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What motivates individuals to participate in contentious, political forms of collective action? In this article, I consider the
possibility that the promise of social esteem from an ingroup can act as a powerful selective incentive for individuals to
participate in contentious politics. I conducted a field experiment—the first to my knowledge to take place in the context
of a political march, rally, or social-identity event—to isolate this esteem mechanism from others. Using measures of intent
to attend, actual attendance, and reported attendance at a gay and lesbian pride event in New Jersey, I find evidence
that the promise of social esteem boosts all three measures of participation. The article offers new theoretical and practical
implications for the study of participation in nonvoting forms of collective action.

From recent protests in the Middle East (Anderson
2011) to participation in the U.S. civil rights move-
ment (Chong 1991), from demonstrations against

the Soviet Union (Beissinger 2002) to mass protests in
various parts of sub-Saharan Africa (Bratton and van
de Walle 1992), understanding the occurrence of “con-
tentious politics”1—of marches, protests, rallies, and so-
cial movements—has long been of interest to political
scientists. Many researchers focus on the structural con-
ditions and dynamic processes that lead to the occur-
rence of such events (Beissinger 2002; Bratton and van
de Walle 1992; Kielbowicz and Scherer 1986; Opp 1998;
Tarrow 1998). Yet implicit or explicit in these macrothe-
ories are questions about the factors that motivate in-
dividuals to take part in contentious forms of collective
action.

When, where, and why does an ordinary citizen
decide to take part in contentious politics? Many scholars
looking at political participation from an individual-level
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2Olson (1965) and Chong (1991) suggest this possibility but do not test it.

perspective, particularly those with a rational-choice
focus, have been puzzled by the occurrence of any kind
of collective action. They contend that each individual
should abstain because she stands to benefit from
not participating—from “free riding” off of others
(DiPasquale and Glaeser 1996; Muller 1980; Olson 1965).

One plausible solution that has not yet been tested
in a nonvoting collective action setting is that the
opportunity to rise in the opinion of social peers is a pow-
erful selective incentive.2 A long line of social psycholog-
ical and neurological research demonstrates that people
desire esteem from ingroup members (Cuddy et al. 2009;
Fiske 2010; Immordino-Yang et al. 2009). Experimental
studies of voter turnout and of charitable giving have
found that knowing political actions will be made public
to one’s community increases materially costly behav-
ior (DellaVigna, List, and Malmendier 2012; Funk 2010;
Gerber, Green, and Larimer 2008; Panagopoulos 2010;
Sinclair 2012; Soetevent 2005). There is reason to suppose
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that the desire to look good in front of other members of
an ingroup might also motivate people to participate in
the domain of contentious politics.

Observational studies of contentious politics have
highlighted a strong association between social ties and
participation (e.g., Kuran 1991; Lohmann 1993; Opp and
Kittell 2010; Schussman and Soule 2005), but we do not
know if this link is causal. Furthermore, such a link could
operate through several different mechanisms: the pro-
vision of information, the mobilization of grievances, or
the promise of social esteem. Whether one or any of these
mechanisms is at work has never been rigorously tested.

In this article, I leverage random assignment in a real-
world setting to test whether the promise of ingroup es-
teem induces participation in a collective, social-identity
event. To my knowledge, this experiment is the first to
examine actual participation in a contentious political
event. Each of 3,651 potential participants in a rally and
march promoting gay rights was randomly assigned to
one of three conditions. Two of those conditions meant
that the subject was invited to participate in the event
with an explicit promise of esteem from other members of
the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) com-
munity. The third condition meant that the subject was
invited with information only about the timing, purpose,
and location of the event.

The specific event posed hurdles for the main hypoth-
esis. The cooperating organization coordinates events
through email, an impersonal mode of communication
that has been found in the past to have no effect on
other forms of participation (see Nickerson 2007 on voter
turnout; cf. Malhotra, Michelson, and Valenzuela 2012).
Furthermore, there are still enough costs in the United
States to being publicly identified as having attended an
LGBT event that even the leaders of the organization
hosting the event predicted that the treatments might
actually discourage attendance. Nevertheless, using three
measures of participation (intent to participate, actual
participation, and reported participation), I found that
the promise of ingroup esteem induced higher rates of
participation than simply informing individuals of the
purpose, timing, and location of the event.

The study thus makes several theoretical and em-
pirical contributions. First, it provides evidence that the
link between social ties and participation in contentious
politics is causal at least when operating through the
mechanism of social esteem. It also makes an argument
for why individuals might view the promise of social es-
teem for participating in contentious politics as a credible
promise. Second, it extends findings about extrinsic re-
wards as well as field experimental methods from studies
of voter turnout and donations to a new domain. In doing

so, it takes the unusual step of measuring participation
in three different ways (intended, actual, and reported)
and offers guidance as to how to study participation
in contentious settings despite the logistical challenges.
Third, it questions previous findings that electronic com-
munication cannot be effective in mobilizing political
behavior.

