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Abstract
In recent years, voluntary associations and political organizations have increasingly switched to
Internet-based mobilization campaigns, replacing traditional forms of face-to-face recruitment and
mobilization. The existing body of empirical research on Internet-based mobilization, however, is
not conclusive about the effects this form of mobilization might have. In this article, the authors
argue that this lack of strong conclusions might be due to the failure to distinguish different beha-
vioral outcomes of mobilization, and more specifically, a distinction between online and off-line
forms of participation is missing. In this experimental study, participants were exposed to potentially
mobilizing information either by way of face-to-face interaction or by website. The results of the
experiment indicate that web-based mobilization only has a significant effect on online participation,
whereas face-to-face mobilization has a significant impact on off-line behavior, which would imply
that mobilization effects are medium-specific. The authors close with some observations on what
these findings might imply for the democratic consequences of the current trend toward an increas-
ing reliance on Internet-based forms of political mobilization.
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Introduction

Mobilization plays a crucial role in explaining participatory behavior. Previous research has shown

convincingly that ‘‘having been asked’’ is the single most important determinant of participation

(Verba, Schlozman, & Brady, 1995). Social movement organizations, political parties, and other
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political entrepreneurs therefore spend a considerable effort in attempts to mobilize potential

participants. While this process initially might have relied mostly on face-to-face contacts, during

the 20th century print and audiovisual media became increasingly important as means to reach out

to potential participants. In recent years, the focus has further shifted to web-based forms of com-

munication, as political parties and other political organizations have stepped-up their Internet pres-

ence, and they increasingly rely on e-mail or other web-based campaigns to reach out to their

audience. From the point of view of the mobilizing agent, the main advantage of the new media

is that the marginal cost of an additional contact with a potential participant is almost zero. Sending

out an e-mail to 20,000 respondents does not require more resources than sending out an e-mail to

2,000 persons. In that respect, electronic media have a huge advantage over face-to-face, telephone,

or print media mobilization tools, where there is, or can be a substantial cost per additional unit being

reached. This specific price structure is one of the main forces driving the transition toward web-

based forms of mobilization (Bimber, 1998; Krueger, 2006; Ward & Vedel, 2006).

However, one of the obvious downsides of this new tool is that we do not yet know how effective

it is for mobilization. This stands in contrast to what we know about traditional, face-to-face mobi-

lization. Already in 1927, Gosnell demonstrated that face-to-face contacts lead to higher turnout dur-

ing elections (Jason, Rose, Ferrari, & Barone, 1984; Kramer, 1970). More recently, a series of field

experiments on the impact of mobilization campaigns on voter turnout conducted by Gerber and

Green (2000; Green & Gerber, 2001) confirmed the notion that direct contacts, especially door-

to-door canvassing, raise voter turnout.

We know far less, on the other hand, about the mobilizing impact of information and communi-

cation technology (ICT)-based communication. Deleting unwanted e-mails is only a matter of

seconds. Skeptics would argue that the trash bin is the final destiny for a vast majority of all poten-

tially mobilizing e-mail messages. Indeed, there is by now a long tradition of authors casting doubt

on the mobilizing potential of the Internet. In the 1990s, some authors were already expressing their

concern about a perceived negative relation between Internet use and civic engagement (Kraut et al.,

1998; Margolis & Resnick, 2000). Overall empirical research has not revealed any clear pattern.

Some studies document a clear and significant mobilization effect of Internet communication; others

fail to detect any meaningful effects (Jennings & Zeitner, 2003; Mossberger, Tolbert & McNeal,

2008; Nickerson, 2007; Weber, Loumakis, & Bergman, 2003). This lack of clear results might be

due to three specific shortcomings in the currently available literature. First, most of the studies are

based on cross-sectional survey research, and given the strong self-selective nature of political Inter-

net use, this renders it almost impossible to detect any meaningful causal patterns. Proving causality

ideally would require some form of experimental research.

A second cause might be related to a failure to distinguish different types of forms of engagement.

There is a lack of appreciation of how specific and ubiquitous cyber activism has become. The avail-

able research suggests clearly that cyber activism, in a number of highly relevant aspects, differs sub-

stantially from more traditional forms of political participation (Bennett, 2004; Di Gennaro & Dutton,

2006; Krueger, 2002). Yet, most of the available research on the effects of Internet mobilization just

relies on traditional measurements of political participation as a dependent variable. Even in studies on

voter turnout, authors hardly make a difference between traditional ways of voting and (electronic)

absentee voting (Prevost & Schaffner, 2008). Nevertheless, medium-specific mobilization effects are

plausible. The cross-sectional research by Best and Krueger (2005, p. 196) demonstrates, for example,

that online mobilization efforts only had an impact on online forms of participation, without any sig-

nificant spillover effects to off-line forms of participation.

