hypothesis that “In-
dividuals who learn about an organization through one or more member(s) 
that they know and who are being asked to join by this/these member(s) are 
more likely to become core activists within civil society organizations than 
individuals who do not.” 
 
Individuals with membership experience from a communist organization are 
somewhat more likely to have been recruited to their first non-communist 
organization than former leaders or respondents with no organizational expe-
rience at all. At the same time about half of those with leadership experience 
founded their first non-communist organization and half were recruited into 
one. This means that even if organizational experience increases the likelih-
ood of being recruited or being the founder of an organization, it is not ne-
cessary. In new democracies, such as post-Soviet Latvia, compared to old 
ones, it is also possible that an individual with no prior organizational expe-
rience ready to take action within civil society looks for an organization to 
join and makes the necessary contacts, rather than being recruited.   
      
One very important factor when explaining civil society core activism, both 
in a Western and a post-Soviet context, seems to be the presence of one or 
more role model activist(s) in an individual’s personal network no matter 
whether we are dealing with high-risk or traditional activity. Hence, the hy-
pothesis that “Individuals who have activist role models in their personal 
network are more likely to become core activists within civil society organi-
zations than individuals who do not” is supported. However, the role models 
in Latvia seem more prone to inspire to core activism than to be active re-
cruitment agents as they seem to be when we discuss high-risk activity. A 
very important finding is also that role models seem to be able to replace the 
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influence of a university or college education when we explain core activ-
ism. 
 
Further, one of the most important factors when explaining core activism in 
Latvia, and in Western contexts, seems to be the presence of positive support 
from an individual’s personal network, when he/she decided to become ac-
tive in a non-communist organization for the first time. When present, it 
even seems to override negative attitudes towards the decision to act from 
other members of this network, which would mean that one person’s positive 
attitude may be the decisive influence for someone who is about to decide 
whether to join an organization or not. This is the case both for high-risk and 
traditional activity. Hence, the hypothesis that “Individuals who experience 
positive support from someone in their personal network to the decision to 
become a core activist within civil society are more likely to become core 
activists within civil society organizations than individuals who do not” is 
supported. 

9.2.4 Values and Civic Skills 
Downton and Wehr (1998) argue that people who are active within civil 
society peace organizations have learned to identify with the poor and to feel 
a comradeship with the oppressed, i.e. they have the ability to experience a 
high empathic ability, especially when it is combined with the duty to act, 
for example to help people in need or solve problems of society (Downton 
and Wehr). Empathy has further been said to be a source - if not the source - 
of altruistic motivation (Håkansson 2003). However, Verba et.al. (1995) 
argue that a moral principle to act, i.e. a duty, could be sufficient on its own, 
in order to engage in, for example, political activism. Snow et.al. (1986) and 
Portes (1998) further argue that the duty to act is important for activism in 
general. The data from my survey indicate that a high empathic ability is 
important when explaining traditional civil society core activism, a characte-
ristic which is shared by core activists in general in both a Western and a 
Latvian post-Soviet context. Hence, this study supports the hypothesis that 
“Individuals who have a high empathic ability are more likely to become 
core activists within civil society organizations than individuals who do not.” 
Female core activists, chairpersons and founders are somewhat more likely 
to have a high empathic ability, compared to male core activists, as well as 
core activists who are employed by, or have lower positions in, an organiza-
tion. 
 
A high empathic ability seems to be more connected with altruism as a mo-
tive for civil society core activism than with motives of self-interest. This 
seems to be the same in both Western and post-Soviet contexts. This sup-
ports the hypothesis that “Individuals who have a high empathic ability are 
more likely to become core activists within civil society organizations based 
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on the motive of altruism than individuals who do not.” However, the data in 
this study only partly support the hypothesis that “Individuals who have 
internalized values saying that it is their duty to help people in need and to 
change a perceived problem in society, are more likely to become core activ-
ists within civil society organizations than individuals who do not.” Even 
though core activists show a higher frequency of unconditional duty to help 
people in need or solve problems in society compared with non-activists, 
they only make up a minority of the total number of the sampled core activ-
ists in this study. Hence, the importance of duty seems to differ compared 
with Western contexts. The results also indicate that a high empathic ability 
is enough on its own to encourage altruistic behavior and charity work, and 
does not need to be combined with the moral obligation to help people in 
need or solve problems in society. Hence, the hypothesis that “Individuals 
who combine a high empathic ability with the moral duty to help people in 
need are more likely to be found among core activists working in charity 
organizations than individuals who do not” is not supported. 
 
An interesting, though not surprising, result is that generalized trust does not 
seem to have the same importance for the decision to become a core activist 
in post-Soviet Latvian civil society as it has been argued to do in many 
Western contexts. This is not strange since it is difficult to develop genera-
lized trust in an authoritarian state like the Soviet Union. However, the core 
activists with a high level of generalized trust are still over-represented com-
pared with the non-activists, but only make up the majority of core activists 
who are founders and staff core activists. Hence, the hypothesis that “Indi-
viduals who have a high level of generalized trust towards other people in 
society are more likely to become core activists within civil society organi-
zations than individuals who do not” is only partly supported.  
 
When we explore the role of different civic skills for civil society core activ-
ism, we find that post-Soviet Latvia seems to differ from Western contexts 
where subjective and administrative competences are said to be important 
for civil society activism. Among Latvia’s civil society core activists it is 
mainly founders, chairpersons and other leading positions that seem to have 
high levels of subjective and administrative competences. Hence, the hypo-
thesis that “Individuals who have a high level of subjective and/or adminis-
trative competence(s) are more likely to become core activists within civil 
society organizations than individuals who do not”, is not supported more 
than partially. On the other hand, we find that one of the most important 
results of this study is that post-Soviet Latvia, like many Western contexts, 
has large groups of civil society core activists with a high level of civic lite-
racy. This data supports the hypothesis that “Individuals who have a high 
level of civic literacy are more likely to become core activists within civil 
society organizations than individuals who do not.” However, male core 
activists are more prone to believe that they understand Latvian politics than 
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female core activists, a result which fits in with the traditional gender roles 
of the country and the prevalent opinion that politics is a man’s activity.  
 
Another very interesting result is the fact that a high level of organizational 
competence seems to be the most widespread civic skill among the Latvian 
civil society core activists. Hence, the hypothesis that “Individuals who have 
a high level of organizational competence are more likely to become core 
activists within civil society organizations than individuals who do not” is 
supported. However, it seems to be important to combine organizational 
competence with some other factor(s) in order for it to lead to civil society 
core activism. This result is difficult to compare with Western contexts be-
cause of the lack of such research, and we would need to study this question 
further in order to find out what the situation is like in old democracies.   