The article proceeds as follows. Next, I discuss the
possible link between social esteem and participation in
contentious politics, given extant findings in political,
social psychological, and sociological research. I then de-
scribe the experimental design and present the main re-
sults. I conclude with a discussion of external validity
and practical implications for future field experiments
on contentious politics.

Ingroup Esteem and Rally
Participation

Olson (1965) famously argued that rational, self-
interested individuals participate in collective action only
when they can gain excludable benefits from doing so.
Such excludable benefits might be tangible or intangi-
ble. Materially, individuals might be paid to participate
(Brown 2003) or believe that participating provides them
with needed physical security (Scacco 2012). Psycholog-
ically, participants might be frustrated with their living
conditions and see participation simply as an opportunity
to vent aggression (Keen 1988) or to have fun (Banfield
1968), or individuals might be intrinsically motivated to
stand up for a cause they believe in (Inman and Andrews
2011; Klandermans 2002).

Selective incentives might also be social. Indeed,
one common argument in the literature on participation
in contentious politics is that social ties are necessary
to bring individuals into the fray (Goodwin 1997;
Kuran 1991; Lohmann 1993; Opp and Kittell 2010; Pfaff
1996; Schussman and Soule 2005). People have been
observed to join the action if they have some prior social
connection to other joiners (McAdam 1986; Opp and
Kittell 2010), and they seem more likely to participate if
they have been asked to do so (Klandermans and Oegema
1987). These social “pull” factors appear to persist both
in the presence and in the absence of material and
psychological incentives.3

Of course, a host of unobservable factors could drive
social ties to other participants and the decision to partic-
ipate, so we do not know if these associations are causal.

3See Kitts (2000) for a review.
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Furthermore, there could be at least three mechanisms
that link prior social ties to participation. First, when
embedded in a social network, an individual has access
to accurate information about when, where, and under
what conditions the event will take place (Chwe 1999;
Kuran 1991; Lohman 1993). These bits of information
can facilitate her participation and perhaps reassure her
that the costs will not be overwhelming (an informa-
tional mechanism). Second, there could be a grievance
mechanism whereby social ties help to build a sense of
shared identity and purpose (Fireman and Gamson 1979;
Kitts 2000, 241; Klandermans 2002). Finally, via a so-
cial esteem mechanism, social ties might spur people to
participate because individuals value their social stand-
ing within groups (Chong 1991; della Porta 1988; Klan-
dermans 1984; Sinclair 2012). Individuals may be told
that joining in will win them the esteem of other group
members. On the flip side of the same coin, they may
fear the social shaming that will result if they abstain
(Panagopoulos 2010). This third mechanism is rooted
in a concern for within-group status. It depends on
the promise that others will both observe and reward
participation.

The latter mechanism has been shown to influence
voter turnout. When told that whether they vote or ab-
stain will be made public to other members of their house-
holds or communities, individuals are more likely to turn
up at the polls (e.g., Gerber, Green, and Larimer 2008;
Panagopoulos 2010; Sinclair 2012). Indeed, reducing the
material costs of voting does not necessarily boost turnout
if the act of voting simultaneously becomes more pri-
vate (Funk 2010); the deleterious effect of less observable
voting on turnout has been found to be more dramatic
in smaller communities where the desire for social es-
teem and incentives to avoid shame are likely to be more
acute (Funk 2010). These results are consistent with a
model in which individuals derive utility from the high
opinion of other members of their social-identity groups
even when earning such a high opinion is materially
costly (Akerlof and Kranton 2000; Ali and Lin 2013; Ben-
abou and Tirole 2006; DellaVigna, List, and Malmendier
2012).

That participation in contentious collective action
could credibly earn an individual social esteem from an
ingroup is also consistent with research in social psy-
chology on the antecedents of admiration. According to
this research, admiration is a positive emotion directed
at individuals who are perceived as both competent and
warm (Fiske 2010; Immordino-Yang et al. 2009). Compe-
tence involves perceived skill and efficaciousness. Warmth
involves perceived friendliness and cooperativeness. Par-
ticipation in collective action conveys warmth when an

individual is acting on behalf of a clearly defined social
group. By choosing to show up on behalf of a group,
individuals demonstrate visible support for the interests
of others in that group particularly because participants
could have reaped all of the benefits of a successful col-
lective endeavor while staying at home.

Participation in contentious collective action also
conveys competence because it necessitates that individ-
uals take action. Participants have to arrange to arrive on
site; they take on tasks to facilitate the event. They do
not stay at home, free riding off of the efforts of others.
Although nonparticipants may be at work or engaged in
other activities apart from the event, they are not easily
identified as such and may be perceived as ineffective. In-
deed, that opponents of social movements often engage in
efforts to characterize participants in contentious politics
as “lazy” and “incapable” suggests that the perception of
participants as competent is powerful enough to warrant
countering.4

At least on these grounds there are a priori reasons
to suppose that social esteem can be credibly promised in
the context of a political protest, rally, or pride event. All
else equal, promising ingroup social esteem should then
increase participation. The study thus tests the following
hypothesis.