There are several reasons why mobilization effects might be medium-specific. First of all, there

are technical reasons: if one is being exposed to a mobilizing message while using the computer, it

usually requires very little additional effort to make an online donation, or to sign an electronic peti-

tion. In this case, online participation is literally just a mouse click away. For off-line participation,
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on the other hand, usually further steps are required, and these could function as additional barriers

for actual participation (Klandermans & Oegema, 1987). Second, it has been argued that there are

structural differences between online and off-line forms of participation, with regard to the intensity

of participation, background characteristics of participants, and the political identities involved

(Bennett, 2008; Earl, 2006). Online participation tools allow citizens to connect beyond traditional

territorial boundaries and limits (Diani, 2000; Rheingold, 2000). Given the profound differences

between online and off-line participation modes, we should allow for the possibility that mobiliza-

tion dynamics are also different for both forms of participation, an insight that has not yet been taken

up in the research literature.

Third, such a dynamic can best be observed in a research design that is able to compare the effec-

tiveness of medium-specific mobilization on various forms of participation in an experimental setup.

In this article, then, we try to overcome these shortcomings. First, we rely on a mobilization experi-

ment that should allow us to determine causality in a more controlled environment than in a cross-

sectional observation. Second, we distinguish in a consistent manner between online and off-line

forms of political participation as dependent variables. Furthermore, we link these outcomes to

medium-specific mobilization efforts in order to investigate the occurrence of medium-specific

mobilization effects. In this case, we would expect that off-line mobilization efforts exclusively

or mainly would lead to off-line behavioral consequences, and online efforts to online behavior, but

without any transfer taking place between the two modes.

We first briefly review the existing literature on the mobilizing capacity of the Internet, before

presenting the specific experimental design. Subsequently, we investigate whether mobilization

effects are indeed medium-specific.

The Effect of Medium-Specific Mobilization on Participation

The effect of Internet on participation behavior has been a salient research topic for some time now

(Shah, Schmierbach, Hawkins, Espino, & Donavan, 2002; Uslaner, 2004). While some authors have

argued initially that the time spent on Internet activities would be associated with a decline in

engagement levels, research attention rapidly shifted to the question of how new ICTs can contribute

to various forms of participation. Web communities allow for the creation and expression of new

political identities and particularly more collective identities (Brunsting & Postmes, 2002). Internet

is also instrumental in creating international forms of activism, and it has been argued that the recent

rise in transnational activism would have been completely impossible without the presence of the

Internet and e-mail (Laer, 2010; Van Aelst & Walgrave, 2002). Social movement organizations and

political parties have also increasingly come to use new communication media as a mobilization

tool. For political parties, party websites have become one of the most important tools to reach out

to potential voters (Gibson & Ward, 2009; Ward, Owen, Davis, & Taras, 2008). Telephone mes-

sages, e-mails, and even text messaging are now increasingly being used as means to convince

potential voters (Dale & Strauss, 2009).

The existing body of literature on the effects of Internet-based mobilization, however, is far from

conclusive, with wildly different research outcomes. On one hand, there are studies suggesting that

Internet use has no or only a very limited impact on political participation. Bimber (2001, 2003) is

one of the first authors who examined the relation between seeking political information online and

involvement in different political activities, employing survey data gathered during the 1996, 1998,

and 2000 election campaigns in the United States. The analysis suggests that most relations were not

significant, with a few minor exceptions. Furthermore, effects did not prove to be stable across the

three election campaigns that were studied. Bimber concludes therefore that ‘‘the new information

environment has not changed levels of political engagement in any substantial way’’ (Bimber, 2003,

p. 224). In a similar design, Tolbert and McNeal (2003) showed that in two out of the three electoral
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campaigns they monitored, there was a significant relation between political Internet use but not in

the third campaign. Jennings and Zeitner (2003) used a quasi-experimental longitudinal design to

disentangle the consequences of Internet access and Internet use to follow public affairs on political

and civic engagement. Their multivariate analysis revealed only a very small independent impact of

the Internet.

Some other studies show a stronger positive relation between Internet-based political information

and political participation. Johnson and Kaye (2003) recruited the participants in their web survey

among users of political websites, and they found a positive relation between political Internet use

and political engagement. Results of a self-selective online survey among visitors of the National

Geographic website revealed a positive relation between Internet involvement and political partic-

ipation. Respondents who are highly engaged in online life are more inclined to participate in polit-

ical life (Weber et al., 2003). Quintelier and Vissers (2008) employ a representative youth survey

among 16-year-olds in Belgium, indicating a positive relation between various activities performed

online and the propensity to participate in political life. None of these studies made a distinction

between online and off-line participation activities. However, in order to disentangle the mobiliza-

tion impact of the distinct features of the Internet and political participation patterns, it is important

to make the differentiation between these medium-specific participation types.