9.2.5 Motives for Activism 
The data from this study support the hypothesis that “Individuals who give 
motives of altruism are more likely to be active in civil society organizations 
working with charity work than individuals who do not give such motives.” 
However, the number of core activists that give an altruistic motive makes 
up the majority within most fields of interest, and seems to be very important 
for core activists working with politics in general and environmental issues 
as well. In accordance with this result self-interested core activists only 
make up the majority in organizations working with health care issues, and 
are virtually evenly distributed among a number of fields where altruistic 
core activists have a small majority. This means that the hypothesis that “In-
dividuals who give motives of self-interest are more likely to be active in 
civil society organizations working with politics and policy change than 
individuals who do not give such motives” is not supported. 
 
Further, when we look at the different positions in the organizations we find 
that the data only partly support the hypothesis that “Individuals who give 
motives of self-interest are more likely to have leadership positions or be 
employed by their organization than individuals who do not give such mo-
tives.” Self-interested respondents are somewhat more likely to be employed 
by their organization, compared with core activists giving altruistic motives. 
However, altruistic respondents make up a great majority among the core 
activists who are founders or chairpersons, as well as a smaller majority 
among those with other leading positions. At the same time only smaller 
groups are found among the respondents who are volunteers or regular pay-
ing members, groups where core activists who give motives of self-interest 
are more frequently found. This does not support the hypothesis that “Indi-
viduals who give motives of altruism are more likely to be volunteers or 
paying members than individuals who do not give such motives.” 



 233

9.2.6 Types of Core Activists 
The regression results from chapter 8 supported the findings from chapters 
4-7 saying that education, gender, empathic ability, place of residence, in-
come and leadership experience are important independent variables when 
explaining different types of civil society core activists. The regression anal-
ysis also weakend the explanatory power of the independent variables civic 
literacy, support, generalized trust, citizenship, organizational competence 
and role model(s), since they appeared less frequent in the different regres-
sion models. However, the most interesting result from the regression analy-
sis was the introduction of different “types” of core activists.  
 
The types are as follows: 

• Male core activists are more likely to live in the capital, to have a 
household income above or much above average and to perceive 
themselves as having a high level of civic literacy. However, they 
are less likely to have a high level of education or a high empathic 
ability. 
 

• Female core activists, on the other hand, are more likely to live out-
side the capital, to have an average household income, or to perceive 
themselves as having a low level of civic literacy. However, they are 
more likely to have a post high school education, to have a high em-
pathic ability, and to have leadership experience from a communist 
organization. 
 

• Self-interested core activists are more likely to be female, to live in 
the capital, to have a low level of education and a low empathic abil-
ity. They are also less likely to have leadership experience from a 
communist organization. 
 

• Altruistic core activists, on the other hand, are more likely to be 
male, live outside the capital, have a high level of education, and a 
high empathic ability. They are also more likely to have received 
positive support from their personal network for their decision to be-
come involved in civil society, and to have leadership experience 
from a communist organization. 
 

• Political core activists are more likely to be male, live outside the 
capital, have a high level of education and have a high empathic 
ability. They are also more likely to have received positive support 
from their personal network for their decision to engage in civil so-
ciety, and to have leadership experience from a communist organiza-
tion. 
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• Charity work core activists are more likely to have received positive 
support from their personal network for their decision to act, even 
though the significance level was somewhat higher and the odds ra-
tio was somewhat lower than for the political core activists. They are 
also more likely to have a high empathic ability, and less likely to 
have a higher level of education. 
 

• Recreational core activists are more likely to be non-Latvian citi-
zens, to live outside the capital, and to only have a lower level of 
education. 
 

• Founder core activists are more likely to be men, to hold a high lev-
el of generalized trust towards people in general, and to have been 
former leaders of a communist organization.  
 

• Chairperson core activists are also more likely to be men, but with a 
high level of education, a good economy and a high empathic abili-
ty.  
 

• No variables tested show any significance for core activists with 
other leading positions.  
 

• Core activists in non-leading positions are more likely to be women, 
to have a good economy or to perceive themselves as having a high 
level of civic literacy. 
 

• Staff core activists, finally, are also more likely to be women, as well 
as less likely to have a high education or to have prior leadership ex-
perience from a communist organization. 

9.3 Theoretical Implications for Research about Civil 
Society Core Activism 
In this section I will discuss the implications the results from this study have 
for future research about civil society core activism, and the debate on which 
factors are important in order for an individual to become active in civil so-
ciety core activism. 
      
As a point of theoretical departure, writings by Verba et.al. (1995) were used 
in this study, with the Civic Voluntarism Model in the center, along with 
arguments from other books by them (Verba et.al. 1969, 1978, 1995). The 
intention of Verba and his colleagues was to explain a broad variety of polit-
ical activism, where no lower limitation was set as to the amount of time the 
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respondents had spent on their activism. My study focused on core activists 
within traditional civil society organizations working with issues as varied as 
influencing politics, relieving social pain, arranging recreational and educa-
tional activities, as well as religious activities. My intention has been to 
show that it is fruitful to use the CVM not only for explaining political activ-
ism, but also when we want to explain social and recreational activism with-
in civil society. Second, I argue that we benefit from combining theories 
which have so far been used to explain such different activities as peace 
activism (Downton and Wehr 1998), political high-risk activity (McAdam 
and Paulsen 1993), formal and informal political or non-political activity 
(Verba et.al. 1969, 1978, 1995; Putnam 1993; Norris 2002), social move-
ment activity (McAdam et.al. 1996; Della Porta and Diani 1999; Norris 
2002), as well as the difference in recruitment strategies between “open” and 
“closed” civil society organizations and social movements (Snow 1980, 
1986). By combining these different assumptions, as well as introducing 
some new explanatory factors, the CVM would strengthen its explanatory 
power of civil society core activism, and by introducing a Latvian perspec-
tive, a version of CVM is suggested which would be suitable to use when 
explaining post-Soviet contexts. Neither I nor the different theorists have 
used exactly the same sample techniques or groups of activists sampled as 
Verba et.al. (1995), nor exactly the same definition of what, for example, 
political activism means. However, I argue that in this situation this is a 
strength which will show that different kinds of activism may still share fac-
tors important for explaining civil society core activism in general. 
 
Below, I begin with a brief description of the Civic Voluntarism Model, and 
based on the structure of the CVM I continue by introducing suggested im-
plications for the study of the following areas: a) Demographic characteris-
tics, b) resource-producing capacities, c) network contacts, d) capacities, and 
e) intensity of activity and position in organization. As discussed in chapter 2 
Verba et.al. (1995) argue that there are three main factors on which the polit-
ical participatory process rests in the Civic Voluntarism Model. These are 
motivation, capacity and networks of recruitment. An individual must want 
to be active, have the capacity to be so and have the right contacts for re-
cruitment into a political activity. The most important factors are the re-
sources which produce an individual’s capacity for activism, that is, the level 
of education and income, which help produce different civic skills. The most 
important counterbalance to education and income in the US is said to be 
congregational (religious) activity. 
 