H1: Individuals who receive an explicit promise of
admiration from ingroup members for partic-
ipating in contentious politics on behalf of the
group should on average be more likely to par-
ticipate than those who learn simply about the
goals and logistics of the event.

Experimental Design

Subjects in the experiment were members of an LGBT
advocacy and support organization in New Jersey (here-
inafter “the cooperating organization”). The cooperating
organization coordinated a political event that included
a rally and march intended to celebrate the LGBT com-
munity, to recognize the repeal of “Don’t Ask Don’t Tell,”
and to demonstrate support for marriage equality in the
state. The event took place in October 2011 and provided
an instance of collective action on behalf of a well-defined
social-identity group.

While there are many examples throughout the world
of events conducted on behalf of social-identity groups, I

4Listen, for instance, to Rush Limbaugh’s radio comments about
the Occupy Wall Street protesters on October 6, 2011, on “The
Rush Limbaugh Show.”
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examined this one for the following ethical and theoretical
reasons. First, while the event took place in a physically
safe environment, it still involved contentious issues. In
particular, marriage of same-sex couples was not legal in
New Jersey, and, despite changes in the neighboring state
of New York, at the time of this writing New Jersey did not
recognize same-sex marriages performed elsewhere. The
governor has been quite vocally opposed to legalization
and vetoed a marriage-equality bill in February 2012.5

Disappointed with the open opposition of the governor to
marriage equality, the cooperating organization designed
the event to demonstrate support.

Second, the nature of the group and the mode of
communication provided hurdles for the main hypothe-
sis. Subjects were invited through an email listserv, a very
impersonal form of communication. One might expect
that the promise of social esteem would not be convinc-
ing when communicated electronically (Nickerson 2007)
and among individuals who, though committed at least
nominally to a common social-identity group, do not
necessarily have deep relationships with each other (Sin-
clair 2012). The LGBT community is also a social-identity
group whose members often cannot be identified by out-
ward appearance. Many members, even in New Jersey,
still do not want to be publicly “outed,” particularly as
part of an explicitly political event. As a result, they might
actually be less willing to participate in an LGBT event
if told that their participation will be observed (even if
celebrated) by others. Indeed, the staff of the cooperating
organization predicted that the treatments in this study
would depress participation within this particular group,
even if the treatments might boost participation in other
settings. That I find significant and large treatment effects
here might increase confidence in the generalizability of a
social-esteem-based explanation for contentious political
participation.

The cooperating organization’s listserv had 4,066
email address entries before the experiment took place.
Of these, 415 were dropped prior to randomization either
because they were duplicates of other email addresses on
the list or because they were listed next to business or or-
ganization, rather than individual, names. This left 3,651
individual email addresses across which treatments were
randomized. Each email address was assigned to one of
three conditions. (The online appendix contains a CON-
SORT diagram.)

The cooperating organization sent out the email in-
vitations a week before the event, using an online listserv-

5“I am not a fan of same-sex marriage. . . . I wouldn’t sign a bill like
the one that was in New York.” Chris Christie interview on Meet
the Press, June 26, 2011, quoted in Molly Peterson, “Christie Says
He’s ‘Not a Fan’ of Gay Marriage,” Bloomberg News.

management program, Vertical Response. Because Verti-
cal Response keeps track of any email addresses to which
mail is undeliverable and because the cooperating or-
ganization regularly sends out emails,6 the list of email
addresses remains one of active email addresses, and very
few, if any, emails bounce in any given batch sent out.
In the case of this experiment, the system deemed only
four emails undeliverable. The four corresponding email
addresses were dropped from subsequent analysis.

Vertical Response also keeps track of recipients who
click on an icon within the email in order to “display
images below.” When this action is observed, I can be
fairly certain that a human being opened the email and
attempted to read it closely. In other words, not only
was contact made with these subjects (the email did not
bounce back), but they also tried to engage with the mes-
sages sent to them. I refer to this behavior below as “closely
reading the email.” The measure is probably not perfect.
Other subjects may have read the emails closely but hap-
pen to have email clients that automatically display images
within emails or display emails in text format only. Thus,
in the analyses below, I always first present intent-to-treat
effect estimates. Subsequently, I test for the effect of hav-
ing closely read the social-esteem promising emails on
participation.

Treatments

Three types of email invitations were sent out. The text
of the emails differed. In one condition (the information-
only condition), individuals were told the goals of the
event and told when and where they should go to par-
ticipate. The second email text (the newsletter condition)
contained the same content as the first. Subjects in this
condition, however, were also told that participants are
worthy of admiration and that their names would be listed
in the monthly newsletter if they attended so that their at-
tendance could be “celebrated” by other members of the
organization. This condition gave subjects the promise
that participation would be observed and symbolically
rewarded by ingroup members.

