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ABSTRACT 

 The European Union is currently experiencing a major protest wave (Kriesi 2012; 

Othengrafen et al. 2015).  Citizens all over the continent are taking to the streets in droves to 

express their dissatisfaction with austerity policies, high unemployment, ineffective leadership 

and other issues.  Many of these protests have been centered in large cities, but while some 

scholarly work notes the expressly urban nature of contemporary social movement activity 

(Anthony & Crenshaw 2014), no studies test the effect of urban residential status on the 

likelihood of social movement participation in the presence of other factors.  I hypothesize that 

cities positively influence the prevalence of social movement activity in the countries of the 

European Union.  Using the multilevel 5
th

 wave of the European Social Survey, I examine how 

urbanity, resources and grievances influence the likelihood of participation in four different 

forms of activism: wearing a protest badge, boycotting a product, signing a petition and 

participating in a demonstration.  A series of multilevel mixed-effects regression models indicate 

that resources and urban status best predict the likelihood of participation in the four activities, 

indicating that cities offer better environments for social movement activity.  I conclude with a 

discussion about European movement activity and urban society.   
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Over the last decade, the nations comprising the European Union (EU) have exploded 

into a major protest wave (Othengrafen et al. 2015; Hylmö & Wennerhag 2015).  The continent-

wide sovereign debt crisis and the harsh austerity measures implemented in response to it have 

outraged citizens and inspired a new wave of social movement activism.  While the large and 

extremely contentious anti-austerity protests were likely the most visible elements of this protest 

wave, economic problems are by no means the only grievances Europeans hold.  Citizens seem 

increasingly dissatisfied with their leadership in the European Parliament, sending Euroskeptic 

representatives to Brussels in droves.  Additionally, anti-corruption protests emerged in Poland, 

Italy and the Czech Republic, among other nations.  This is a time of great activism in Europe.  

While these protests were differentially motivated and generally aimed at national targets, they 

all seemed to share a common element: they took place in major cities.  Rather than being a 

matter of convenience, I argue that European cities provide a preferential space for activism.   

However, most studies of social movements can generally be divided into two groups: 

those that treat urban activism as garden-variety activism that just happens to take place in cities, 

and those that largely ignore the role of geography entirely.  Social movement literature 

generally tells us that the extent of social movement activity in a society depends on three main 

factors: the grievances held by the population (Gamson 1990; Singer 2011; Kriesi 2012; Hutter 

& Kriesi 2013), the level of human and material resources possessed by participants and the 

organizations they join (Zald & McCarthy 2002), and the political opportunities they encounter 

(Meyer & Minkoff 2004).  Despite this knowledge, the question remains: what role does space 

play in motivating social & political activity?  All human activity obviously has to take place 

somewhere, but the literature has been slow to recognize the downtown-centric nature of protest 
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and other political behavior.  This is beginning to change, however, with some recent scholarship 

demonstrating that cities can be incubators of social movement activity and political change 

(Anthony & Crenshaw 2014; Nicholls 2009).  By urban status, I refer to the effect of living in or 

around a large city as compared to small towns or rural areas.  The EU offers a compelling case 

study, as European societies (as compared to other regions) have long been defined by the link 

between economic growth and social cohesion (Ranci et al. 2014; Haussermann & Haila 2005).  

This social cohesion results from multiple factors, chief among them national welfare states that 

may discourage social movement activity by alleviating citizen grievances (Le Gales 2002: 

Giddens 2013).  Throughout the 2000s, however, inequality rose across the continent, even in 

traditionally low-inequality countries like Sweden and Denmark (Alderson 2002; Immervoll & 

Richardson 2011).  Enhanced immigration mixed with social polarization has created 

competition for jobs, resources and services.  This competition and risk is most strongly felt in 

cities (Taylor-Gooby 2004).  Most of the continent has doubled down on austerity, further 

increasing perceived risks to well-being (Crouch 2011).   

If Europe’s cities are the places where these social risks are most severely encountered 

and most apparent, then the very same cities may also act as an incubator of activism.  In fact, 

while there are precious few studies that seriously examine this question, there are many reasons 

to believe that cities offer a more fertile ground for social movement activity as compared to 

rural areas due to their connection with the factors already known to encourage activism (Sassen 

2006).  Grievances and relative deprivation are more acute in the city (Ranci 2010).  Income 

inequality is more noticeable (Sassen 2006; Anthony & Crenshaw 2014).  There are greater 

resource levels in cities: bigger, denser populations (Conover et al. 2013), higher levels of 
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education, greater wealth (Walton 1998) and preexisting organizations.  Finally, cities tend to 

house the political and social institutions that are so often the targets of social movement activity.    

This project advances the current understanding of urban social movements in three 

ways.  First, while some studies do indeed speculate that cities encourage activism, such work 

does not test this hypothesis in a generalizable, cross-national fashion.  Second, previous work 

does not test urbanity in the presence of other factors like resources and relative deprivation, 

factors of known importance.  Finally, most studies focus singularly or primarily on protest 

activity, whereas the true extent of social movement activism goes far beyond this one activity 

and includes more mundane actions that are no less important to a social movement sector.  To 

address these shortcomings, I use the 2010 multilevel file of the European Social Survey (ESS) 

to test the effect of urban status, relative deprivation and structural and individual resource 

indicators on four activities: wearing a protest badge, signing a petition, boycotting a product and 

participating in a lawful demonstration.  A series of two-level mixed effects logistic regression 

models utilizing ESS Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics 2 (NUTS 2) geographic 

boundaries serving as the level-two unit (n=248).  Results suggest that the availability of 

resources and urban status best explain European social movement activity, while relative 

deprivation and grievances are best understood in the presence of the above factors.  I conclude 

with a discussion about the implications of these findings for Europe’s social movement sector.   