The most important capacities necessary for political activity are an individ-
ual’s level of political engagement factors, which equals political interest, 
political information (i.e. civic literacy) and party identification, as well as 
individual efficacy, i.e. a high level of political, subjective and administra-
tive competence. The civic voluntarism model also points to the importance 
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of gender and citizenship when understanding political activism. Different 
configurations of participatory factors, interacting in complex ways, are also 
said to be significant for different forms of activity. Thus, political life is 
linked to our social life. Our personal networks are also arenas for possible 
recruitment attempts, and the possibility to train skills needed for political 
action (Verba et.al. 1995).   

9.3.1 Implications for the Study of Demographic Characteristics 
The data from my study agree with the CVM’s assumption that men by tra-
dition dominate official political activism. However, in post-Soviet Latvia 
women make up the majority of the core activists found in civil society or-
ganizations. Hence, the CVM’s idea that men dominate political activity 
may apply when we analyze Western contexts, but would have to change for 
a CVM analyzing post-Soviet contexts. However, it would be fruitful to test 
whether a different result will be found in Western contexts if we include 
organizations other than those working with political issues. It would further 
be fruitful to add that when analyzing a post-Soviet context, it is not only 
important to study whether women are given the same access to education, 
work opportunities and organizational membership as men, but it is also 
important to study what gender roles are dominant in society. 
     
A very interesting aspect that deserves to be studied further in post-Soviet 
Latvia is the indication by both Western theories and studies, as well as my 
study, that women become more present in both civil society organizations 
and local governments, the smaller the representative unit we are looking at. 
Why do women take power in villages and rural areas, but not as much in 
capital and central areas? 
 
Verba et.al. (1978 & 1995) suggest that individuals who are citizens of the 
country they reside in are more likely to become core activists within civil 
society organizations than individuals who are not, and this also seems to be 
the case in Latvia. Hence, the CVM’s stand on citizenship when analyzing a 
Western context may remain the same in a post-Soviet context. However, it 
would be interesting to study non-citizens who engage in civil society further 
in order to learn more about what factors could support an increased pres-
ence of non-citizens in civil society organizations. 
 
One factor that Verba et.al. (1995) do not include in their discussion, and 
that is not included in the CVM, is the importance of taking into account a 
person’s place of residence when discussing the reasons for becoming an 
activist in civil society. In the US the place of residence is important for 
peace activists (Downton & Wehr 1998), and in my study in post-Soviet 
Latvia the place of residence is also important for core activists in general. 
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Hence, the CVM would benefit from including “place of residence” as a 
factor explaining civil society core activism both in a Western and a post-
Soviet context. 

9.3.2 Implications for the Study of Resource-producing 
Capacities 
The data from my study show that education is important both for govern-
mental organizational activism in a Marxist-based context, and for non-
governmental organizational activism in a post-Soviet context. The results 
hence support the CVM’s assumption that there is a connection between the 
educational level of an individual and the likelihood that he/she will become 
involved in organizational activism, though the causality link most likely 
differs on some counts depending on the ideological and cultural context. 
Hence, the CVM’s stand on education may also apply when analyzing a 
post-Soviet context. However, we need to be more open to the fact that dif-
ferent levels of education may differ in importance between different kinds 
of positions in the organization, between women and men, as well as be-
tween different motives given for becoming active in civil society core activ-
ism. Hence, it would be interesting to study the influence of education fur-
ther. 
 
Verba et.al. (1995) argue that wealth and a high income are very important 
for an individual in order to become involved in politics and civil society. 
However, in a post-Soviet Latvian context high income is only an explanato-
ry factor of civil society core activism when we want to explain participation 
in the official political sphere (dominated by men), male civil society core 
activism, as well as the choice to become a chairperson. This situation clear-
ly sets Latvia apart from Western contexts, and hence the CVM used to ana-
lyze post-Soviet contexts needs to exclude wealth and a high income as 
strong predictors of civil society core activism. Income may remain as an 
explanatory factor, but we need to further explore the relationship between 
different levels of income and different kinds of activity, gender, and posi-
tions held in the organizational hierarchy. The importance of income may 
also differ depending on the motive given for for becoming active in civil 
society core activism. 
 
Even though Verba et.al. (1995) argue that it does not matter in which non-
political institution civic skills are developed in order to facilitate political 
activity, the CVM takes a clearly American perspective with its strong focus 
on religious institutions as the main alternative source to higher education as 
the generator of values and civic skills, which in turn is said to foster politi-
cal activity. The results from this study indicate that the explanatory factor 
“congregational activity” should be replaced with “any kind of organization 
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- governmental or non-governmental, where values and civic skills may be 
developed” in a CVM analyzing a post-Soviet context. It would further be of 
value to explore what kind of organizations that produce values and civic 
skills important for civil society core activism in Western contexts outside 
the US. 
       
It is further important to acknowledge that when we study civil society core 
activism, depending on the ideological context of the state the organizations 
function within, different values and skills will probably be produced more 
or less successfully. It is for example highly likely that we will not see the 
value generalized trust widely generated in an authoritarian context where all 
irganizations are controlled by the state. Hence, Putnam’s (1993) argument 
that generalized trust is produced within non-governmental (non-religious) 
organizations does not seem to be supported in a Marxist-based, Soviet con-
text. Instead the assumption by Uslaner (2002) and Rothstein & Stolle 
(2002) that an individual’s fundamental worldview is formed early in life, 
seems to be the case among the limited number of respondents who do ex-
press a high level of generalized trust. At the same time civic skills such as 
political literacy and organizational competence may be a result of organiza-
tional experience in all kinds of ideological contexts, which both support and 
oppose Putnam’s (1993) argument that non-governmental (non-religious) 
organizations are the most important place for the production of civic skills. 
In a communist authoritarian state there are no non-governmental organiza-
tions to act as incubators of values and civic skills, and hence, values and 
civic skills such as civic literacy and organizational competence are here 
produced within communist governmental organizations. 
 
Both Verba et.al. (1995) and Putnam (1993) support the idea that non-
governmental organizational experience is important for an individual in 
order to engage in political activity. However, they do not test the possible 
difference in importance between leadership and regular membership expe-
rience when explaining the likelihood of founding an organization, or joining 
one again. The findings of this study in post-Soviet Latvia point to the im-
portance of having leadership experience from a communist organization 
prior to joining a non-communist one. However, as found in the section 
above, any kind of organizational experience contributes to the development 
of the values and civic skills discussed in this study. Hence, what we do not 
know is what it is about the leadership experience that increases the likelih-
ood for core activism in general in a post-Soviet non-communist organiza-
tion. This would be very interesting to explore in another study. It would 
also be fruitful to explore whether this difference in importance between 
leadership and membership experience also plays an important role in West-
ern contexts. 
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9.3.3 Implications for the Study of Network Contacts181 
The CVM argues that it is important to have network contacts and to know 
someone in the organization one later joins (Verba et.al. 1995). This seems 
to be the same no matter whether we are talking about traditional activism 
within NGOs and social movements (Della Porta & Diani 1999) or high-risk 
activity (McAdam & Paulsen 1993). The results from my study suggest that 
this is also the case in post-Soviet Latvia, and hence knowing someone in the 
organization prior to joining should be an explanatory factor both in Western 
and post-Soviet contexts. However, an active recruitment attempt should not 
be included as an explanatory factor for traditional NGOs either in a Western 
or post-Soviet context. Recruitment takes place, but does not seem to be 
crucial for joining in either context. It would be of interest, though, to ex-
plore further within what organizational contexts active recruitment attempts 
are important or not. In post-Soviet Latvia we also found that a large number 
of core activists had been among the founders of the organizations they work 
in, rather than being recruited. It would be interesting to explore further who 
the individuals are who found organizations, both in Western and post-
Soviet contexts. 
 