Other studies do make an empirical distinction between online and off-line participation

(Brunsting & Postmes, 2002). Based on a web survey among Dutch youth, De Vreese (2007) explored

the relationship between different types of Internet mobilization and online political participation. The

results revealed a statistically significant positive relation between online mobilization and online

political participation. Gibson, Lusoli, and Ward (2005) explored the relation between Internet use and

online and off-line political participation among U.K. citizens in 2002. The authors found that receiv-

ing e-stimuli significantly enhanced the propensity to become politically engaged in the online world,

controlling for political interest and previous political engagement. However, the impact of online

mobilization tools remained limited to online forms of political participation and did not spillover

to off-line participation. Of course, several studies explore how Internet mobilization can contribute

to the organization and character of street protests and find an important role for Internet-based mobi-

lization (Bennett, Breuning & Givens, 2008; see also Fisher & Boekkooi, 2010), but this research usu-

ally does not directly compare the benefits of Internet mobilization for both online and off-line

participation. In short, studies that distinguish between online and off-line participation seem to find

that Internet mobilization mostly affects online forms of participation.

Very few studies compare different mobilization media and their media-specific effects. The

analysis by Best and Krueger (2005) based on U.S. data shows that Internet-based mobilization sig-

nificantly increases online participation, compared to conventional off-line mobilization, controlling

for SESAQ2 , Internet access, connection speed, Internet and civic skills, free time, and the level of polit-

ical interest. The results, however, did not reveal any significant effect of conventional mobilization

on off-line participation. Overall, their findings suggest that mobilization media have different

effects on different forms of participation. Conventional off-line mobilization mainly stimulates

off-line participation activities, whereas Internet-based mobilization (with the exception of street

protests) mainly fosters online participation. To conclude, previous studies seem to be in line with

the idea that mobilization is more effective in stimulating medium-specific participation.

However, a major limitation of most of the existing studies is that they are based on cross-

sectional data, which are not able to demonstrate causality. For the Best and Krueger (2005) study,

too, the authors rely on a reported measure of exposure to online and off-line mobilization efforts.

Yet, it is very likely that subsequent participation acts might affect the propensity to remember the

mobilization experience and thus disproportionately influence the indicated online mobilization

experience. A respondent who just deleted the mobilizing e-mail message might not remember this

very short experience at all, while another respondent who went on to read the message and, for
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example, to sign a petition is far more likely to remember this event. While both types of respondents

might have been mobilized by online efforts; this difference will not show up in the measure of

online mobilization exposure. As such, this phenomenon of selective memories might endanger the

validity of the Best and Krueger (2005) findings. The problem of differential memory of mobiliza-

tion efforts is distinct, but in addition, any positive relation between political Internet use and polit-

ical involvement could simply be the result of preexisting levels of civic engagement. According to

Jennings and Zeitner (2003), active individuals have incorporated the Internet in their political par-

ticipation repertoires, but to them it does not show any independent effect of the Internet itself.

Experimental designs could offer a solution to this causal puzzle, and we do have access to some

studies relying on various experiments on the mobilizing impact of Internet. Nickerson (2007) found

that the use of mass e-mail messages is an ineffective tool to mobilize voters. This study demon-

strated those who received mobilizing e-mails were not more likely to go out and vote than those

who did not. The question, however, is to what extent this finding on voting can be generalized

toward other forms of political participation. Again, while Internet voting might be more easily

enhanced by e-mail messages, this is not necessarily the case for off-line voting. Applying the logic

developed earlier would mean that online forms of participation could be mobilized in a different

manner than off-line forms of participation. In short, the literature needs a more thorough experi-

mental test of comparing the mobilizational power of Internet-based and other conventional media

(e.g., face-to-face) on differentiated (media-specific) forms of participation.

Before proceeding to stating the hypotheses, one more caveat needs to be discussed. One of the

main elements responsible for the differential impact on online and off-line forms of participation is

the role of Internet skills. The concept refers to the ability of Internet users to locate content online

effectively and efficiently (Hargittai, 2004). Various authors suggest that Internet use is largely dri-

ven by the user’s online skills (Hargittai & Hinnant, 2008; Mossberger, Tolbert & Stansbury, 2003;

Van Dijk, 2005). While Internet skills are necessary to engage in online activism, they self-evidently

do not play a role in off-line forms of activism. It is crucial, therefore, to control for the presence of

Internet skills among potential participants. Krueger (2002), for example, shows the importance of

taking Internet skills into account when predicting online participation. Moreover, Internet skills

tend to be more important to predict citizens’ online political behavior than the traditional civic skills

emphasized in the civic resource model of Verba, Schlozman, and Brady (1995). In the current

experimental research project, therefore, Internet skills will function as a major control variable.

The literature therefore allows us to formulate our hypothesis:

Web and conventional face-to-face mobilization are medium-specific.

More specifically:

Hypothesis 1: Internet-based mobilization efforts lead mostly to effects on online participation.

Hypothesis 2: Face-to-face mobilization efforts lead mostly to effects on off-line participation.

We should note that we expect the effect of Internet-based mobilization on online forms of political

participation to be strongly dependent on preexisting levels of Internet skills.