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Relative Deprivation and Grievances 

Protest cycles ebb and flow in response to a multitude of external factors, one of which is 

the grievances held by the population (Jenkins et al. 2003) and feelings of relative deprivation 

within a society (Blau & Blau 1982).  These two related ideas are usually considered together, as 



6 
 

relative deprivation helps explain how a grievance evolves from grumbling to real social 

movement participation.  Certainly, some level of dissatisfaction is necessary to motivate 

activism (Tarrow 1994), but while grievances are somewhat constant across society it does not 

always produce large scale mobilization (Jenkins & Perrow 1977).  These feelings of injustice 

must be understood in relation to others in society (Meyer & Tarrow 1998).  Originally, the 

relative deprivation perspective theorized that non-rational actors were excluded from mass 

society, so collective behavior was their only recourse for social change (Gurr 1970).  Over time, 

however, empirical tests of this idea show extremely mixed results (Morris & Herring 1984).  It 

is certainly true that that feelings of relative deprivation are necessary, but the feeling alone 

cannot motivates social movement activity (Amenta & Zylan 1991; Jenkins et al. 2003).      

In the case of Europe, strong welfare states historically served as a buffer against major 

protest activity and Europeans pursued their goals through more institutionalized means (Le 

Gales 2002).  However, more recent work on the role of grievances & deprivation display more 

nuanced findings.  Indeed, those who protest are clearly upset about something, and that 

“something” in contemporary Europe is currently the economy.  Europe’s current economic 

stagnation (contraction, even) is linked to millions of lost jobs and higher than normal 

unemployment (De Grauwe & Ji 2013; Verick 2009).  When a critical mass of people begins to 

share these same feelings, they lose faith in social institutions and turn to grassroots activism.  

High unemployment is a negative personal experience for anyone affected by it, but it also hurts 

everyone in the area, as people see firsthand the effect of a receding economy.  They begin to 

worry if their jobs are next.  Europeans generally judged the response from their leadership to be 

unsatisfactory, taking part in a series of extremely contentious protests (Anduiza et al 2013). 

Singer also finds that discussions about the economy outweigh all other concerns during a 
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lagging market and links economic dissatisfaction to changes in voting behavior (2011).  This 

dissatisfaction can cut across national borders.  To illustrate: anti-austerity protests in Greece 

targeted not just domestic leadership in Athens, but also EU policies mandated by Brussels.  

While waves of protests in the early 2000s (Ayres 2002) and more recently in Europe seem to be 

economically rather than socially motivated, it remains unclear exactly how large of a role 

material conditions and perceptions of these conditions translate into social movement activity.  

Giugni argues that people have more sources of information, and some of that information may 

increase relative deprivation (1998).  Kern and colleagues find that grievances in Western 

Europe help explain non-institutional political participation (2015).  Drawing from these 

previous findings, I test the role of grievances by studying people’s satisfaction with some of 

society’s core institutions: democracy, the economy, the government.  I also include a measure 

of structural grievances, the regional unemployment rate.   

Resource Mobilization 

Kern et al’s discussion of European grievances also addresses another important 

determinant of social movement activity: resources (2015).  Resource mobilization theory posits 

that the fate of social movement organizations (SMOs), and even entire movements, depends 

upon their ability to recruit a high level of resources to their cause (McCarthy & Zald 1977; 

Brady et al. 1995).  In other words, SMOs with better access to human and material resources 

should be more active, and societies with a higher level of resources from which to draw upon 

should have strong social movement sectors.  A powerful resource for movements is the people 

who participate in them.  SMOs with more members or supporters (in the case of organizations 

that recruit supporters but have otherwise small membership rolls, e.g. Greenpeace) are found to 

be more successful (Cress & Snow 1996; McCarthy & Wolfson 1996).  Some types of people are 
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more likely to participate than others.  The more educated an individual is, the more interest he 

or she tends to have in politics and social issue (Klandermans & Oegema 1987).  This is 

especially true in urban areas where both educational institutions and educated people tend to 

cluster (Anyon 2014).     

Economic resources lead people to become more involved in both politics and social 

movements (Berinsky 2002).  Better funded SMOs can hold more public events and be more 

active (Cress & Snow 1996; della Porta 2013).  Furthermore, wealthier areas will have more 

people with disposable income to give to SMOs (McCarthy & Zald 1977; Stern et al. 1999).  

This has also been studied from the other side.  Or, put different, the lack of resources is also 

linked to declining social movement activity (Muñoz et al. 2014).  Other studies link economic 

downturns to rising levels of poverty and unemployment, which is found to reduce SMO 

resource stocks and hinder social & political activity (de Beer 2012).   

Certain other factors also qualify as structural resources.  Strong societies are usually 

defined by high levels of generalized trust, or the level of faith people have in those around them 

(McAdam, Tarrow & Tilly 2003; Kwon & Adler 2014).  The extent to which community life has 

declined or not declined in various countries is a hotly debated topic
1
.  What is clear, however, is 

that generalized trust in others is often a prerequisite for collective behavior (Moore 2006).  Trust 

helps build collective identities that form the basis of many new social movements.  That being 

said, some areas have much higher generalized trust than others.  This is particularly evident in 

Europe, where the people of former communist states in the East display much lower trust both 

in those around them and social institutions than the peoples of Western and Northern Europe 

(Wallace & Latcheva 2006).  Therefore, generalized trust in others is a structural resource that 

will theoretically encourage movement activity.   

                                                            
1 See Putnam’s Bowling Alone (2000) and Jones’s Buried Treasure (2011) for an American debate about this issue.   
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Urbanity 

 The previous factors are well established motivators of movement activity, but this paper 

links these factors to an under-theorized and understudied idea: that the place one lives may have 

a strong impact upon their social and political behavior.  Urbanization is one of the most 

important trends in global society, and yet, the role of geography in this puzzle is surprisingly 

understudied.  This is not to say urban social movements (particularly protests) are ignored, but it 

is not usually conceptualized as different from activism that takes place elsewhere.  This 

mentality is beginning to change, however, and a small but growing body of work takes the 

geography of movement activity seriously (Ades & Glaseser 1995; Davis & Henderson 2003; 

Anthony & Crenshaw 2014).  The classic work in this field links the process of urbanization to 

changes in the relationship between citizens and their state (Lipset 1959; Rueshemeyer et al. 