An important factor when explaining civil society core activism that is not 
present in the CVM is the presence of one or more role model activists in an 
individual’s personal network. In Western contexts the presence of role 
models seems to be important for both high-risk activity (McAdam & Paul-
sen 1993) and for different kinds of civil society organizations and move-
ments (Della Porta & Diani 1999; Snow 1980). Role models also seem to be 
very important in post-Soviet Latvia, though they seem more prone to in-
spire core activism than to be active recruitment agents. Hence, it would be 
fruitful to add the presence of role model activists as an explanatory factor to 
the CVM both in Western and post-Soviet contexts. It would also be interest-
ing to further study whether role models may act as a substitute for a higher 
education, or even a high income, when explaining core activism in Western 
contexts. 
 
One important factor when explaining civil society core activism seems to be 
the presence of positive support from an individual’s personal network. This 
factor is suggested by McAdam & Paulsen (1993) when explaining high-risk 
social movement activity in the US, but is not present in the CVM. It is, 
however, also very important for core activists in traditional NGOs in post-
Soviet Latvia. When present, it even seems to override negative attitudes 
towards the decision to act, which would mean that one person’s positive 

                              
181 I place network contacts, role models and support under “resources”, as an individual’s 
personal network contacts may influence his/her level of engagement factors, values, civic 
skills and individual efficacy. 
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attitude may be the decisive influence for someone who is about to decide 
whether to join an organization or not. Hence, it would be very fruitful to 
add the presence of positive support as an explanatory factor for the CVM 
when analyzing post-Soviet contexts. It would also be of importance to ex-
plore whether positive support explains not only high-risk activity in West-
ern contexts, but also traditional NGO core activism. 

9.3.4 Implications for the Study of Capacities  
Verba et.al (1995) and the CVM argue that a moral principle to act, i.e. a 
duty, may explain political activism. Other authors further suggest that a 
duty to act also influences activism in general (Snow et. al.1986; Portes 
1998). In post-Soviet Latvia, on the other hand, duties to always help people 
in need or solve problems in society are not very frequent, and hence it is not 
necessary to include them in a CVM for a post-Soviet context. Downton and 
Wehr (1998) further argue that a duty to act should be combined with a high 
empathic ability in order to produce altruistic behavior. The data from my 
study in Latvia indicate that the combination of empathy and duties to act is 
not important in a post-Soviet context. Instead a high empathic ability alone 
explains core activism in general, as well as altruistic core activism, and 
should be included in a CVM analyzing post-Soviet contexts. However, it 
could be of interest to explore whether the CVM would benefit from com-
bining the factor “duty to act” with the factor “empathic ability”, when ex-
plaining civil society core activism in Western contexts. It would also be 
fruitful, no matter what the ideological context, to explore further what role 
empathy plays when explaining core activism, depending on gender and 
position in the organizational hierarchy.  
 
It has been argued that a high level of generalized trust makes an individual 
more tolerant to, and welcoming of, people different from him/herself, as 
well as more likely to engage in political activity, compared to people with 
high levels of particular trust (Uslaner 2002; Putnam 1993; Portes 1998). 
Many older democracies seem to have inhabitants with generally high levels 
of generalized trust, a situation which is not the case in post-Soviet Latvia. 
Hence, it would seem to be fruitful to include generalized trust in the CVM 
as a factor for explaining civil society core activism in Western contexts, but 
not for a CVM explaining post-Soviet contexts. 
 
The definition of “political information” in the CVM has about the same 
meaning as Milner’s civic literacy, i.e. “the knowledge required for effec-
tive political choice” (Milner 2002). The result of my study suggests that 
civic literacy is one of the most important factors when explaining all kinds 
of civil society core activism in post-Soviet Latvia. Hence, civic literacy is 
of interest to use in the CVM both for analysis of Western and post-Soviet 
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contexts. However, it would be fruitful to explore whether civic literacy is 
important as an explanatory factor for fields of interest other than political 
activism in Western contexts. It would also be useful to study the relation-
ship between civic literacy and gender in more detail, both in Western and 
post-Soviet contexts. 
 
The CVM argues that a sense of political efficacy is needed in order to en-
gage in political activism. Such feelings of efficacy could be the subjective 
and administrative competences discussed in Almond and Verba (1969), 
which means that an individual believes that he/she can influence political 
decision-making, and that he/she would be treated well by government ad-
ministrative officials (in this study only locally) as well as be allowed to 
have some voice in the proceedings of a local government office. These be-
liefs are not very important in Latvia, and a version of the CVM for post-
Soviet contexts would not need to include these competences.  
 
One field of civic skills missing in the CVM is what I call organizational 
competence, that is, an individual’s level of knowledge of how to organize 
different kinds of civil society activity. Verba et.al. (1995) do mention the 
possibility that individuals who feel comfortable organizing and taking part 
in politics would be more likely to become involved in politics. However, 
they argue that civic skills can only be of importance in relation to activism 
if these skills has been proven to exist in reality, and hence, they do not in-
clude questions about the respondent’s self-perceived level of organizational 
competence in their study. However, my study in post-Soviet Latvia sug-
gests that a self-declared high level of organizational competence seems to 
be the most widespread civic skill among the Latvian civil society core ac-
tivists. This result coincides with the assumption made by different Western 
writers, as well as Gandhi, that it is of greatest importance to believe that one 
has the ability to do something, in order to manage to do it. However, it 
should be combined with other factor(s) in order to lead to civil society core 
activism. Hence, I suggest that we include the perceived ability to organize 
action in the CVM for post-Soviet contexts, and explore further if this would 
be fruitful for the CVM when analyzing Western contexts as well.  

9.4 Conclusion 
To sum up, the independent variables important for explaining civil society 
activism in Western contexts in many ways coincide with the independent va-
riables important for explaining civil society core activism in post-Soviet Lat-
via. To begin with, we find that the following independent variables introduced 
by the Civic Voluntarism Model (Verba et.al. 1995) are also important indepen-
dent variables when explaining civil society core activism general in post-Soviet 
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contexts. Hence, they should be incorporated in a CVM used when analyzing 
post-Soviet contexts. A (core) activist is a highly educated citizen of the country 
he/she resides in, who had prior organizational experience to his/her current 
organization of engagement, knew someone in the organization he/she is cur-
rently active in before joining, and had a high level of civic literacy.  
 