Experimental Design

In order to detect the effects of various mobilization experiences, we conducted randomized experi-

ments with pretest and delayed posttest measurements. Participants were exposed either to face-to-

face or to Internet-based mobilizing information. The topic chosen for mobilization was greenhouse

warming, and the experiments were conducted by a fictitious environmental organization. We set up
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a fictitious organization, in order to avoid that any preexisting judgment on one of the better known

environmental nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) would have an effect on the mobilization

outcome. Participants were invited into the university premises, on behalf of the organization.

Participants

The participants were based in Belgium, a country that can be considered as rather typical for Inter-

net access and environmental consciousness in Western Europe (Eurobarometer, 2008; Jowell & the

Central Co-ordinating Team, 2005). Recently, critique has been voiced about the tendency to rely

almost exclusively on student participants in experimental research, as it is taken that this one-

sided recruitment might endanger the capacity to generalize from the results of experimental

research (Hooghe, Stolle, Mahéo, & Vissers, 2010; Kam, Wilking, & Zechmeister, 2007). This

seems to be especially the case for this study, since we can safely assume that university students

will have much higher scores on Internet skills than most of the population, thus potentially enhan-

cing the mobilization power of the Internet on online participation. Similarly, among university stu-

dents one can expect less variation on Internet skills. It is an important contribution of this study to

sample participants from disadvantaged education and socioeconomic backgrounds. These partici-

pants were sampled using a network of professional training services (see Table 1 for an overview of

Table 1. Background Variable Participants

n n n

Gender (female) 53.2% 109
Education parents Mother 100 Father 100

Less than high school diploma 37.0% 34.4%
Trade or vocational diploma 24.0% 26.3%
High school diploma 15.0% 12.1%
Higher education 13.0% 16.2%
Not sure 11.0% 11.1%

Religion 109
Catholic 35.8%
Islamic 9.2%
Orthodox 2.8%
No religion 43.1%

Average age 20.4 (2.19)
Political interest 109

Very interested 5.5%
Quite interested 33.9%
Hardly interested 37.9%
Not at all interested 22.9%

Media use politics and current
affairs (On average weekday)

TV 109 Newspaper 109 Internet 108

Never 6.4%
Once in a while 46.8%
Fairly often 45.0%
All the time 1.8%

Average off-line environmental
participation, 0–13 (pretest)

5.87 (2.65) 100

Average online environmental
participation, 0–6 (pretest)

1.31 (1.53) 108

Note. Entries are percentages or average with standard deviation within parentheses.
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the participants’ background characteristics). The results in Table 1 indicate that when comparing to

Belgian statistics of Belgian youth participants’ parents tend to be less formally educated. More than

half of the participants’ mother and/or father received less than a high school diploma or a trade or

vocational diploma compared to 15% in the Belgian youth data (Hooghe, Quintelier, Claes, &

Dejaeghere, 2009). Participants also report lower levels of political interest and political engagement

than the average Belgian youth. This suggests that—as intended—the participants come from a

lower socioeconomic background and are less interested and engaged in politics, compared to their

higher formally educated peers.

In total, 109 participants took part in the experimental condition, all of them aged between 18 and

25. During recruitment, respondents were given the opportunity to voluntarily participate in a three-

step research project, starting with the administration of a pretest survey (Wave 1), followed by the

participation in an activity (mobilizational manipulation) around 10 days after the pretest (Wave 2),

and ending with a delayed postal survey scheduled 3 months after the mobilization manipulation

(Wave 3).

Experimental Manipulations

In the experiments, all participants received the same mobilization information but using different

technologies to get the information across. Therefore, we can assume that any differences we might

observe in the outcome of the mobilization process are the result of the technologies being used

(Miller & Reese, 1982). Two different face-to-face and two web mobilization tools were developed

while we also constructed a control group, with participants randomly assigned to one of these con-

ditions. During recruitment, participants were asked to sign up for an activity appointment (without

revealing any information about the experimental conditions). The fact that participants chose

appointments for activities according to their preferred date and time of availability (and not based

on the type of activities, which were unknown to the participants) helped to ensure that they were

randomly assigned to experimental conditions. For the assignments of the participants to the differ-

ent conditions, we had to take into account the time and date that the subjects were available to take

part in the experimental sessions. We are aware of the fact that this randomization procedure is less

conventional than the traditional randomization strategies employing tables with random numbers or

random number generators. The ultimate test for successful randomization, however, is to verify that

there are no substantial differences between the groups participating in the different experimental

conditions (which will be discussed in the analyses sections).