1992).  Owen & Witton, for example, find that urban primacy in industrializing countries is 

linked to conflict inside the national political system (1973).  These changes can even lead to 

full-scale democratization (Anthony & Crenshaw 2014).  As societies urbanize, entire societies 

are transformed.  However, the question remains: is social movement activity more likely inside 

cities than out of them?    

There are many reasons to believe cities offer a better environment for social movement 

activity.  Essentially, I argue that cities are simultaneously places where the traditional 

motivators of activism (grievances, resources, opportunities) are most prevalent, but also what 

Nicholls calls “movement spaces,” places that nurture social movement activity through their 

spatial organization (2009).  Cities, by definition, are larger than rural areas, giving urban groups 

a large base from which to draw from (Walton 1998).  Anthony & Crenshaw find that urban 

primacy creates political “theatres” where the sheer number of people ensures that activism 
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reaches a large audience (2014).   Population density may also help nurture movement spaces, as 

densely packed urban areas facilitate both the both recruitment of new members (Gould 1991) 

and diffusion of ideas (Hedstrom 1998).  Furthermore, density within large cities ensures that the 

rich and poor live in close proximity to one another (Kasarda & Crenshaw 1991).  Since relative 

deprivation is known to be a greater motivator of social movement activity than absolute 

deprivation (Blau & Blau 1982), cities may help these feelings of deprivation spread.  Economic 

shocks, threats to people’s livelihoods and standard of living are most prominently felt in urban 

areas (Ranci et al. 2014).  Education and wealth (regional and individual) are important resources 

to SMOs; urban residents tend to be wealthier and better educated than their rural counterparts.  

Put simply, cities offer an environment in which the factors known to encourage activism are 

most abundant.  However, despite the above work, very few studies actually stop to measure the 

extent of social or political activity in cities and compare it to rural areas (for a notable 

exception, see Anthony & Crenshaw 2014). 

 There is something special about urban social movements, which are not just social 

movements that happen to take place in cities.  Mayer, for example, has recently written about 

how urban movements explicitly frame their activities as preserving their “right to the city” in 

increasingly polarized, neoliberal urban spaces defined by rising inequality and exclusion both in 

the US and Europe (2012, p. 63; 2013).  Novy & Columb describe the emergence of a politically 

active “creative class” in European cities that works to create “spaces of hope” that preserve this 

very same right to the city (2012).  Even scholars who focus more on transnational networks 

facilitated by internet diffusion do not deny the role of proximity in producing movement activity 

(Castells 2015).  However, while this growing body of literature establishes a theoretical baseline 
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for understand urban social movements, no study has yet established that cities themselves are 

incubators for social movements, while controlling for other factors.   

Other Issues 

 While this paper focuses on urbanity in the presence of grievances and resources, a few 

other issues demand attention, the first of which is the political system.  There are certain factors 

of a political system that encourage challengers, or moments in which the political system 

becomes more or less open to challengers (Meyer & Minkoff 2004).  Studying political 

opportunity structure in a comparative framework necessitates a diversity of political structures, 

and Europe is largely comprised of industrialized democracies.  Therefore, I choose to focus my 

attention on factors other than the political system.  Nevertheless, there is a deep divide between 

the older democracies of Western Europe and the new democracies of the East.  The European 

Union is democratic, but some countries are more democratic than others.  Therefore, it makes 

sense to classify countries as either old or new
2
 democracies in order to capture variation 

between the social movement sectors of East & West.  I also analyze several factors of 

importance to any demographic analysis: sex, immigrant status and age.     

DATA & METHODOLOGY 

This project uses the 5
th

 wave of the European Social Survey (ESS), which corresponds 

to the year 2010.  The ESS is a cross-national survey program in the European Union and 

candidate countries carried out every other year since 2001.  In each wave, fieldworkers perform 

face-to-face interviews within a predetermined sampling frame to collect data on attitudes, 

beliefs and behaviors across the diverse populations of Europe.  For the purposes of my research, 

the 5
th

 wave has a unique advantage over other European datasets or other waves of the ESS: its 

multilevel structure.  In addition to individual level variables, the multilevel ESS file also 

                                                            
2 That is, countries which became democratic in the post-Soviet 1990s.   
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provides regional data for ESS Nomenclature of Territorial Units (NUTS) at three levels.  NUTS 

2 regions serve as the second level for this analysis, and are roughly analogous to counties.     

 While the ESS contains 26 countries, I dropped Russia & Israel outright, deciding they 

were too politically, social and geographically separate from the rest of the EU to merit 

inclusion.  Additionally, I was also forced to drop Cyprus, Bulgaria, Ukraine and Croatia, as 

these countries did not report second level variables.  My final sample includes 20 countries, the 

full list of which I include in table 1, along with the number of respondents and geographical 

NUTS 2 units per country.     

[Insert Table 1 Here] 

To construct my regression models, I make use of variables from the ESS and supplement these 

with a few external sources.  Table 2 displays the descriptive statistics and sources of all 

variables used in my models, which I next discuss in detail.   

[Insert Table 2 Here] 

Dependent Variables 

For the purpose of this paper, I operationalize social movement activity using four 

dependent variables known to correspond to forms of social and political activism in Europe: 

wore a protest badge (Dubrow et al. 2008), signed a petition (Smith 2009), boycotted a product 

(Gallego 2007) and participate in a lawful demonstration (Dalton 2008).  Each of the above 

variables are dichotomous outcomes, where 1 = participated in the activity in the last 12 months, 

and 0 = did not
3
.  These four outcomes represent something of a continuum from soft to more 

severe political action.   

                                                            
3 Because this measure is limited to activity over a one year timeframe, it likely underestimates the total number of 
people who have ever participated in the activity in question.  However, because this paper seeks to better 
understand the current protest wave and the likelihood of future activism, having a recent measure of activity is 
preferred.    
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Predictors: Grievances 

    Satisfaction (Economy).  I include a measure of satisfaction with the economy within the 

country in question.  A poor economy can lead to several negative social outcomes and 

dissatisfaction with the system, which may drive individuals to activism.  This is especially 

important when studying Europe post-recession.  This variable is coded along an 11 point scale, 

with 0 being total dissatisfaction with the economy and 10 representing complete satisfaction.   