However, the following independent variables introduced by the CVM are not 
generally important in a post-Soviet context, and should, hence, not be incorpo-
rated in a CVM used when analyzing post-Soviet contexts. A civil society 
(core) activist is a man with a high income, who perceives a moral duty to act, 
and has high levels of subjective and administrative competences. Instead such 
a CVM needs to include the independent variable “woman”. 
 
The following independent variables are introduced by authors other than Verba 
et.al., and are important when explaining civil society (core) activism in both 
Western and post-Soviet contexts. Hence, I suggest that they are incorporated 
into both versions of the CVM. A civil society (core) activist resides in the capi-
tal or a large city, prior to his/her current organizational engagement he/she had 
activist role models in his/her personal network, and received positive support 
from his/her personal network for his/her decision to become involved in civil 
society. A civil society (core) activist further had a high empathic ability at the 
time when he/she became involved in his/her current organization. Further, 
“generalized trust” as an independent variable should be incorporated into the 
CVM explaining core activism in Western contexts.  
 
Finally, the independent variables organizational competence and leadership 
experience, introduced and tested by myself in this study, should be incorpo-
rated into the CVM explaining core activism in post-Soviet contexts.  
 
Future research on a micro-level would benefit in general from comparing 
the characteristics of groups of activists/core activists with non-activists. It 
would also benefit from analysing different characteristics in relationship 
with the dimensions gender, self-declared motives for activism, different 
fields of interest (not just one or two in one study) and different positions in 
the organizational hierarchy. Future research on a micro-level would also 
benefit more specifically from not only studying socioeconomic resources 
when explaining the participation of men and women in civil society activi-
ty, but also exploring the role of gender roles in a given context. It would 
also be useful to study what it is about leadership experience that increases 
the likelihood for core activism in a post-Soviet context, as well as studying 
whether the difference in importance between leadership and membership 
experience also plays an important role in Western contexts. It would further 
be of importance to explore the role of positive support when explaining 
civil society activism in Western contexts. It would also be very useful to 
study whether role models may act as a substitute for a higher level of edu-
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cation, or even a high income, when explaining core activism in Western 
contexts. Finally, it would be interesting to explore further who the individu-
als are who found organizations, both in Western and post-Soviet contexts. 
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APPENDIX 1: Questionnaire for Core 
Activists 

City, town, village or district + region____________________ 
 
2. What is the position of the person interviewed within the organization/group? 
ONLY ONE ANSWER POSSIBLE. CHOOSE THE HIGHEST POSITION IF MORE 
THAN ONE ALTERNATIVE IS APPLICABLE. 
1. Founder of the organization/group 
2. Chairperson of the organization/group 
3. Vice Chairperson of the organization/group 
4. Secretary of the organization/group 
5. Member of the board of the organization/group 
6. Head of office of the organization/group 
7. Employee/Project leader of the organization/group 
8. Volunteer of the organization/group 
9. Paying member of the organization/group 

 99. Other ______________________________________________ 
 
3. Within what field is the organization/group active? 
1.  Politics in general 
2.  Democracy and human rights 
3.  Women 
4.  Labor 
5.  National identity/ethnic issues 
6.  Environment 
7.  Social Welfare/Charity 
8.  Youth 
9.  Recreation (sports, culture, etc.) 
99.  Other___________________________________________ 
 
8.  To work with politics can mean different things. It can be to work within a par-
ty and/ or run for office, as well as to work in an organization or group and try to 
influence authorities as well as administrative personnel to change a law or a regu-
lation. Political work may also include activities such as students’ trying to im-
prove school rules and regulations, workers negotiating for increased wages and a 
more secure working environment, as well as environmentalists educating people 
about the dangers of pollution.  
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To what extent does your organization/group deal with politics?   
1. Not at all 
2. Very little 
3. To some extent 
4. Very much 
5. Completely 
 
9. To what extent does your organization/group work to relieve social problems of 
various kinds? 
1. Not at all 
2. Very little 
3. To some extent 
4. Very much 
5. Completely 
 
19. Are you active in other social and/or political organizations/groups too?   
1. No. 
2. Yes, one other organization/group. 
3. Yes, two other organizations/groups. 
4. Yes, three to five other organizations/groups. 
5. Yes, more than five other organizations/groups. 
 
20. Are you a passive member of other social and/or political organiza-
tions/groups? 
1. No. 
2. Yes, one other organization/group. 
3. Yes, two other organizations/groups. 
4. Yes, three to five other organizations/groups. 
5. Yes, more than five other organizations/groups. 
 
23. Below follows a set of thermometer questions where you get a chance to indi-
cate in greater detail where you stand on each of the issues. The thermometer runs 
from 0 through 100. If you are in complete agreement with one of the statements 
below, you should give it 100. And if there is a statement you are in complete disa-
greement with, you should give it zero.   

0------10------20------30------40------50------60------70------80------90------100 
Completely                      Completely 
against           for 
 
(Give a number between 0 and 100 for each of the statements below.) 

G . Generally speaking, most people can be trusted. 
 
24. Sex of respondent: 
1.     Male 
2.     Female 
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25. What is the highest level of education that you have received? 
1. Primary and lower-secondary education completed (8-9 grades) 
2. Unfinished upper-secondary education (10-11 grades) 
3. Vocational education (technical education without upper-secondary education) 
4. Upper-secondary education completed (11-12 grades) 
5. Upper-secondary-professional education completed (Technical school) 
6. Unfinished higher education 
7. Higher education 
8. Academic degree/graduate education 
 
26. How old are you? 
___________________________ 
 
28. What citizenship status do you have? 
1. Latvian citizen 
2. Permanent resident 
3. Russian citizen 
99.    Other____________________________________ 
 
29. What is your native language? 
1. Latvian 
2. Russian 
99.   Other __________________________________________ 
 
Please answer the following questions if you were 8 years old or older during the 
period of the Soviet Union, that is until August 1991. If you were younger during 
that time, please move on to question no. 35. 
 
In the following questions I DO NOT want you to answer them as to how you are 
now, or how you think and feel now. Instead I would like you to think back to the 
Soviet period. Take a minute to relax, try to imagine that time as clearly as you 
can. Think about where you were living, what your job was, who your friends 
were, etc.  
 
30. Were you an active member and/or a leader at any level within any of the 
communist organizations listed below?  
1. Yes, the Pioneers 
2. Yes, the Komsomol (Youth leader, class representative, etc.) 
3. Yes, the Communist Party 
4. Yes, the trade union   
5. Yes, a Soviet creative association (The Writers’ Association etc.) 
6. I was a member of a communist organization, but held no leader position  
7. I was not active in any of the above-mentioned fields 
 
Please answer the following question if you were 16 years old or older during the 
time of Perestroika and Glasnost, that is during the 1980s until August 1991. If you 
were younger during that time, please move on to question no. 35. 
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Now I would like you to think back to the time when Mikhail Gorbachev came to 
power and Perestroika and Glasnost were introduced. Try to imagine that time as 
clearly as you can. Think about where you were living, what your job was, who 
your friends were, etc.  