This second condition is similar to treatments used
in studies of social rewards for voting, specifically to the
social “pride” condition in Panagopoulos (2010) in which
only individuals who do the socially esteemed thing (vot-
ing or, in this case, participating in the rally) are publicly

6Individuals on this listserv receive emails from the organization
on average about once a week during the summer and fall months,
about once every month or two months the rest of the year.
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listed.7 Panagopoulos (2010) finds that this type of treat-
ment has a positive but weaker effect on voting than listing
only those individuals who do not do the socially valued
thing. By using this form of the treatment, I am thus both
explicitly looking at the effect of promising social esteem
(rather than disesteem) and also creating a tougher test
for the ingroup status hypothesis.

In order to test whether any treatment effect is due
to the publicizing of valued behavior and the promise of
social esteem in general rather than to the specific use
of a newsletter or of a list of names, a third version of
the email (the Facebook condition) was also sent out. This
version mimicked the second, but rather than promising
that participants’ names would be circulated in a list in
the newsletter, the Facebook condition instead invited
participants to post photos from the event to the group’s
Facebook page so that other group members could “like”
the photos. (There is no Facebook option to “dislike”
posts.)

Email Text8

From: [cooperating organization]
Subject: Rally for Marriage Equality on October
[date]

Join us on October [date] and support marriage
equality. We have the greatest admiration for any-
one who takes the time to support LGBT causes,
[so we will be listing the names of people who at-
tend in our monthly newsletter, to be shared with
and celebrated by all of our supporters.]∗/[so we
invite you to post your photos from the event on
our Facebook page so that friends can show their
support for attendees by “Liking” the posts.]∗∗

When: [date]
Where: [location]

At the entrance . . . you will get FREE raffle tickets
to win an iPad2 when you present the following
code: [ ].
An Evite will follow immediately. We need to
know how many people to expect, so please
RSVP.
Note: Italicized words were not included in
emails to information-only subjects.
∗This clause in brackets as well as the preced-
ing italicized phrase were included in emails to
subjects in the newsletter condition.

7Other studies (e.g., Gerber, Green, and Larimer 2008) have publi-
cized both voters and nonvoters.

8Steps have been taken to anonymize the email text while still
accurately conveying the content of the treatments.

∗∗This clause in brackets as well as the phrase “We
have the greatest admiration . . . ” were included
in emails to subjects in the Facebook condition.

One might be concerned, given the slightly longer
length of the emails in the newsletter and Facebook con-
ditions or given that they both explicitly call recipients
potential supporters of LGBT causes, that these emails
primed some other motivation (e.g., the importance of
the event or cause). Through a postexperiment survey,
I explore other possible mechanisms. The evidence sug-
gests that the perceived promise of esteem for participat-
ing, rather than many other possible motivations, drove
the results.

Individuals in all three conditions were also told that,
by presenting a code (provided in the email and differ-
ent for each experimental condition) at the entrance to
the site, they could obtain free tickets for a raffle to win
an iPad2. The cooperating organization had previously
conducted raffles as part of its public-advocacy and social
events, so this detail provided a mechanism for keeping a
record of attendees but was unlikely to introduce novelty
effects. We could both count the number of individuals
who showed each code and match the attendees’ names,
which they wrote on the raffle ticket stubs, to the co-
operating organization’s listserv. The email information
about the code also ensured that the subjects assigned to
the information-only condition had an explicit incentive
to check in. One might otherwise have worried that sub-
jects assigned to the esteem conditions made sure to have
their presence noticed while those in the information-
only condition attended the event but less conspicuously.
If that were the case, any difference in actual participation
across the three conditions could be due to measurement
error.

It turned out that the raffle codes also reduced email
forwarding. Because of the concern, for instance, that
information-only subjects might be inadvertently treated
with esteem emails by receiving forwarded messages from
friends, all social media sharing options within the emails
were disabled.9 Recipients could still, however, forward
through their own email clients, so in the postexperi-
ment survey, respondents were asked to recall if they had
received forwarded emails from friends and/or other or-
ganizations about the march and rally. Only four respon-
dents reported having received forwarded messages sent
by the cooperating organization that differed in content
from the one they had originally received. Four might
seem oddly low. Yet, in an open-ended survey question

9In general, however, this kind of behavior would have undermined
the treatment effects I find.
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about forwarding, respondents reported not having for-
warded the emails because of the raffle code. Some who
planned on attending reported they thought that the code
was an individual one or that they did not want to share
the lottery code and thereby depress their chances of win-
ning the iPad2; subjects who did not plan on attending
reported that they thought the lottery code was an indi-
vidualized lottery code and therefore could be used only
by them.

Measures of Participation

Individual participation in contentious politics is rarely
systematically and publicly documented. As a result, pre-
vious studies have looked at self-reports of intent to par-
ticipate (Inman and Andrews 2011; Klandermans 2002)
or of reported past participation (e.g., Bratton et al. 2005;
Mueller 2013; Scacco 2012). Few, if any, of these studies
examine actual participation.

In this study, I first gathered a behavioral measure of
intentions to participate. In the email invitations, subjects
were asked to RSVP. Specifically, subjects were directed
to an Evite on which they could RSVP “yes” or “no.” I
had set up three websites, one for each condition. Each
repeated the exact text from the respective email message.
Individuals with email addresses not in a given condition
were blocked from RSVPing on that site.