The content of the test conditions was identical, with narrowly targeted information on the con-

sequences of human behavior for climate change, and the effects behavioral change might have. The

mobilization information was designed to foster behavioral outcomes, both collectively (political

action) and individually (behavioral change). We tested two simple, traditional and widely used

mobilization tools, that is, a presentation by a speaker (the face-to-face noninteractive condition) and

a directed role game (the face-to-face interactive condition). In the face-to-face noninteractive con-

dition, a professional speaker was introduced as a team member of the fictitious organization giving

a presentation with PowerPoint slides. In the face-to-face interactive condition, the same speaker

was again introduced as a member of the organization, and he or she directed an interactive role

game in which the participants were required to take part. This game required participants, by groups

of two to three, to take on a role from a list of six actors: an industrial lobby group, a Green political

party, a students’ group, citizens from the Tuvalu Islands, an environmental NGO, and a political

party opposing governmental action to stop global warming. Participants were provided with all the

necessary information about the position of this actor on global warming and this information was

used in a mock jury meeting.
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Two other test conditions were based on Internet communication, and here too we introduced a

distinction between interactive and noninteractive mobilization. In these conditions, participants

were seated at individual computer stations and were asked to browse the organization’s website.

This website was especially constructed for the experiment, and it was only accessible by the parti-

cipants. The website was either noninteractive, providing the same information as the face-to-face

speaking, or interactive, including a forum where questions could be asked and reacted to.

For their part, the control group participants were shown two episodes of a television cartoon

series, that is, The Simpsons, which had no mobilization potential and had nothing to do with polit-

ical issues or global warming.

Recruitment

The experiments were conducted over a period of 4 months. In practice, participants were first

recruited and given an opportunity to fill in a short prequestionnaire (15–30 min) about general opi-

nions on society, political attitudes and behaviors, and about global warming knowledge and partic-

ipation (Wave 1). They were subsequently asked to sign up for an activity appointment, 10 days

later, from a selection of dates and times. The research team randomly set a different experimental

condition for each activity session. Participants took part in groups to only one of the experiments,

which lasted for 30–45 min. Subsequently, they were asked to fill in a short postquestionnaire (10–

20 min). Approximately 3 months later, participants were sent a last delayed posttest by mail, and

61.3% of all participants responded to this third wave of the study. This attrition did not pose any

problem for the validity of the results, since there were no significant differences in pretest scores

between those who remained in the sample during the full three waves and the dropouts among the

different experimental conditions. In sum, 43 participants were exposed to Internet information; 45

to face-to-face information; and 21 participants formed a control group (Table 2).

Dependent Variables

The main goal of this experiment is to determine whether the mobilization medium (Internet versus

face-to-face) has medium-specific consequences (on online and off-line participation). The experi-

ments and mobilization content was thus designed to stimulate off-line and online participation. The

measures of participatory behavior were taken a few weeks before the experimental manipulation

(Wave 1) and 3 months following the experimental manipulation (Wave 3). We did not measure

political behavior immediately following the experimental exposure (Wave 2), because participants

(who had not yet left the building) did not yet have the chance to behave in a more environmentally

friendly manner.

Furthermore, in order to obtain a comparable set of online and off-line forms of participation,

individualized political acts were chosen that could have been performed by the participants

Table 2. Participants in the Experiment

Condition n

Noninteractive website 12 43
Interactive website 31
Conference 19 45
Role-play 26
Control group 21 21
Total 109 109

Note. Sample sizes refer to the participants who were involved in all three waves of the study.
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themselves in an individualized manner, however, they do not exclude a logic of collective action

(Micheletti, 2003). In the literature, these forms of participation have been dubbed individualized

collective action (Micheletti, 2003).

In the pretest, we measured participation in the past 12 months; whereas in the delayed posttest

we measured participation in the past 3 months. This period of 3 months was selected, since the

interest is in the level of activity in the 3 months following the experiment.

Off-Line Participation

In order to measure the impact of the different mobilization tools on off-line participation, we

included individual measures of environmental participation, for example, in order to reduce green-

house gas emissions included taking public transportation more often, cut down on meat consump-

tion, and reducing electricity usage (see Appendix for the exact question wording and descriptives of

the used variables). Both Wave 1 and Wave 3 off-line participation scales are additive scales, based

on 13 different activities. Both in Wave 1 (Cronbach’s a ¼ .658) and in Wave 3 the participation

scale proved to be one-dimensional (Cronbach’s a ¼ .773).

Online Participation

In order to measure the mobilization potential of the different mobilization tools on online

participation, we used a battery of specific online participation activities. Also here we asked respon-

dents whether they had participated in specific forms of online political action, for example, sent an

e-card/article from a social, political, or environmental organization to a friend or colleague; recom-

mended the website or the hyperlink of a social, political, or environmental organization; signed up

for an e-mail newsletter of an organization (see Appendix for the exact question wording and

descriptives of the used variables). The online participation scale is an additive scale with a

Cronbach’s a of .685 in Wave 1 and .769 in Wave 3 of the experiment.

Internet Skills

As we already indicated, Internet skills proved to be an important predictor for online participation

in previous research. In order to measure participants’ level of Internet skills, we asked the respon-

dents how often they had performed the following activities in the past 12 months: used a search

engine to find information; sent e-mails; posted messages in chat rooms, newsgroups, blogs, or

online forums, played interactive games, phoned via the Internet, peer-to peer file sharing to

exchange movies, music, and so on; made a webpage or created a blog; and finally bought or pur-

chased things online. The Internet skills scale (range 8–24 points) proved to be internally coherent

with a Cronbach’s a of .699, a mean of 15.23 and standard deviation of 3.35.