 

36. How did you act during the struggle for independence from the 1980s to 1991? 
(You may choose an unlimited number of alternatives) 

1. I acted for independence as a member of VAK 
2. I acted for independence as a member of the People’s Front 
3. I acted for independence as a member of LNNK 
4. I acted for independence as a member of the Citizen Congress  
5. I acted for independence within a Soviet creative association (For example the 

Writers’ Association, etc. 
6. I acted for independence within the framework of the Latvian Communist Party 
7. I acted for independence as a member of a non-communist party  
8. I attended demonstrations, meetings, signed petitions, approached media, etc. 
9. I acted against independence as a member of the Interfront movement 
10. I acted against independence as a member of the Latvian Communist Party 
11. I acted against independence within a Soviet creative association (For example the 

Writers’ Association, etc.) 
12. I was not active at all 
 

When the independence struggle was over, the independence movement was split 
up and disappeared, while many new non-communist organizations/groups/ par-
ties were founded. Take a minute to relax, try to imagine that time as clearly as 
you can. Think about where you were living, what your job was, who your friends 
were, etc. Focus on the time when you became active in a non-communist organiza-
tion for the first time. 

 

37. How old were you at this time? 
____________________________________ 
 
 
38. What was the highest level of education that you had received at this time? 
1. Primary and lower-secondary education completed (8-9 grades) 
2. Unfinished upper-secondary education (10-11 grades) 
3. Vocational education (technical education without upper-secondary education) 
4. Upper-secondary education completed (11-12 classes) 
5. Upper-secondary-professional education completed (Technical school) 
6. Unfinished higher education 
7. Higher education 
8. Academic degree 
 



 248

40. Please evaluate the socioeconomic position of your family at this time. 
1. We were much better off than the average inhabitant 
2. We were somewhat better off than the average inhabitant 
3. We were living like the average inhabitant 
4. We were somewhat worse off that the average inhabitant 
5. We were much worse off than the average inhabitant 

 

Please take a minute and think back to the time when you became active within a 
non-communist organization for the first time. Try to imagine that time as clearly 
as you can. Think about where you were living, what your job was, who your 
friends were, etc.  

41. Please try to remember why you decided to become active. (You may choose an 
unlimited number of alternatives) 

1.   I felt an urge to become active as I saw the social demands of society that the au-
thorities had not taken measures to meet - someone had to do something 

2.   It gave me an opportunity to solve a problem of some kind in society 
3.   I felt an urge to act out of patriotism towards Latvia and Latvian identity 
4.   I felt an urge to act out of patriotism towards the Soviet Union and Soviet identity 
5.   I wanted to develop as a person, gain competence and maturity 
6.   I wanted to meet like-minded people I could spend time with 
7.   It gave me an opportunity to travel abroad and/or meet foreigners 
8.   It was a possibility for me to make useful contacts 
9.   I wanted to make a career   
10.   I wanted to improve my self-esteem, to get prestige and a position 
11.   It gave me a better possibility to help my family and friends in different ways. 
12.   Someone asked me to help out / to join, and I did 
96.   I do not really know 
97.   I do not remember. 
99.   Other reason _____________________________________________________ 
 
42. How did people close to you react when you became active?  
1.   They were positive and supported me 
2.   They showed different attitudes, some supported me some did not 
3.   I do not know, they never showed their feelings about this 
4.   They were indifferent 
5.   They were negative and wanted me to stop 
 

43. Were there any people who, as examples of dedicated activists, affected your 
decision to become active? Who were they? (You may choose an unlimited number 
of alternatives) 

1. Yes, my sibling(s) 
2. Yes, my mother and/or father 
3. Yes, some of my relatives 
4. Yes, one or more friends of mine or my family 
5. Yes, one or more people from school / church / my neighborhood / etc. 
6. There were no such people 
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44. When you become active in a non-communist organization for the first time, 
how did you hear about it and come into contact with it? (You may choose an un-
limited number of alternatives) 

1. I knew a person who was a member of the organization/party/group/movement and 
invited me to join them 

2. I knew several people who were members of the organization/party/group 
/movement who invited me to join them 

3. A person who was a member of the organization/party/group/movement ap-
proached me in the street and invited me to join them 

4. Through my parents and / or relatives 
5. Through a friend 
6. Through a neighbor 
7. Through a colleague  
8. Through school 
9. Through the media 
10. Through information from a public authority/administrative representative 
11. Through contacts in my “blat” – network 
12. I was one of the founders of the organization/group/ party/ movement  
 
Now I want you to take a deep breath and to relax for a minute. I would like to 
remind you that I DO NOT want you to answer the following questions as to how 
you think and feel now. Instead I would like you to think back to the time when 
you became active within a non-communist organization for the first time. Try to 
imagine that time as clearly as you can. Think about where you were living, what 
your job was, who your friends were, etc.  
 
46. How did you respond to other people in different situations at this time?  

Below follows a set of thermometer questions where you get a chance to indicate in 
greater detail where you stood on each of the issues. The thermometer runs from 0 
through 100. If you were in complete agreement with one of the statements below, 
you should give it 100. And if there is a statement you were in complete disagree-
ment with, you should give it zero. (Please show card.) 
 

0------10------20------30------40------50------60------70------80------90------100 
Completely                      Completely 
disagree       agree 
 
(Give a number between 0 and 100 for each of the statements below.) 
 
A.    When I met new people I tried to focus on our similarities instead of our differ- 
        ences.  
B.    When I saw someone being taken advantage of, I felt rather protective towards     
        the person.   
C.    I had tender, concerned feelings for people less fortunate than me.   
D.    When people I met experienced pain and suffering, I too experienced such emo- 
        tions. 
E.    I was often quite touched by things I saw happen. 
G.    I tried to understand people I met better by imagining how they felt and how they    
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        perceived the situation. 
I.      I believed that there were two sides to every question and tried to look at them  
        both.   
J.     I found it easier to understand and imagine how another person felt, when I could    
        recognize something in the other person’s experience that I had previously  expe-  
        rienced myself.    
         
Now I want you to take a deep breath and to relax for a minute. I would like to 
remind you that I DO NOT want you to answer the following questions as to how 
you think and feel now. Instead I would like you to think back to the time when 
you became active within a non-communist organization for the first time. Try to 
imagine that time as clearly as you can. Think about where you were living, what 
your job was, who your friends were, etc.  

51. Did you feel a sense of duty to help others when they were in need? 
1. Yes, I always did 
2. Yes, but it depended on the situation and who the person was 
3. No, I never did 
 
52. Did you feel a sense of duty to solve perceived problems in society? 
1. Yes, I always did 
2. Yes, but it depended on the situation and the issue 
3. No, I never did 

 
Please take a minute and relax. Think back to the time when you became active 
within a non-communist organization/party/group for the first time. Try to im-
agine that time as clearly as you can. How did you perceive yourself and your abili-
ty to affect change in society? 