  Satisfaction (government).  Next, I supplement my economic satisfaction measure with a 

variable gauging contentment with the government.  If people are happy with their government, 

they are less likely to participate in any higher-cost form of social movement activity.  Like the 

previous satisfaction measure, this is an 11 point scale.     

  Satisfaction (democracy).  However, if dissatisfaction with government might positively 

influence social movement action, then dissatisfaction with democracy might negatively 

influence activity.  If citizen activity is perceived as meaningless, then dissatisfaction with 

democracy as it is implemented in their country may reduce the prevalence of social movement 

activity.  Like the previous satisfaction variables, this indicator is measured on an 11 point scale.    

  Unemployment.  Similar to satisfaction with the economy at the individual level, high 

unemployment is structural grievance.  Pervasive unemployment can have an extremely adverse 

effect upon a society and inspire social movement activity - both right and left leaning
4
 (Kern et 

al. 2015).  This variable is measured at the NUTS 2 level – regions within countries.   

Predictors: Resources 

                                                            
4 To be clear, economic social movements are NOT always left-leaning.  In recent years, far right movements have 
become quite prominent, especially in France, Spain, Greece and the Netherlands.  So, high unemployment may be 
a recruitment tool for both left and right leaning groups.   
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  Generalized Trust.  I include a measure of social trust within each country.  Social movements 

need people working together to be successful, so general trust acts as a structural resource.  

Similar to the satisfaction variables, trust is an 11 point scale, least to greatest.    

  Income.  Measuring income across 20 different countries, only some of whom use a common 

currency, is especially challenging.  Rather than include a continuous measure of income, I 

construct two dichotomous variables that classify respondents as middle or high income, with 

low income omitted to serve as a reference category.  The ESS provides respondents with 10 

categories and asks them to categorize themselves.  I classify deciles 1-3 as low income, deciles 

4-7 as middle income and deciles 8-10 as high income
5
.  

  GDP per capita.  The ESS provides a measure of GDP per capita at the NUTS 2 level, a 

variable I transform so that the coefficients should be interpreted as an increase of 1,000 dollars 

per capita is correlated with a change of X.
6
   

  Education.  Education, or more specifically educated people, can be conceptualized as a 

structural resource, especially in urban areas (Anyon 2014).  More educated people tend to be 

more politically informed and active.  To account for this, I measure years of full-time education 

completed.  This variable ranges from 0-50 with a mean of 12.26 years, or roughly a bit more 

than a secondary school diploma. 

Predictors: Urbanity 

The ESS asks respondents “Which phrase on this card best describes the area where you 

live?”  Respondents chose among “A big city,” “The suburbs or outskirts of a big city,” “a town 

or small city,” “A country village” and “A farm of home in the countryside.”  Respondents 

                                                            
5 This is an admittedly simplistic and imperfect measure of how wealthy people are, but when analyzing data from 
20 countries, some depth must be sacrificed. 
6 I originally used the natural logarithm of regional GDP, but this variable was so highly collinear with numerous 
other independent variables that I could not include it in the final models.   
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decide for themselves how best to classify their communities.  I use this variable to construct my 

measure of urbanity described below.     

  Urban.  I recode the above variable into a dichotomous measure, classifying urban as a “big 

city” and “suburbs or outskirts of a big city.”  I define not urban as those residing in a “town or 

small city,” “country village,” or “farm or home in countryside.”    

  Population Density.  Beyond an individual’s urban status, I also measure the effect of urban 

density on social movements
7
.  The ESS NUTS 2 data reports the number of people per square 

kilometer, which I then log for ease of interpretation.  This transformed variable ranges from 

0.69 to 8.79.   

Controls 

Finally, my models control for several factors common to any kind of behavioral 

analysis.  These include Sex (dichotomous, 1 if male), Age, and Immigrant Status (dichotomous, 

1 if foreign born).  Lastly, I account for some of the insights of political opportunity structure by 

controlling for the age of each country’s democratic system.  While the various countries of 

Europe are not all equally democratic, Europe is largely without a true autocracy.
8
  However, 

there remains a severe East-West divide in Europe that closely correlates with the historic 

communist bloc and the democratic states of Western Europe.  I include a dummy variable to 

account for this, 1 if country became democratic in the 1990s and 0 if the country was 

democratic prior to the 1990s as determined by World Polity IV.     

ANALYTICAL STRATEGY 

The following analysis fits a series of two-level logistic regressions, with individuals 

nested within NUTS 2 regions of the EU (Raudenbush & Byrk 2002).  Multilevel models allow 

                                                            
7 This variable was somewhat collinear with the urban variable, bu a variance inflation factor (VIF) test 
demonstrated the collinearity was not unacceptably skewing the standard errors or regression coefficients.   
8 Depending on how you feel about Belarus and Russia, but neither are in this sample anyway.   
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me to use regional variables and individual variables to better understand why values of the 

dependent variable differ across regions.  Before proceeding, however, I must first statistically 

justify the choice of a multilevel model.  Multilevel models introduce more complexity into 

determining coefficients and standard errors, so one must be sure the data actually demands it.  

To do this, I fit a series of one-way ANOVA with random effects models which include only 

outcome variables and test the degree to which each outcome varies across the level-two group.  

Significant coefficients thus indicate that there is significant and non-random variation across 

level two units, and multilevel modeling would be an improvement over non-hierarchal 

strategies.  I display these results in table 3.   

[Insert Table 3 Here] 

The coefficients for all four outcomes are significant, but of special interest is the likelihood ratio 

test for each model.  Table 3 shows that the results of these tests are highly significant for all four 

variables (p<.001), which means that the values of each variable differ significantly and non-

randomly across the countries in this sample.  The likelihood ratio test confirms that multi-level 

regression models are an improvement over standard, one-level models for all four outcomes.  

Therefore, I then construct a series of two-level, mixed effects logistic regressions models.  

Additionally, I ran a Hausman test which confirmed the superiority of multilevel modeling over 

a fixed-effects one level strategy (Baltagi 2011).   

Mixed-effects models are preferred to either fixed or random effects because they capture 

the most variation.  In these models, individuals are nested within ESS NUTS 2 regions.  