Second, as mentioned above, participation at the
event was measured using raffle tickets. Attendees pre-
sented the code from their email invitation to volunteers
at the event.10 The code each individual presented was
written on the back of the ticket stubs along with her
name and email address, so that she could be contacted
were she to win. Each participant had her hand stamped
so she could not present a code twice.

Third, an online survey was sent to all listserv mem-
bers a week after the event. All respondents viewed iden-
tical surveys but arrived at the survey questions through a
link corresponding to their assigned treatment condition.
On the survey, respondents were asked if they attended
the event. Survey respondents were also asked to explain
their decisions to attend (or not to attend) the event; to in-
dicate whether they received forwarded emails; to answer
demographic, political and group attachment questions;
and to give the cooperating organization feedback about
the event.

10Volunteers did not themselves receive the emails or know which
code corresponded to which condition.

Ethical Considerations

As in many large-scale field experiments, I did not ask
subjects for their consent, except in the context of the
postexperiment survey, and I did not debrief subjects.
Debriefing was not used because the experiment included
no deception and because the subjects’ identities and per-
sonal information were always kept by the cooperating
organization, an organization to whose listserv subjects
had voluntarily subscribed. All of the information pro-
vided to potential attendees was accurate. All subjects had
voluntarily registered their email addresses with the co-
operating organization in order to receive information
about events like this one. Subjects can unsubscribe from
the listserv at any time. Omitting the details of the study
should not have posed any additional risk to the sub-
jects and ensured against Hawthorne effects. Subjects’
personal information was stored only in the cooperat-
ing organization’s Vertical Response account or collected
by volunteers at the event. Before I transferred informa-
tion about participation to personal computers, I replaced
names and email addresses with subject numbers. Repli-
cation data and the email text described in this article are
anonymized. Evite websites with personal email addresses
were disabled after data analysis. The ticket stubs with per-
sonal identifying information were destroyed once all the
data were collected. This protocol was designed to protect
subjects’ confidentiality and adhere to privacy statements
on the cooperating organization’s website.

Results

I first consider two of the outcome measures: intended
participation (coded 1 for a “yes” RSVP on the Evite and
0 otherwise) and actual participation (coded 1 when a
subject picked up a ticket at the entrance to the event
and 0 otherwise). Because of randomization, consistent
estimates of the effects of assignment to different email
messages, or the ITT effects, can be calculated as the
mean outcome for a treatment message (either newslet-
ter or Facebook) minus the average outcome for the
information-only group.

Table 1 shows differences in mean rates of par-
ticipation between the newsletter treatment group and
the information-only group, then between the Face-
book treatment group and the information-only group,
and then the pooled results. For both the newsletter
and Facebook treatments, assignment to that condition
led to a positive and statistically significant increase in
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TABLE 1 Differences in Rates of Participation

Intent to Actual
Participate Participation

Effect of newsletter treatment
Newsletter 6.08% 3.04%

N = 1217 N = 1217
Information-only 3.53% 1.72%

N = 1217 N = 1217
Difference 2.55 1.32

(S.E.) (0.867) (0.618)
p-value (two-sided Welch) 0.003 0.034

Effect of Facebook treatment
Facebook 5.93% 2.96%

N = 1213 N = 1213
Information-only 3.53% 1.72%

N = 1217 N = 1217
Difference 2.40 1.24

(S.E.) (0.861) (0.614)
p-value (two-sided Welch) 0.005 0.043

Pooled results
Newsletter and Facebook 6.01% 3.00%

N = 2430 N = 2430
Information-only 3.53% 1.72%

N = 1217 N = 1217
Difference 2.48 1.28

(S.E.) (0.720) (0.509)
p-value (two-sided Welch) 0.001 0.012

participation relative to the information-only group.11

The newsletter email produced a 2.55 percentage point
increase in intended participation and a 1.32 percent-
age point increase in actual participation relative to the
information-only email. Similarly, the Facebook email
induced a 2.40 percentage point increase in intended par-
ticipation and a 1.24 percentage point increase in actual
participation.12

While these numbers might at first seem small, they
are substantively large. Base actual participation in the

11Although H1 specified an increase in participation in the treat-
ment groups relative to the control, I used a two-sided t-test because
the cooperating organization hypothesized a decrease. Based on re-
sults from Shapiro Wilk tests, there may be slight deviations from
a normal distribution in intent to participate and actual participa-
tion, but it is a large sample. Statistically significant differences are
also found using Mann-Whitney tests.

12Difference-in-difference estimation does not reveal a statistically
significant difference between the size of the effect from assignment
to the newsletter treatment (relative to the information-only con-
dition) and the size of the effect from assignment to the Facebook
treatment (relative to the information-only condition).