54. Suppose a law or regulation was being considered either at the local, regional 
or national level that you believed to be unjust or harmful. If you made an effort to 
change this law or regulation, how likely is it that you would succeed? 

1. Very likely 
2. Somewhat likely 
3. Not very likely 
4. Not likely at all 
 

55. Suppose there was some question you had to take to a local government office – 
for example a tax question or a housing regulation. What sort of reaction would 
you have expected if you explained your point of view to the government officials? 
Would you be listened to and allowed to have a say in the proceedings? 

1. Very likely 
2. Somewhat likely 
3. Not very likely 
4. Not likely at all 
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Please think back to the time prior to your decision to become active within a non-
communist organization. 

56. Did you believe that you understood Latvian politics in general? 

1. Yes, very much 
2. Yes, somewhat 
3. Only very little 
4. No, not at all 

 

57. Did you believe that you had the necessary knowledge to organize action in 
different ways? 

1. Yes, very much 
2. Yes, somewhat 
3. Only very little 
4. No, not at all 
 
 
Questions only for the interviewer 
 
How would you judge the reliability of the answers from this interview? 

1.  Satisfactory 
2.  Not entirely satisfactory 
3.  Poor 

 
If 2 or 3: Which circumstance(s) make(s) you suspect that the reliability is not entirely 
satisfactory, or even poor? 
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APPENDIX 2: Questionnaire for the Public 

Region______________________________________ 

City, town, village or district + region____________________ 

1. Are you active in any social and/or political organization/group? 
1. No. 
2. Yes, one organization/group. 
3. Yes, two organization /groups. 
4. Yes, three to five organization/groups. 
5. Yes, more than five organizations/groups. 
(If the answer is no, please continue to question 8.) 
 
2. What is the position of the person interviewed within the organization/group? 
 
(If you are in more than one organization, then please choose the one in which you 
are most active) 
1. Founder of the organization/group 
2. Chairperson of the organization/group 
3. Vice Chairperson of the organization/group 
4. Secretary of the organization/group 
5. Member of the board of the organization/group 
6. Head of office of the organization/group 
7. Employee/Project leader of the organization/group 
8. Volunteer of the organization/group 
9. Paying member of the organization/group 
99. Other ______________________________________________ 
 
3. What is/are the name(s) of the organization(s)/group(s)? 
_______________________________________________________ 
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4. Within what field(s) is/are the organization(s)/group(s) active? 
1. Politics in general  
2. Democracy and human rights 
3. Women 
4. Labor 
5. National identity/ethnic issues 
6. Environment 
7. Social Welfare/Charity 
8. Youth 
9. Recreation (sport, culture etc) 
99. Other___________________________________________ 
 
8. Are you a passive member of any social and/or political organization/group? 
1. No. 
2. Yes, one organization/group. 
3. Yes, two organizations/groups. 
4. Yes, three to five organizations/groups. 
5. Yes, more than five organizations/groups. 
(If the answer is no, please continue to question 14.) 
 
10. Within what field(s) is/are the organization(s)/group(s) active? 
1. Politics in general 
2. Democracy and human rights 
3. Women 
4. Labor 
5. National identity/ethnic issues 
6. Environment 
7. Social Welfare/Charity 
8. Youth 
9. Recreation (sports, culture etc) 
99. Other___________________________________________ 
 
14. Are any of your relatives or friends active in any social and/or political organi-
zation? 
1. No. 
2. Yes. 
 
20. Below follows a set of thermometer questions where you get a chance to indi-
cate in greater detail where you stand on each of the issues. The thermometer runs 
from 0 through 100. If you are in complete agreement with one of the statements 
below, you should give it 100. And if there is a statement you are in complete disa-
greement with, you should give it zero. (Please show card.) 

 
0------10------20------30------40------50------60------70------80------90------100 

Completely                 Completely 
against                      for 
 
(Give a number between 0 and 100 for each of the statements below.) 

G. Generally speaking, most people can be trusted. 
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22. Sex of respondent: 
1.     Male 
2.     Female 
 
23. What is the highest level of education that you have received? 
1. Primary and lower-secondary education completed (8-9 grades) 
2. Unfinished upper-secondary education (10-11 grades) 
3. Vocational education (technical education without upper-secondary education) 
4. Upper-secondary education completed (11-12 classes) 
5. Upper-secondary-professional education completed (Technical school) 
6. Unfinished higher education 
7. Higher education 
8. Academic degree 
 
24. How old are you? 
____________________________ 
 
25. What is your main present occupation? 
1.     Civil servant 
2.     State-owned enterprise (non-agriculture) 
3.     Private sector (non-agriculture) owner/self employed 
4.     All agriculture (including fishermen) 
5.     Public sector (including health care, education, child-care, and old-age care) 
6.     Employed by the organization/group 
7.     Other paid work 
8.     Pensioner 
9.     Housewife not otherwise employed /maternal leave 
10.   Student (all respondents still in education) 
11.   Temporarily not working, unemployed 
 
26. Please evaluate the socioeconomic position of your family. 
1.     We are much better off than the average inhabitant 
2.     We are somewhat better off than the average inhabitant 
3.     We are living like the average inhabitant 
4.     We are somewhat worse off than the average inhabitant 
5.     We are much worse off than the average inhabitant 
 
27. What citizenship status do you have? 
1.     Latvian citizen 
2.     Permanent resident 
3.     Russian citizen 
99.   Other___________________________________________ 
 
28. What is your native language? 
1.  Latvian 
2.  Russian 
99.   Other __________________________________________ 
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Please answer the following questions if you were 8 years old or older during the 
period of the Soviet Union, that is until August 1991. If you were younger during 
that time, please move on to question no. 34. 
 
In the following questions I DO NOT want you to answer them as to how you are 
now, or how you think and feel now. Instead I would like you to think back to the 
Soviet time. Take a minute to relax, try to imagine that time as clearly as you can. 
Think about where you were living, what your job was, who your friends were, etc.  
 
29. Were you an active member and/or a leader at any level within any of the 
communist organizations listed below?  
1. Yes, the Pioneers 
2. Yes, the Komsomol (Youth leader, class representative, etc.) 
3. Yes, the Communist Party 
4. Yes, the trade union   
5. Yes, a Soviet creative association (The Writers’ Association etc.) 
6. I was a member of a communist organization, but held no leading position  
7. I was not active in any of the above-mentioned fields 
 
If you gave the answer(s) 1 - 5 in question 29, please continue with question 30, 
otherwise move on to question 35.  
 