Because multilevel models default the intercept to zero (Raudenbush & Byrk 2002), I grand 

mean centered
9
 the following variables where it would not be intuitive to have a score of zero: 

age, education, unemployment, population density and GDP per capita.  Models 1-4 measure the 

                                                            
9 Centering does not change the interpretation of coefficients or odds ratios (Raudenbush & Byrk 2002).  
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effect of all individual and regional variables on the propensity of respondents to wear a protest 

badge, sign a petition, boycott a product or participate in a lawful demonstration.  When 

interpreting effects, I also present the odds ratio associated with each unstandardized coefficient.  

The odds ratio should be understood as the change in the likelihood of an individual participating 

in that form of activity based on a change of one unit in the predictor variable.  An odds ratio of 

1.00 implies no change at all, a value below 1 indicates the odds are lower, and a value greater 

than 1 indicates greater odds.  These odds ratios should be understood as the effect of each 

variable on individual behavior.  However, since people are not randomly assigned to countries 

and this must be controlled for, I use these regional variables to explain why the effect of 

individual predictors varies across countries.   

RESULTS 

My first task is establishing the extent of social movement activity in the countries of my 

sample.  Table 4 displays the percent of people in each country who report participating in each 

of the four outcomes of interest, while the last column, “All Activism” is an aggregation.  

Individuals participating in any of the previous activities are coded as 1.  I examine this variable 

purely for descriptive purposes, and it does not appear in any of my analytical models.   

[Insert Table 4 Here] 

As the table demonstrates, social movement activity varies immensely across the 20 countries of 

my sample.  When examining all forms of activism, the ESS reports a low of about 12% in 

Portugal to a high of about 63% in Norway.  There is clearly a great deal of variation across the 

EU when considering how common these activities are.  Additionally, the prevalence of each 

activity differs greatly across countries as well.  To better understand what factors lead to this 

variation, tables 5 and 6 display the results of my multilevel regression analysis.   
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[Insert Table 5 Here] 

[Insert Table 6 Here] 

I discuss my results in the order of each general theoretical perspective discussed in the 

literature review, beginning with grievances and relative depravation.  I find mixed but generally 

weak results for my satisfaction variables.  A one unit increase in economic satisfaction 

correlates with a 0.98 and 0.96 times lower likelihood of boycotting a product and participating 

in a demonstration, respectively.
10

  For satisfaction in the government, I find generally 

significant and negative effects.  Each one unit increase in this predictor correlates with a 

likelihood that is 0.95, 0.93 and 0.93 lower for signing a petition, boycotting a product or 

participation in a demonstration, respectfully.  While these are relatively small effects, the 

consistently negative direction indicates the happier people are with their government, the less 

likely these forms of political behavior become.  Satisfaction in democracy is significant for only 

two outcomes: protest badges and boycotts.  A one unit increase in the predictor is associated 

with a likelihood of boycotts that is 0.97 times as high and a likelihood of wearing a protest 

badge that is 1.03 times higher.  Regional unemployment is only significantly associated with 

one outcome: a 1.06 times greater likelihood of participating in a demonstration.  When these 

four variables are considered as a group, I find some significant associations but the magnitude 

of the coefficients demonstrates that these are weak effects.       

I next discuss my resource variables, some of which are measured at the individual level 

and some at the regional level.  I find consistently positive and significant effects of generalized 

trust on social movement activity.  A one unit increase in generalized trust is correlated with a 

1.08 times greater likelihood of wearing a protest badge, a 1.06 times greater likelihood of 

                                                            
10 These are very small magnitudes, so I hesitate to draw strong conclusions from something that may very well be 
due to the large sample size of each model.   
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signing a petition, 1.05 times greater likelihood of boycotting a product, and a 1.11 times greater 

likelihood of participating in a protest event.  It seems that trust in those around you is a 

necessary prerequisite for the development of a strong social movement society.  Next, I find that 

income is a consistently significant and positive predictor of social movement activism.  When 

compared to lower income individuals, middle income respondents are 1.34 times more likely to 

sign a petition and 1.14 times more likely to boycott a product.  When compared to the same 

reference group, upper income respondents are 1.22 times more likely to sign a petition and 1.22 

times more likely to boycott a product.  I find no significant effect for the other outcomes.  I also 

find that education is significantly and positively correlated with all four outcomes.  Finally, I 

consider regional GDP.  The effect of this variable is strongly positive and significant across all 

four models, although the strength of each coefficient is somewhat weak.  However, when you 

consider the large gaps between rich and poor areas of Europe (i.e. East and West), the effects 

add up rapidly.  Each increase of 1,000 Euros per capita increases the likelihood of wearing a 

protest badge by 1.03 times, signing a petition by 1.04 times, and boycotting products by 1.03 

times.  Wealthier, more resource-rich areas produce stronger social movement societies. 

The real contribution of this analysis, however, is the focus on urbanity and its influence 

on social movement sectors.  Testing both individual urban status and population density of the 

region in the same models helps isolate individual from regional effects.  I hypothesized that 

urban status and population density will significantly increase social movement activity, but the 

results are a little more complex than that.  Urban residents are 1.15, 1.15, 1.22 and 1.37 times 

more likely to wear a protest badge, sign a petition, boycott a product and participate in a 

demonstration.  At the regional level, I find that population density is correlated with a lower 

likelihood of wearing a protest badge (0.87) and boycotting a product, but a higher likelihood of 
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signing a petition (1.06) and taking part in a protest event (1.09).  Considering these results 

together, I conclude that dense urban areas do indeed encourage activism, and this effect is 

stronger for more severe forms of activism like protesting.    