TABLE 2 Effect of Closely Reading Esteem
Emails on Participation—IV Estimates

DV = Intent to DV = Actual
Participate Participation

Closely reading an 0.315 0.163
esteem email (0.090) (0.063)

Constant 0.035 0.017
(0.005) (0.004)

Number of
observations

3647 3647

R-squared 0.079 0.108

2SLS. Instrumented: Closely read an esteem email.
Instrument: Assigned to one of the esteem emails (either newsletter
or Facebook). Bootstrapped standard errors in parentheses.

information-only condition was only 1.72%, or 21 peo-
ple. The effect of assignment to the newsletter treatment
therefore represented a 76% increase in actual participa-
tion relative to the information-only condition, resulting
in 37 people participating from that treatment group. The
effect of assignment to the Facebook treatment likewise
represented a 71% increase in actual participation (to 36
people from that group), relative to the information-only
condition. These are both meaningful increases in partic-
ipation for organizers.

Table 7 in the online appendix presents regression
estimates from models that include the three baseline
covariates available before the experiment: gender, dis-
tance of residential address from the event site, and num-
ber of years affiliated with the cooperating organiza-
tion.13 Including these controls has little effect on the ITT
estimates.

To estimate the effect of closely reading the treat-
ment emails, as opposed to simply being assigned to re-
ceive them, I use an instrumental variable (IV) approach
where random assignment to one of the two esteem emails
is an instrument for reading the social-esteem-promising
emails, as measured by Vertical Response’s tracking of
who clicked “display images below” within the email mes-
sages. The first stage of the IV estimation confirmed that
assignment to the newsletter/Facebook treatments is not
a weak instrument for closely reading one of the social-
esteem-promising emails, with an F-test statistic of 104.
Table 2 shows the IV estimates of the effects of closely
reading an esteem email on intent to participate and on

13The first two of these had to be inferred from email addresses
and IP addresses used when subjects registered with the listserv.
Future studies might endeavor to collect pre-experiment covari-
ates through a pre-experiment survey. OLS regression results with
controls are reported in the appendix, but the results are robust to
using logit instead.



286 GWYNETH H. MCCLENDON

TABLE 3 Differences in Rates of Reported Participation

61.00% 59.79% Newsletter and 60.40%
Newsletter N = 100 Facebook N = 97 Facebook N = 197
Information-only 45.54% — — — —

N = 101 — —
Difference 15.46 Difference 14.25 Difference 14.86

(S.E.) (6.99) (S.E.) (7.06) (S.E.) (6.08)
p-value (two-sided Welch) 0.028 p-value (two-sided Welch) 0.045 p-value (two-sided Welch) 0.015

actual participation, which are much larger than the cor-
responding ITT estimates. The effect of closely reading
an esteem treatment email on actual participation, for
instance, is more than 12 times greater than the corre-
sponding ITT effect (16.3 percentage points versus 1.3
percentage points). Table 8 in the appendix shows these
effects separately for the newsletter and Facebook treat-
ments, which, on actual participation, are 12 and 13 times
greater than the corresponding ITT effects from Table 1.

Next, I consider reported participation (coded 1 if an
affirmative answer was given when asked on the postex-
periment survey about attendance at the event). I have
measures of this outcome only for individuals who re-
sponded to the postexperiment survey (298 people). This
is not a representative sample of the overall subject pool.
Indeed, the rate of reported participation within this
group is higher than the rate of actual or intended par-
ticipation was in the larger subject pool. Nevertheless,
I cannot reject the null hypothesis that survey response
rates were the same across treatment conditions. One
hundred people from the newsletter treatment, 97 people
from the Facebook treatment, and 101 people from the
information-only condition responded, and the Pearson
chi-square statistic from a 2×3 table is 0.08 (p-value =
0.96). Table 9 in the online appendix presents these re-
sults.14 I therefore consider whether assignment to the
newsletter and Facebook conditions boosted reported
participation within this subgroup of the subject pool.

Table 3 shows differences in rates of reported par-
ticipation across conditions among survey respondents.
The estimated differences here are also statistically signifi-
cant and substantively large. Assignment to the newsletter
treatment is estimated to boost the rate of reported par-
ticipation by 15.46 percentage points relative to assign-
ment to the information-only condition. Assignment to

14Individual characteristics reported on the survey (gender, age,
race, partisanship, residential location, education, employment sta-
tus, and so on), which arguably would not have changed posttreat-
ment, are also balanced across treatment groups among survey
respondents. See Table 6 in the online appendix.

the Facebook treatment is estimated to boost the rate of
reported participation by 14.25 percentage points. The
pooled effect on reported participation from assignment
to the newsletter or Facebook condition is 14.86 percent-
age points. These estimates remain statistically signifi-
cant when individual covariates (female, previous atten-
dance at a coordinating organization pride event, voted
in 2010, age, unemployed, democrat) measured in the
survey are accounted for. See Table 11 in the online
appendix.

The survey measure of reported participation is use-
ful for probing another possibility: if subjects in the
information-only condition were more likely than other
subjects to attend but not to pick up their raffle tickets, the
results for actual participation in Tables 1 and 2 could be
driven by bias in measurement of that outcome. To check,
I created a dummy variable “no pickup” with a value of
1 for individuals who reported on the postexperiment
survey that they attended the event but who were not
recorded as having actually attended. This dummy vari-
able was coded 0 for all other individuals who responded
to the survey.