30. Which was the last communist organization in which you formally partici-
pated, and what position did you have? 
__________________________________________________________________ 
 
31. How would you evaluate your activity level in this organization?  
 
Below follows a thermometer where you get a chance to indicate in greater detail 
how you evaluate your activity level in this organization. The thermometer runs 
from 0 through 100. If you were a dedicated activist, willing to “give it all” for the 
organization and spent much time in your role as a leader, you should give it 100. 
If you were neither very active nor interested in the work of the organization and 
simply did what you were required to do, you should give it zero. (Please show 
card.) 
 

0------10------20------30------40------50------60------70------80------90------100 
Neither active,             Dedicated activist 
nor interested     
  
32. How did people you felt close to respond to your activity the first time you 
joined a communist organization/party/group/movement? 
1. They were positive and supported me 
2. They were positive for ideological reasons and encouraged me 
3. They thought it was necessary for my career and future and encouraged me 
4. They showed different attitudes, some supported me, some did not 
5. I do not know, they never showed their feelings about this 
6. They were indifferent to it 
7. They were negative and wanted me to stop 
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33. If you were active in a communist organization/party/group/movement during 
the Soviet period, what were your reasons? (You may choose an unlimited number 
of alternatives) 
1. I wanted to change a problem of some kind in society and to help people 
2. I wanted to develop as a person, gain competence and maturity 
3. I wanted to meet like-minded people I could spend time with 
4. It gave me an opportunity to travel abroad and/or meet foreigners 
5. It was a possibility to make useful contacts for me 
6. I wanted to make sure that I or my children would get access to higher education 

and/or be allowed into certain positions 
7. I wanted to secure different kinds of benefits for me and/or my family 
8. I wanted to improve my self-esteem, to get prestige and a position 
9. It gave me power 
10. It was obligatory to become a member 
11. I was never active in a communist organization. 
97.    I do not remember 
99. Other reason ______________________________________________________ 
 
Please answer the following question if you were 15 years old or older during the 
time of Perestroika and Glasnost, that is during the 1980s until August 1991. If you 
were younger during that time, please move on to question no. 34. 
 
Now I would like you to think back at the time when Mikhail Gorbachev came to 
power and Perestroika and Glasnost were introduced. Take a minute to relax, try 
to imagine that time as clearly as you can. Think about where you were living, 
what your job was, who your friends were, etc.  
 
35. How did you act during the struggle for independence from the1980s to 1991?  
(You may choose an unlimited number of alternatives) 
1. I acted for independence as a member of VAK 
2. I acted for independence as a member of the People’s Front 
3. I acted for independence as a member of LNNK 
4. I acted for independence as a member of the Citizen Congress  
5. I acted for independence within a Soviet creative association (For example the 

Writers’ Association, etc. 
6. I acted for independence within the framework of the Latvian Communist Party 
7. I acted for independence as a member of a non-communist party  
8. I attended demonstrations, meetings, signed petitions, approached media, etc. 
9. I acted against independence as a member of the Interfront movement 
10. I acted against independence as a member of the Latvian Communist Party 
11. I acted against independence within a Soviet creative association (The Writers’ 

Association, etc.) 
12. I was not active at all 
 
 
 
 
 



 257

 
36. How do you respond to other people in different situations? 
 
In my two surveys the level of empathy was measured. This was done by asking each 
respondent 8 different questions, each evaluating different aspects of the concept of 
empathy. They could choose between 0-100 on a thermometer scale, where 0 equals 
complete disagreement with the offered statement, and 100 complete agreement. The 
results were then added together and divided by 8 to produce an average, which in turn 
was considered to be the respondent’s personal level of empathy. A value somewhere 
between 75 and 100 indicates that the respondent has a high to full level of empathy, 
and the value 100 indicates that the respondent has a fully empathic ability to meet 
his/her fellow human beings.) 

 
Below follows a set of thermometer questions where you get a chance to indicate in 
greater detail where you stand on each of the issues. The thermometer runs from 0 
through 100. If you are in complete agreement with one of the statements below, 
you should give it 100. And if there is a statement you are in complete disagree-
ment with, you should give it zero. (Please show card.) 

 
0------10------20------30------40------50------60------70------80------90------100 

Completely                    Completely 
agree                    disagree 
                    
(Give a number between 0 and 100 for each of the statements below.) 
 
A. When I meet new people I try to focus on our similarities instead of our differ-
ences.  
B. When I see someone being taken advantage of, I feel rather protective towards that 
person. (EC) 
C. I have tender, concerned feelings for people less fortunate than me. (EC) 
D. When people I meet experience pain and suffering, I too experience such emotions. 
E. I am often quite touched by things I see happen. (EC) 
G. I try to understand people I meet better by imagining how they feel and how they 
perceive the situation. 
I. I believe that there are two sides to every question and try to look at them both. (PT) 
J. It is easier for me to understand and imagine how another person feels when I can  
    recognize something in the other person’s experience that I have previously expe- 
    rienced myself. 
   
39. Generally speaking, do you think most people can be trusted? 
1. Yes, very much. 
2. Yes to some extent. 
3. Not very much. 
4. Not at all. 
 
40. Do you only trust members of your personal network, i.e. family, friends, cer-
tain colleges, etc? 
1. Yes 
2. No 
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41. Do you feel a sense of duty to help others when they are in need? 
1.      Yes, I always do 
2.      Yes, but the strength of the obligation depends on the situation and who the person   
         is 
3.      No, I never do 

 
42. Do you feel a sense of duty to work for a change in society when you perce-
ive that there is a problem of some kind? 

1.      Yes, I always do 
2.      Yes, but the strength of the obligation depends on the situation and who the person   
         is 
3.      No, I never do 

 
44. Suppose a law or regulation was being considered either at the local, regional 
or national level that you believed to be unjust or harmful. If you made an effort to 
change this law or regulation, how likely is it that you would succeed? 

1.      Very likely 
2.      Somewhat likely 
3.      Not very likely 
4.      Not likely at all 
 
45. Suppose there was some question you had to take to a local government office – 
for example a tax question or a housing regulation. What sort of reaction would 
you expect if you explained your point of view to the government officials? Would 
you be listened to and allowed to have a say in the proceedings? 

1.      Very likely 
2.      Somewhat likely 
3.      Not very likely 
4.      Not likely at all 
 
46. Do you believe that you understand Latvian politics in general? 

1.      Yes, very much 
2.      Yes, somewhat 
3.      Only very little 
4.      No, not at all 
 
47. Do you believe that you have the necessary knowledge to organize action in 
different ways? 

1.      Yes, very much 
2.      Yes, somewhat 
3.      Only very little 
4.      No, not at all 
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48. Do you believe that you have the right to question and criticize social and polit-
ical institutions and authorities of different kinds? 
1. Yes 
2. It depends on the situation 
3. No 
 
Questions only for the interviewer 
 
How would you judge the reliability of the answers from this interview? 

1. Satisfactory 
2. Not entirely satisfactory 
3. Poor 

 
If 2 or 3: Which circumstance(s) make(s) you suspect that the reliability is not entirely 
satisfactory, or even poor? 
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