Method

Hierarchical ordinary least squares (OLS) regression was chosen as the main technique for testing

our hypotheses in a pretest–posttest design. This estimation technique has the advantage to improve

regression estimates by adding an extra regression to an ordinary regression model. Hence this pro-

cedure allows to test the significance of added variables to the explanation of the model reflected in

the R2 (Cohen et al., 2006AQ3 ). We use this analysis technique to examine the effects of the experimental

conditions, while controlling for pretest values of past participation and the participants’ level of

Internet skills. Hierarchical regression allows us to examine the relative impact of the treatment con-

ditions, based on how much they add to the prediction of the dependent variable above the explained

variance accounted for by the pretest scores. The employment of pretest scores allows us to compare
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the web, face-to-face, and brochure conditions with the control group on posttest scores, while

holding pretest scores constant. The main purpose of using these pretest control variables is to adjust

the posttest scores for any remaining differences, which reduces the unexplained variance in the

dependent variable, and consequently allow for a more efficient estimation of the experimental

effects (Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003; Gelman & Hill, 2007).

As we are here particularly interested in the comparison between Internet and face-to-face mobi-

lization, we limit the analyses to these conditions. The web condition collapses the interactive and

the noninteractive web stimuli, and the face-to-face condition collapses the noninteractive confer-

ence and the interactive role-play. Because we have three experimental conditions, we present the

conditions with two dummy coded variables in the model. The control group serves as the reference

category.

Results

Pretreatment Outcomes

No significant differences appeared in the pretreatment outcome measures for online participation,

F(2, 105) ¼ 1.231 n.s., and off-line participation, F(2, 97) ¼ 0.407 n.s., between the three experi-

mental conditions, that is, the web, the face-to-face condition, and the control group. In addition,

we did not encounter significant differences in Internet skills between participants in the experimen-

tal conditions, F(2, 106) ¼ 0.123 n.s.

Online Participation

Figure 1 shows the mean changes in online participation before and after the mobilization for the two

mobilization media and the control group. As was already mentioned, initial online participation was

measured in the pretest where we used a time frame during the past 12 months. Participation after the

mobilization experiment was measured within a time frame of the past 3 months. Given the different

time frames, average participation levels are lower in Wave 3 than in Wave 1 for the simple reason

Figure 1. Mean changes in online participation. Note: Online participation (pretest and posttest) for three
experimental conditions. Dependent variable: additive scale of six online participation acts. n ¼ 106. Pretest
online participation was measured during the past 12 months. Posttest online participation was measured
during the past 3 months.
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that in a period of 12 months individuals have more time and possibilities to participate compared to

a period of 3 months. However, given the fact that this was a constant for all groups, the data can still

be used to compare groups. Figure 1 already suggests that Internet mobilization was most successful

in stimulating online participation in the 3 months following the experimental condition.

Table 3 presents the results of the hierarchical OLS regression measuring the effect of the two

mobilization conditions (compared to the control group) on online participation, while controlling

for online participation prior to the experimental treatment and level of Internet skills. The first step

of the analysis, where we test the relation between prior participation and participation after mobi-

lization, reveals a positive significant effect of prior participation. This indicates that individuals

with higher previous levels of engagement are also more likely to continue this behavior following

the experiment. In the second step, we entered the main effects of face-to-face and Internet mobi-

lization, compared to the control group. The results confirm the first insights from Figure 1. Only

Internet mobilization had a statistically significant effect (b¼ .25) on online participation, compared

to the control group. The face-to-face condition did not have an effect on online participation

In Step 3 of the analysis, we enter Internet skills as a control variable. These skills, however, did

not have an effect on the participation level in Wave 3 of the study. We also tested for the interaction

effect of Internet skills with the experimental conditions. The results, however, did not reveal any

statistically significant effect. In other words, the level of Internet skills is no significant predictor

for the increase in online participation, nor does it have a significant impact on the mobilization

effect of Internet mobilization.

The conclusion thus far is that controlling for initial online participation and Internet skills, only

web mobilization was effective in stimulating online participation, confirming Hypothesis 1. However,

Internet skills did not have the expected effects.

Off-Line Participation

Similar to online participation, we measured off-line participation both during the first wave as in

Wave 3, 3 months following the experimental condition.

Figure 2 reports the mean changes in off-line participation before and after the mobilization

experiment. The participation level of the control group remains constant, but we observe a rise for

Table 3. Mobilization Effects on Online Environmental Participation

b SE b b Significance

Step 1
Constant 0.405 0.176 .024
Initial online participation 0.416 0.089 .418 .000

Step 2
Constant 0.161 0.331 .628
Initial online participation 0.406 0.086 .407 .000
Web 0.783 0.363 .254 .033
Face-to-face �0.104 0.360 �.034 .773

Step 3
Constant �0.105 0.624 .866
Initial online participation 0.400 0.087 .402 .000
Web 0.744 0.372 .241 .048
Face-to-face �0.136 0.367 �.045 .712
Internet skills 0.020 0.039 .045 .616

Notes. Entries are the result of a hierarchical ordinary least squares (OLS) regression analysis. n ¼ 106; R2 ¼ .175 for Step 1;
DR2 ¼ .077** for Step 2; DR2 ¼ .002 (n.s.) for Step 3. Significance: ***p < .001. **p < .01. *p < .05.