I cannot reject the null hypothesis that “no pickup”
rates were the same across conditions. If anything, more
people assigned to the two esteem conditions (38 out of
100 in the newsletter condition, 36 out of 97 in the Face-
book condition) did not pick up their tickets at the event
but reported that they attended in the survey, compared
to those assigned to the information-only condition (30
out of 101). The Pearson chi-square statistic for this 2×3
table is 2.08 (p = 0.35).15 These numbers clearly indi-
cate that there was some slippage between measures of
reported participation and of actual participation in this
study. I return to this point in the concluding discus-
sion. But while the correlation between the two measures
was not perfect overall, I cannot reject the null that any
mismatch did not differ systematically across treatment
conditions.

15The corresponding p-value from a Fisher exact test is 0.34.
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Explanations of Participation

One might be concerned that the newsletter and Facebook
treatments primed some motivation other than the de-
sire for esteem. Perhaps, for instance, because they were
slightly longer emails than the information-only email,
the treatment emails primed the importance of the event
or triggered subjects’ intrinsic concern for LGBT causes.
Perhaps by mentioning other members and social net-
working sites, they reminded subjects of the social nature
of the event and made them think it would be more fun
or that they would meet people.

If the treatment emails had an effect on participation
because they primed esteem, however, I would expect to
observe evidence of this pattern in follow-up questions
on the postexperiment survey. Survey respondents were
asked why they chose to participate or not. For those who
reported participating, the question was as follows:

For which of the following reasons, if any, did you
attend on October []? (Choose all that apply.)

- I went to promote a cause I care about;
- I went for camaraderie, to meet people or to hang

out with friends;
- I went to have fun;
- I went because I had time and/or it was easy for

me to get there;
- I went because people in my community would

think highly of people who attend;
- I went because I am interested in a leadership

position with [the cooperating organization];
- I went because it was an important event for [the

cooperating organization].

The fifth option listed here indicates that participation
promised esteem (“I went because people in my com-
munity would think highly of people who attend”). If
the treatments primed esteem, one would expect mean
selection of this option to be higher among attendees
assigned to the newsletter or Facebook conditions than
among attendees assigned to the information-only con-
dition. And, indeed, as can be seen in Table 4, while 67%
of respondents who had been assigned to one of the es-
teem conditions and who reported attending the event
chose that option, only 22% of respondents assigned to
the information-only condition who reported attending
chose this option. A one-sided t-test of this difference in
means yields a p-value less than 0.001. By contrast, the
frequency of reporting other motivations did not differ
across the social-esteem-promising and information-only
conditions among those who attended.

Likewise, for those who reported not attending, the
question was as follows:

For which of the following reasons, if any, did you
not attend on October []? (Choose all that apply.)

- I did not think the cause was that important;
- I did not know anyone else who was going;
- I did not think it would be fun;
- I did not have time and/or it was too difficult for

me to get there;
- I did not feel that my participation would be ad-

mired by people in my community;
- I am not interested in a leadership position with

[the cooperating organization];
- I did not think it was an important event for [the

cooperating organization].

Here, the fifth option indicates that participation does
not promise social esteem. If the treatments primed the
promise of social esteem, I expect that, on average, indi-
viduals assigned to the esteem conditions would choose
this fifth option to explain their lack of participation less
frequently than individuals assigned to the information-
only condition would.

And, indeed, as can be seen in Table 4, none of the
respondents who had been assigned to one of the es-
teem conditions and who did not attend chose the fifth
option. By contrast, 30% of respondents assigned to the
information-only condition who did not attend chose
that option. A one-sided t-test of this difference in means
yields a p-value less than 0.001. Meanwhile, the frequency
of choosing the other answers did not differ across treat-
ment conditions.

While not definitive, these numbers suggest that, on
average, the difference between those assigned to the es-
teem conditions and those assigned to the information-
only condition among both attendees and nonattendees
was their perception that participation at the event would
win them social esteem and not other elements of their
reasoning about the event.

Discussion

To my knowledge, this study is the first field experiment
to examine participation in a rally, march, or other con-
tentious political event. Through this experiment, I found
that subjects responded positively and dramatically to
the promise that their participation would be observed
and admired by others. Indeed, I found substantively
and statistically significant effects of this promise even
when using a relatively impersonal mode of invitation
(email); when treating an LGBT group, whose members
might perceive “outing” costs to having their participa-
tion publicly recorded; and when using a treatment that
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TABLE 4 Differences in Mean Rates of Choosing a Reason for Participation Behavior

Esteem Information-Only Difference (SE)