Finally, I discuss my control variables.  I find that men are more likely than women to 

participate in a protest (1.30), but less likely to wear a protest badge (0.90), sign a petition (0.88) 

or boycott a product (0.93).  It seems that men are more likely to participate in stronger forms of 

activism, while women lean towards the milder forms, which are no less important.  This finding 

supports Kuumba’s idea that social movement activity is not gender neutral, but rather reflects 

the differing political cultures held by men and women (2001).  Next, I find that immigrants are 

significantly less likely to participate in all four forms of activism than their native-born 

counterparts, and the magnitude of these effects are massive.  This finding supports Koopman’s 

idea of “Contested Citizenship,” where even in the age of European integration citizenship is 

defined in many countries in a way that limits the social and political activity of foreign-born 

residents.  Moving on, I find that age is negatively correlated with wearing a protest badge, 

signing a petition and taking part in a protest, which supports the idea that there is a life-cycle of 

social movement activity, and as people age, they age out of certain activities (especially 

stronger forms).  If activism is an urban game, it is also a young person’s game.  Finally, I 

controlled for the role of new democracies in European society.  There is no effect on the first 

two outcomes (petitions and protest badges), but citizens are far less likely to boycott products 

(0.52) and protest (0.37) in the newer democracies of primarily Eastern Europe.   

DISCUSSION 

In sum, I find mixed support for the various ideas about what motivates social movement 

behavior, indicating that different forms of activism must indeed be analyzed separately.  
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Generalized trust increases the likelihood of wearing a badge, signing a petition, boycotting a 

product and protesting.  This demonstrates that collective action requires a preexisting base 

generalized trust.  This may be a reason why recent protests have been centered in Western 

European cities rather than Eastern Europe, where collective efficacy is generally much lower.
11

  

More specifically, the countries in the sample with the highest levels of generalized trust are 

mostly Northern European: Norway, Denmark, Sweden and Germany.  Conversely, former 

members of the Soviet Bloc like Slovakia, Poland and the Czech Republic all have levels of trust 

significantly below the overall sample mean.  A high level of social movement activity seems to 

be the consequence, not a cause of a society where people trust one another.  This finding is 

slightly sobering, as it calls into question the power of social movements in the areas that need 

social movements the most.  Without the requisite levels of trust, social movement organizations 

will struggle to motivate citizens to be actively involved in political activity.  Furthermore, I find 

that satisfaction with the core institutions of society acts as a weak buffer against movement 

activity.  While grievances certainly matter for social movement activity, satisfaction with 

material conditions is best understood in a supporting role to other theories rather than a primary 

explanation.  Grievances are not totally irrelevant, but they do not appear to be a strong 

motivator of social movement activity in modern Europe.   

 Resource mobilization suggests that areas with the greatest amount of resources should 

produce the healthiest social movement sectors, an idea for which I find strong support.  While 

higher incomes are generally associated with higher levels of social movement activity, the 

trends differ by outcome.  I find that regional GDP is indeed associated with a higher likelihood 

of social movement activism, positively influencing wearing a badge, signing a petition, 

                                                            
11 Ukraine deserves a massive asterisk here, where grassroots protest (among other factors) was a crucial factor in 
overthrowing the country’s government in 2013-2014.  Ukraine’s absence from this analysis is a shortcoming.   
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boycotting a product and protesting.  Wealthier areas produce more political and socially active 

citizens.  Additionally, I find a strong effect of education, as years of school is positively 

associated with all four outcomes.  Educated people are an important resource for social 

movement groups, as they tend to be better informed and earn higher incomes.  Regions with this 

crucial resource of educated people indeed produce higher levels of social movement activism.  

Once again, these findings lend support the idea that social movement activity is most common 

in societies with preexisting advantages – wealth, trust and social capital.   

 Finally, and most importantly, my findings advance previous research by examining the 

effect of urban status both individually and regionally on social movement activity.  Urban 

residents are more likely to wear protest badges, sign a petition, boycott products and participate 

in demonstrations.  Within urban areas, the residents of denser cities are more likely to be 

petition signers and protestors.  As hypothesized, European social movement activity has indeed 

centralized in cities.  Whereas no previous studies have demonstrated the explicitly urban nature 

of social movement activity, I demonstrate that the above activities become more likely for 

residents living in cities.  Over and above other explanatory factors, urban areas produce more 

activism in Europe.  What does this mean for the contemporary social movement landscape?     

From the perspective of social movement organizations, their time and precious resources 

seem best spent on organizing in cities.  This is not just because more people live in cities, either.  

Cities offer preferential access to resources: more educated people, more wealth and disposable 

income, and presumably a more informed populace.  Essentially, the building blocks of social 

movement organizations - people, money and free time - can all be found in greater abundance 

within cities.  Some SMOs are locally bounded and tied to one location (which may or may not 

be a large city), but for groups with geographical freedom, cities offer the better starting point.  
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Furthermore, while resources play an important part in determining an area’s social movement 

capacity, cities are an important part of this equation.  Cities modify the relationship between 

other social variables and their propensity to engage in social movement activity.  Thus, even 

though social movement activity seems to be the product of strong, healthy societies, I argue that 

cities help produce a more active social movement sector.   

 The timeframe of data collection is also worthy of some discussion here.  This version of 

the ESS contains data collected during the year 2009, which is important for two reasons.  First, 

2009 is generally accepted as the beginning of the ongoing austerity crisis in so many European 

nations, so this particular dataset demonstrates the activities of individuals as the protest wave 

was just starting to get underway.  It is, in essence, a baseline level of activism right as politics 

were becoming much more contentious.  This is important to isolate, because once protest waves 

get started, they often sustain themselves as more and more people join movements.  Therefore, 

analyzing data drawn from the beginning of a protest wave helps better isolate the effect of the 

variables of interest, uninfluenced by the emotions endemic to mass protest waves or times of 

unrest.  In other words, as protest waves take off, the price of activism is diffused and people are 

influenced by those around them, and while that process may be facilitated by urban spatiality, it 

isn’t all about cities anymore.  These results, then, should be understood as the individual and 

structural factors that help protest waves get off the ground.   

 This connects with the major finding of this study that cities produce more activism than 

non-urban areas.  If cities represent a preferential movement space for activism, then it should be 

no surprise that at the very beginning of a protest wave such as the one examined here, the 

activity will originate in cities.  Essentially, cities are simmering volcanoes, waiting for the right 

conditions to align but also creating those conditions.  Social movements can have a lot of 
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trouble getting off the ground and sustaining their activities.  Because cities house so many of the 

factors necessary for such activity, the eventually explosion of a protest wave will naturally be 

centered in cities, where the barriers to mobilization are limited.  This kind of a framework adds 

a new dimension to the current understanding of the role of cities in global and national society.           