Vissers et al. 11



the two experimental conditions. For the analysis of off-line participation, we employed exactly the

same method as for online participation (Table 4). In Step 1, we controlled for initial participation.

Here we see that contrary to online participation, we encounter a negative effect of initial off-line

activity (b ¼ �.56). This suggests that the mobilization experience was most effective for the par-

ticipants that initially had low engagement levels. In Step 2, we include the main effects of the two

mobilization conditions, compared to the control group. The explained variance of the model signif-

icantly increased with 0.059 points. The results show a significant and strong effect of face-to-face

mobilization, but there is no effect of Internet-based mobilization exposure. Despite the rise of

Figure 2. Mean changes in off-line participation. Note: Off-line participation (pretest and posttest) for three
experimental conditions. n ¼ 98. Dependent variable: cumulative scale of 13 participation acts. Pretest
off-line participation was measured during the past 12 months. Posttest off-line participation was measured dur-
ing the past 3 months.

Table 4. Mobilization Effects on Off-Line Environmental Participation

b SE b b Significance

Step 1
Constant 10.69 0.61 .000
Initial off-line participation �0.62 0.09 �.56 .000

Step 2
Constant 9.71 0.77 .000
Initial off-line participation �0.64 0.09 �.57 .000
Web 0.80 0.66 .13 .228
Face-to-face 1.84 0.65 .31 .006

Step 3
Constant 9.23 1.29 .000
Initial off-line participation �0.64 0.09 �.57 .000
Web 0.74 0.68 .12 .279
Face-to-face 1.81 0.65 .30 .007
Internet skills 0.04 0.08 .04 .643

Notes. Entries are the result of a hierarchical ordinary least squares (OLS) regression analysis. n ¼ 98; R2 ¼ .312 for Step 1;
DR2 ¼ .059* for Step 2; DR2 ¼ .001 (n.s.) for Step 3. Significance: ***p < .001. **p < .01. *p < .05.
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postexperimental off-line participation for both the web mobilization group and the face-to-face

mobilization group in Figure 2, controlling for pretest participation in the multivariate analysis sug-

gests that web mobilization has no significant effect on off-line participation in the medium run.1 To

conclude, similar to online participation, multivariate analysis suggests a medium-specific mobili-

zation effect from face-to-face mobilization to off-line participation. However, the distribution of

the data limits our ability to completely exclude that web-based mobilization also influences off-

line participation. With the limitations mentioned, our analysis here suggests that this is not the case.

In the final step of the analysis, we included Internet skills. Also here the analysis could not reveal a

significant effect of Internet skills.

Discussion

Results of this experimental design confirm the notion that the effects of mobilization media tend to

be medium-specific. That is web mobilization leads to increased online participation, whereas face-

to-face mobilization leads to increased off-line participation. At the same time, face-to-face mobi-

lization does not affect online participation, and our analysis also suggests that web mobilization did

not shape off-line participation. There seems to be no spillover effects at work. As such, our experi-

ment confirms the finding of medium-specific mobilization effects that was already present in the

work of Best and Krueger (2005), but now in a controlled experimental condition. The main advan-

tage of this setting is that we exclude the possibility of self-selection: participants were randomly

assigned to one of the experimental conditions, and the analysis demonstrated that there were no

significant differences in the level of the theoretically relevant variables between the three experi-

mental groups (Internet, face-to-face, and control group).

The lack of spillover effects is an important finding since we know that social movement orga-

nizations increasingly rely on Internet-based mobilization tools. Within the scientific community,

however, there is not yet a consensus on how the effectiveness of these new mobilizing tools could

be measured. It is clear that a standard approach where only off-line participation is measured

merely reveals part of the story. While Internet mobilization boosts Internet-based forms of partic-

ipation, it does not boost off-line participation. Thus, an increased reliance on Internet-based forms

of mobilization entails the risk that it simply strengthens the cycle of specific online forms of par-

ticipation; but does do little to change off-line behavior. To some, this might be a worrying finding,

since online forms of participation are usually perceived to be less powerful, fleeting, and unsustain-

able. One argument is that political decision makers might not pay attention to messages received

over the Internet. However, more research needs to determine whether such worries are justified.

In our scenario here, we would estimate that the off-line forms of behavior would have more pow-

erful repercussions to actually affect the emission of greenhouse gases, however even the effect of

such off-line environmental behavior is doubted in some academic circles (Herring, 2006; Pearce,

1998). So much is to be seen which types of political participation are more useful.