Attendees
I went to promote a cause I care about 0.521 0.543 0.022 (0.087)
I went for camaraderie, to meet people . . . 0.520 0.630 0.109 (0.085)
I went to have fun 0.294 0.369 0.075 (0.083)
I went because I had time . . . 0.286 0.261 −0.025 (0.078)
I went because . . . highly of people who attend 0.672 0.217 −0.455 (0.075)
I went because . . . a leadership position . . . 0.521 0.500 −0.021 (0.088)
I went because it was an important event . . . 0.336 0.369 0.033 (0.084)
Nonattendees
I did not think the cause was that important 0.013 0.055 0.042 (0.033)
I did not know anyone else who was going 0.205 0.218 0.013 (0.073)
I did not think it would be fun 0.962 0.964 0.002 (0.034)
I did not have time . . . 0.462 0.509 0.047 (0.089)
I did not feel that . . . would be admired . . . 0.000 0.309 0.309 (0.063)
I am not interested in a leadership position . . . 0.808 0.800 −0.008 (0.071)
I did not think it was an important event . . . 0.642 0.710 0.068 (0.083)

emphasized the admiration rewards of participating
rather than the shaming costs of not participating.

Other studies have found evidence that social rewards
mobilize participation when it comes to voting and dona-
tions. This experiment provides evidence that the influ-
ence of social rewards extends to other domains of politi-
cal behavior. And, while a status-based selective incentive
has been suggested in previous scholarship on contentious
politics to explain the robust correlation between social
ties and participation, this study isolated the promise of
ingroup esteem from the information- and grievance-
based mechanisms that could have also explained that
same correlation.

Future research could extend the findings of this
study in multiple ways. Since there is a rich observa-
tional scholarship on protests, demonstrations, and ral-
lies, there are myriad theories, and not just the social
esteem one tested here, that could be further tested with
the advantages of random assignment in the context of
real-world contentious political events. Related research
has suggested, for instance, that priming individuals with
a sense of injustice, of their own efficacy, and of their
linked fate with social-identity groups could also motivate
participation in contentious politics (e.g., Van Zomeren,
Postmes, and Spears 2008). This study tested specifically
for the effects of promising social esteem relative to pro-
viding information about the event, but the basic frame-
work of the experiment could be extended to testing these
other theories.

In contrast to elections, contentious political events
tend to be more spontaneous, and individual participa-
tion is not automatically and publicly recorded, so this
study offers ideas to researchers looking to overcome
these and other obstacles. Working with an advocacy
organization meant that I was aware several weeks in
advance that the event would take place. I took advan-
tage of the fact that the cooperating organization regu-
larly conducts raffles at their political and social events.
Any such previously used mechanism (a sign-in sheet,
the handout of wrist bands, the taking of group pic-
tures) could be exploited to systematically record indi-
vidual participation without introducing novelty effects.
Using recording devices other than a raffle would also
test whether the treatment effects found here are specific
to people who like to participate in lotteries. In addition,
one could imagine training volunteers (who know partic-
ipants but not which conditions they have been assigned
to) to keep journals of individual participation. While
this study measured participation only in a binary way,
journal observations would also allow researchers to mea-
sure intensity of participation (how long participants stay
at the event, the kinds of activities they engage in while
there).

This study also took the unusual step of collect-
ing three different measures of participation (intended,
actual, and reported). Yet while the promise of social
esteem boosted rates of participation no matter how
participation was measured, the three measures were
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not perfectly correlated with each other. Inconsistencies
across measures occurred primarily in two ways. About
4.7% of the subjects (170 subjects) either indicated they
intended to come but were not observed attending and
did not report attending or indicated they would not come
and then showed up and reported showing up. One might
call these the flaky subjects; they changed their minds after
RSVPing yes or no. Another 2.9% (104) reported attend-
ing the event but were not observed doing so based on
the raffle-ticket measure. These subjects may have indeed
attended but not been interested enough in the event
to pick up tickets, or they may have lied on the survey. I
could not reject the null hypotheses that these “no pickup”
subjects were distributed evenly across treatment condi-
tions in this study, but the discrepancies suggest that any
one measure of participation does not tell the full story.
Future studies might endeavor to gather pre-event, dur-
ing, and post-event measures of participation in order to
probe further the correspondence among the three and
to understand better which individuals exhibit consistent
behavior and which do not.

This study also raises questions about external valid-
ity that are ripe for future research. Since this experiment
is the first such field experiment on contentious poli-
tics participation, only further experimentation can test
whether treatment effects of these same sizes and statis-
tical significance would be found in other settings. For
instance, would we expect treatment effects of this size
in a more dangerous context? It is possible that social es-
teem promises would, in fact, be more powerful in risky,
costly settings (Chong 1991). Such settings offer an op-
portunity to make a greater sacrifice on behalf of one’s
group and therefore win an even greater degree of ad-
miration, but we can assess whether this is the case only
with further tests. One might also ask whether there are
other social-identity groups that are more or less sensi-
tive to symbolic, status-based promises than the group
considered here, and whether the promise of ingroup es-
teem would produce the same effects if it were delivered
by peers rather than by leaders of an organization. In
general, future research could explore whether the effects
found here vary with the riskiness of the environment,
the contentiousness of the issue, the types of individuals
and groups targeted, and with how messages meant to
encourage participation are delivered.
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