CONCLUSIONS 

In conclusion, I find that contemporary activism in 20 countries of the European Union is 

best explained by urban status and resource levels, with citizen grievances playing a supporting 

role (as determined by the magnitude of the coefficients).  Of course, this study contains a few 

limitations I must address.  First, comparative studies of a broad geographical area are always 

limited to the areas of study.  My sample of twenty countries includes nations from all parts of 

the EU, but a few theoretically interesting countries are not included.  Ukraine, in particular, 

recently witnessed a large protest movement that toppled the government and exploded into 

armed conflict in the eastern part of the country.  I would be very interested to examine the 

determinants of Ukraine’s revolution in more detail.  This also speaks to a broader 

methodological issue - East Europe is underrepresented.   

Furthermore, my study does not explore how the protest culture of Europe has changed 

over time, or even if it has at all.  Specifically, some recent comparative work highlights the role 

of digital tools that allow social movement tactics to easily diffuse across vast geographical 

areas, such as the EU.  Much of this work draws from the theorizing of Keck & Sikkink, who 

describe how transnational networks of activism transform social movement organizations and 

the tactics they choose (1999).  Castells speaks of a growing network society that creates 

“networks of outrage,” reducing the cross-national barriers to movement activity (2015).  It is 

possible that the prevalence of petition signing and the boycotting of products are very much 
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linked to the proliferation of digital tools, or internet platforms that facilitate petition distribution 

and information about product boycotts
12

.  My work does not examine this potential link, but it is 

something research should seriously consider using longitudinal data in the future.    

 Overall, this study demonstrates the necessity of incorporating geography into analyses of 

social movement behavior.  While students of social movements do indeed study urban protests, 

it is rare to see urban status explicitly modeled.  Conversely, urban sociology rarely uses what is 

known about cities to contribute to the field of social movements.  My research demonstrates that 

cities act as enablers for social movement activity and house citizens more likely to be socially 

and politically active.  Therefore, urban status is a variable which can no longer be ignored in 

this kind of research.  Europe, already widely urbanized, represents the pinnacle of this idea.  

However, with the world rapidly urbanizing, cities will increasingly be the lived experience of 

the world’s inhabitants, and we need to better understand how this changes what we know about 

social movement activity.  This kind of theoretical framework demands the continued use of 

multilevel modeling, which is not yet common in social movement studies.   

 However, when the findings of this research are considered together, it seems that social 

movement activity is increasingly a consequence of stable societies, not something that emerges 

as a strong causal factor in strengthening societies.  This raises serious question about the future 

of movement activism, not just in Europe but all over the world.  For low and middle income 

nations, such as those found in Southeast Asia or Latin America, the increasing amount of wealth 

and resources coalescing in cities may create a type of opportunity not seen in these countries 

before.  This is a testable hypothesis, and my future research will examine this question outside 

of Europe.  As it stands, however, these findings add a great deal to the current understanding of 

social movement activity in contemporary Europe. 

                                                            
12 I thank the anonymous reviewer who brought this to my attention.   
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APPENDIX B: TABLES & FIGURES 

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics by Country 

  N Groups 

Belgium 1,629 11 

Switzerland 1,412 7 

Czech Rep. 2,181 14 

Germany 2,829 16 

Denmark 1,497 5 

Estonia 1,632 5 

Spain 1,771 18 

Finland 1,782 18 

France 1,690 21 

Great Britain 2,106 12 

Greece 2,624 13 

Hungary 1,351 20 

Ireland 2,364 8 

Netherlands 1,707 12 

Norway 1,376 6 

Poland 1,590 16 

Portugal 1,896 5 

Sweden 1,368 21 

Slovenia 1,287 12 

Slovakia 1,657 8 

Total 35,749 248 
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Table 2: Descriptive Statistics of All Dependent, Independent and Control Variables.   

Variable Mean S.d. Min Max 

Contact Politician 0.14 0.35 0 1 

Work for Party 0.04 0.19 0 1 

Wore Badge 0.07 0.26 0 1 

Sign Petition 0.21 0.41 0 1 

Boycott Product 0.16 0.37 0 1 

Demonstration 0.06 0.24 0 1 

Trust in Others 5.07 2.40 0 10 

Satisfaction (econ.) 4.12 2.55 0 10 

Satisfaction (gov.) 3.91 2.45 0 10 

Satisfaction (dem.) 5.02 2.51 0 10 

Urban 0.32 0.47 0 1 

Middle Income 0.33 0.47 0 1 

Upper Income 0.43 0.49 0 1 

Sex 0.47 0.50 0 1 

Age 48.08 18.33 15 101 

Immigrant Status 0.08 0.28 0 1 

Education (years) 12.50 4.14 0 50 

Unemployment 8.83 4.20 2.1 26.2 

Population Density (log) 4.98 1.26 0.69 8.79 

Regional GDP (log) 35.86 17.50 12.26 84.59 

New Democracy 0.27 0.44 0 1 
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Table 3: One Way ANOVA with Random Effects Models for All Dependent Variables.   
 

 Model 1: Model 2: Model 3: Model 4: 

  

Wore 

 Badge 

Sign  

Petition 

Boycott  

Product 

Participate  

In Demonstration 

Coef. -2.766*** -1.550*** -1.889*** -3.100*** 

Std. Error (0.061) (0.065) (0.066) (0.074) 

     RE Parameter 0.827 0.958 0.976 1.000 

Std. Error 0.050 0.054 0.052 0.061 

     LR Test 1346.96*** 2724.20*** 2787.36*** 1167.38*** 

N 35749 35749 35749 35749 

Groups 248 248 248 248 
*p<.05   **(p<.01)   ***(p<.001). 

Standard Errors presented in parentheses.  
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Table 4: Percent of ESS Respondents at National Level Participating in Each Type of Social 

Movement Activism, 2010.   