We assumed that the preexisting level of Internet skills would have an effect on the mobilization

potential of Internet-based mobilization tools. This, however, was not the case. Apparently, Internet

skills (or at least a minimum level of Internet skills) are now so generally spread among young age

groups within Western countries that it seems that skills do no longer shape participation levels. In

future research, this effect should be investigated on a general, adult sample, where we assume more

variance in the occurrence of Internet skills.

The main problem with any effort to generalize these findings self-evidently is that they are the

result of a controlled laboratory experiment. Participants were randomly exposed to this informa-

tion, whether they preferred this to happen or not. These are not real-life conditions where actors

more frequently self-select into different types of mobilization exposure. In addition, in reality,

political and social mobilization is rarely random, as political actors tend to focus on specific target
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groups who are most likely to positively respond. The advantage of this approach is that it allowed us

to simulate a situation where mobilization is not selective and where there is little recruitment bias.

The downside of this approach, however, is that we could not capture the individuals’ decision not to

respond to the mobilization efforts. In real life, citizens can decide not to respond to door-to-door

canvassing efforts, not to read leaflets, brochures, mobilizing e-mails, and so on. The lab experi-

ments induced a rather artificial situation where all participants were more or less ‘‘forced’’ to pay

attention to the mobilization message. Respondents were not allowed to leave the website and surf to

other websites. In reality, mobilization might be completely different in this regard. Even so, for

young people we might expect that this effect is randomly distributed across all experimental groups

and thus should not influence the gist of our results on the importance of medium-specific mobiliza-

tion effects on online and off-line participation.

Appendix: Variables Used in the Analysis
Question Wording

Off-Line Participation

� The Wave 1 questionnaire included behavior in the past 12 months: ‘‘In the past 12 months, did

you personally do any of the following things, in order to reduce the general emissions of pollut-

ing gases (i.e., CO2), or to help stop global warming?’’

� The Wave 3 questionnaire included measured behavior in the period since the experiment: ‘‘In

the last 3 months, did you personally do any of the following things, in order to reduce the gen-

eral emissions of polluting gases (i.e., CO2), or to help stop global warming?’’

List of actions:

� Took public transportation more often

� Read more information on the issue of global warming, in brochures or magazines

� Walked or bicycled for short distances

� Tried to use less electricity

� Cut down on meat consumption

� Turned down the heating temperature in the house in general

� Gave information on global warming to family/friends/colleagues

� Took showers instead of a bath and/or reduced your time in the shower

� Bought more local products (even if they are sometimes more expensive)

� Turned off all ‘‘machines’’ when you did not use them

� Reduced your consumption of paper and reused paper

� Recycled

� Reduced heating at night and when you leave your house

Online Participation

� The questionnaire of Wave 1 measured online participation in the past 12 months: There are dif-

ferent ways of trying to improve things in Belgium or to help prevent things from going wrong.

During the last 12 months, have you done any of the following political activities?

� The questionnaire of Wave 3 measured online participation since the experiment: There are dif-

ferent ways of trying to improve things in Belgium or to help prevent things from going wrong.

During the last 3 months, have you done any of the following political activities?
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List of actions:

� Sent an e-card/joke/article from an online political/social or environmental organization or

newspaper to a friend/colleague/acquaintance/listserv

� Visited a website of a political/social or environmental organization/NGO

� Recommended a political/social or environmental organization’s website or a campaign hyper-

link to a friend/colleague/acquaintance/listserv

� Signed up for an e-mail newsletter (e-bulletin) from a political/social or environmental

organization

� Sent an e-mail to a political/social or environmental organization

� Posted a message with political content in a forum/chat room or blog

Internet Skills

You can do different activities when you are online. During the last 12 months, have you

done any of the following activities? [Never, From time to time, Often]

List of activities:

� Used a search engine to find information

� Sent e-mails

� Posted messages in chat rooms, newsgroups, blogs, or in online forums

� Played interactive games

� Phoned via the Internet

� Peer-to-peer file sharing to exchange movies, music, etc.

� Made a webpage or create a blog

� Bought or purchased things online

Table A1. Descriptives of Off-Line Participation, Online Participation, and Internet skills

Mean SD Cronbach’s a n

Off-line participation pretest 5.98 2.782 .746 100
Off-line participation delayed posttest 7.68 3.125 .780 107
Online participation pretest 1.31 1.536 .685 108
Online participation delayed posttest 0.93 1.506 .769 107
Internet skills pretest 15.23 3.349 .699 109
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Note
1. This is mainly due to the fact that participants in the web condition were more scattered around the extremes

of the pretest participation scale, with a higher number of participants who scored lower on pretest off-line

participation, compared to the ones in the face-to-face condition (however, mean comparisons were insig-

nificant). Since we would expect some sort of a ceiling effect for already engaged participants in Wave 1;

participants in the web condition had hence more chances for an increase in participation. Thus controlling

for pretest values renders the web condition insignificant.
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