Country 

Protest 

Badge 

Sign 

Petition 

Boycott 

Product Protest 

All 

Activism 

Belgium  7.12 20.87 9.27 6.51 35.42 

Switzerland  4.82 32.72 28.19 3.9 50.64 

Czech Rep.  3.67 16.6 10.59 4.54 31.96 

Germany  5.02 30.72 28.42 8.7 52.67 

Denmark  8.48 30.13 22.51 7.75 52.51 

Estonia  4.96 8.27 9.56 2.02 27.94 

Spain  10.45 26.76 11.74 18.69 42.07 

Finland  17.34 28.4 33.89 1.4 60.83 

France  10.12 29.29 29.23 17.46 53.79 

Great Britain  6.55 29.82 21.42 2.61 44.49 

Greece  3.13 5.11 11.93 10.44 23.06 

Hungary  2.74 3.03 6.44 2.66 18.21 

Ireland  5.03 15.14 9.26 6.77 28.89 

Netherlands  3.69 26.42 10.02 2.4 41.42 

Norway  28.27 36.34 19.91 9.81 63.81 

Poland  5.79 11.95 5.53 2.2 21.32 

Portugal  2.06 5.91 2.11 3.11 11.87 

Sweden  19.88 38.45 36.48 5.26 63.23 

Slovenia  2.87 8.39 5.75 2.18 20.59 

Slovakia  4.16 21.24 6.82 1.93 29.03 

Total  7.32 20.96 15.98 6.25 38.29 
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Table 5: Multilevel Mixed-Effects Logistic Regression Results of All Variables on Contacting 

Politician and Wearing a Protest Badge 

*p<.05   **(p<.01)   ***(p<.001). 

Standard Errors presented in parentheses.  

Odds ratios presented underneath coefficients. 

a: reference is rural.  b: reference is lower income.  c: reference is female.   

d: reference group is native born citizen.   e: reference group is older democracy.   

 

 

Model 1: 

Sign Petition  

Model 2: Wear a 

 Wear Protest Badge 

   b (s.e.) b (s.e.) 

Grievances     

Satisfaction (Econ.)  0.000 (0.009) 0.009 (0.013) 

 

1.000  1.009 

 Satisfaction (Govt.) -0.054*** (0.009) -0.021 (0.013) 

 

0.948  0.979 

 Satisfaction (Dem.)   0.002 (0.008) 0.028* (0.012) 

 

1.002  1.028 

 Unemployment 0.016 (0.014) 0.019 (0.013) 

 

1.016  1.019 

 Resources     

General Trust 0.066*** (0.007) 0.079*** (0.011) 

 

1.068  1.083 

 Middle Income (b) 0.293*** (0.040) -0.006 (0.059) 

 

1.341  0.994 

 High Income (b) 0.196*** (0.040) -0.010 (0.059) 

 

1.217  0.990 

 Regional GDP (log) 0.034*** (0.005) 0.020*** (0.005) 

 1.035  1.020  

Education  0.098*** (0.004) 0.071*** (0.006) 

 

1.103  1.073 

 Urbanization   

  Urban (a) 0.139*** (0.034) 0.143** (0.051) 

 1.149  1.153  

Population Density  0.061 (0.039) -0.174*** (0.037) 

 

1.062  0.840 

 Controls   

  Sex (c) -0.132*** (0.028) -0.101** (0.043) 

 0.877  0.904  

Age -0.008*** (0.001) -0.011*** (0.001) 

 

0.992  0.989 

 Immigrant Status (d) -0.588*** (0.056) -0.481*** (0.088) 

 

0.555  0.618 

 New Democracy (e)  -0.273 (0.175) -0.255 (0.166) 

 

0.761  0.775 

 Constant -4.192*** (0.407) -3.58*** (0.395) 

RE Parameter 0.459 (0.055) 0.317 (0.045) 

N 35,749  35,749  

Groups  248  248 
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Table 6: Multilevel Mixed-Effects Logistic Regression Results of All Variables on Boycotting a 

Product and Participating in a Demonstration: 

 

Model 3: 

Boycott Product 

 

Model 4: 

Participate in Demonstration 

   b (s.e.) b  (s.e.) 

Grievances      

Satisfaction (Econ.)  -0.019* (0.010) -0.043** (0.014) 

 

0.981 

 

0.958 

 Satisfaction (Govt.) -0.071*** (0.010) -0.071*** (0.014) 

 

0.932 

 

0.931 

 Satisfaction (Dem.)   -0.029** (0.009) -0.020 (0.012) 

 

0.972 

 

0.980 

 Unemployment -0.008 (0.016) 0.060*** (0.017) 

 

0.992 

 

1.062 

 Resources     

General Trust 0.050*** (0.008) 0.100*** (0.012) 

 1.051  1.106  

Middle Income (b) 0.132** (0.044) 0.049 (0.065) 

 1.142  1.050  

Upper Income (b) 0.200*** (0.044) 0.046 (0.065) 

 

1.222 

 

1.047 

 Regional GDP (log) 0.024*** (0.006) 0.006 (0.006) 

 1.025  1.006  

Education  0.117*** (0.004) 0.087*** (0.006) 

 

1.125 

 

1.091 

 Urbanization     

Urban (a)  0.201*** (0.038) 0.320*** (0.055) 

 1.222  1.377  

Population Density  -0.104* (0.044) 0.086*** (0.049) 

 

0.901 

 

1.090 

 Controls     

Sex (c)  -0.069* (0.031) 0.265*** (0.046) 

 

0.934 

 

1.304 

 Age 0.002 (0.001) -0.016*** (0.001) 

 

1.002 

 

0.984 

 Immigrant Status (d) -0.334*** (0.059) -0.309*** (0.087) 

 

0.716 

 

0.734 

 New Democracy (e) -0.669** (0.201) -0.991*** (0.217) 

 0.512  0.371  

Constant -3.458*** (0.465) -4.584*** (0.503) 

RE Parameters 0.615 (0.069) 0.615 (0.084) 

N 35,749  35,749  

Groups  248  248  

*p<.05   **(p<.01)   ***(p<.001). 

Standard Errors presented in parentheses.  

Odds ratios presented underneath coefficients.   

a: reference is rural.  b: reference is lower class.  c: reference is female.   

d: reference group is native born citizens.   e: reference group is older democracy 
 


