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ABSTRACT

This study investigates how different kinds of non-governmental organisa-
tions (NGOs), operating in different national political contexts, perceive 
and use the Internet as a political space. The political space concept, as 
defi ned here, encompasses two dimensions of Internet use: one external, 
where organisations use the Internet for online activism and campaigning, 
and one internal, signifying organisational use of the Internet to promote 
engagement and interactivity with members and/or supporters. Another 
question raised is whether Internet use for political purposes by NGOs 
varies between different national political contexts. Moreover, do the or-
ganisations believe that the Internet has affected their political infl uence to 
any extent? The empirical data consist of the results of two surveys, one 
directed primarily to American NGOs, the other explicitly comparative, 
analysing NGOs in Sweden and the USA. Furthermore, content analyses of 
NGO websites have been conducted and additive indexes constructed. The 
fi ndings of the study suggest that, overall, the Internet is most important 
to the studied organisations as a space for external political initiatives. 
There were, however, important differences in this regard, which could be 
related to the organisations’ national political contexts. For example, the 
American NGOs have oriented their websites primarily towards relatively 
superfi cial forms of member involvement, while the Swedish NGOs provided 
more interactive grassroots features on their websites. Regarding political 
infl uence, the Internet arguably has the potential to make the most dramatic 
difference by reinforcing the organisations’ offl ine political activities. The 
present results indicate that, despite the possible converging effect of the 
Internet on NGO political activism, national political culture exerts an 
inescapable infl uence on how the Internet is used as a political space by the 
studied organisations.

Keywords: Internet, ICTs, politics, cyber politics, NGOs, political  culture, 
national political context, online activism, advocacy, interactivity,  social 
movements, political infl uence, globalisation, civil society, global civil 
 society.
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1. Introduction 

February 1998 saw the start of an international storm of protest among social 

movements, civil society groups and individual citizens against the long-prepared 

plans for a Multilateral Agreement on Investment and Trade (MAI). The 

objective of the MAI, which was prepared for three years by trade ministers from 

the 29 member states of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (OECD), was to facilitate international trade. Many non-

governmental organisations (NGOs), however, criticised the MAI for promoting 

corporate power at the expense of national sovereignty, environmental concern 

and labour rights. The MAI protests spread quickly via the Internet, which 

provided information about, and the full text of, the agreement. Individuals and 

organisations around the world used the Internet to disseminate action alerts 

and petitions, and to organise offline protest activities, such as street 

demonstrations (Ayres 1999, Deibert 2000: 261–264). In total, 600 NGOs from 

approximately 70 nations were estimated to have participated in a series of 

demonstrations and protest meetings; France responded by interposing its veto, 

and the agreement was abandoned in December 1998 (Smith and Smythe 2001). 

The MAI protests represent one of the first and best-known examples of 

Internet use for political purposes, conducted and coordinated at a large scale by 

civil society groups and organisations. Other examples have followed. The mass 

protests during the World Trade Organisation (WTO) meeting in Seattle in 1999 

are another famous manifestation of the power of the Internet, together with the 

International Campaign to Ban Landmines, which received the Nobel Peace Prize 

in 1997. In the first decade of the twenty-first century, large demonstrations have 

been held in Prague (2000), organised by the alter-globalisation movement, and 

during the EU summit in Gothenburg and the G8 meeting in Genoa (2001), all 

representing civil society responses to the inter-governmental meetings held in 

these cities at the same times (della Porta and Diani 2006; Bennett 2004, 2005; 

Christensen 2006). The media also extensively covered the worldwide 

demonstrations against the planned US intervention in Iraq in 2003 (Olesen 

2005). In addition, the World Social Forum, gathering thousands of civil society 

groups and activists, has been organised annually, as a grassroots demonstration 

19



against the World Economic Forum meetings. Apart from such spectacular and 

large-scale mobilisations of political protest, international NGOs such as Amnesty 

International, Human Rights Watch, Greenpeace and World Wildlife Fund, 

initiate online political action on an ongoing basis, via their websites and by 

communicating with members and/or supporters in online networks. Similar 

activities are also found among smaller, lesser-known NGOs. Taken together, 

these and many other examples suggest that the Internet can play an important 

role, serving as a political tool and space for civil society groups and possibly also 

strengthening their political influence.  

The growing literature on information and communication technologies 

(ICTs) and politics from a civil society perspective has tended to focus primarily 

on case studies of particularly successful organisations and campaigns. This could 

be because the research field still is relatively new, and such positive examples of 

Internet use by NGOs are usefully cited in building general knowledge of the 

Internet as a political space. However, many other interesting aspects of the 

Internet as a political space for civil society groups merit attention in future 

research. For example, how do NGOs value the Internet as a political space on a 

more regular, everyday basis? How and to what extent do civil society groups and 

organisations use the Internet to develop contacts with, and promote engagement 

among, their members and/or supporters? Furthermore, our increasingly 

globalising era raises the question of whether there might be convergence in how 

NGOs use the Internet for political purposes. How important are aspects of 

national political cultures online? These and other questions, broadly taken, form 

the point of departure for the present study. In what follows, we will take a closer 

look at some of the societal and political changes that may have paved the way to 

increasing Internet use for political purposes among civil society groups and 

organisations. Thereafter, the aim and research questions of the study will be 

presented in more detail. Finally, an outline of the study and a brief description of 

subsequent chapters is provided. 

 

 

20



1.1. A political landscape in change 

The use of the Internet as a political space should not be considered merely the 

result of recent technological innovations, but also as related to more profound 

changes in politics and in political participation. The current globalisation process 

has prompted scholarly debate, involving contrasting views of globalisation (Beck 

1998). In this regard, Held et al. (1999: 3–10) distinguish three main perspectives, 

which they denote as the hyperglobalist, sceptical and transformationalist theses. 

The hyperglobalists (e.g., Ohmae 1995) conceive of globalisation as primarily an 

economic phenomenon, in which global capital flows help diminish the autonomy 

of nation states. In contrast, the sceptics (e.g., Hirst and Thompson 1996) claim 

that globalisation is a myth, and that we instead are witnessing a period of 

intensified internationalisation. The sceptics emphasise that nation states still 

regulate most international activities, even in the economic field. Moreover, they 

argue that we are currently undergoing a process of regionalisation rather than 

globalisation, in which world trade is developing within certain regions, and 

where inequalities between regions at a global level are contributing to the 

emergence of fundamentalism and clashes between civilisations, as described by 

Huntington (1996). Finally, the transformationalist thesis, represented, for 

example, by Giddens (1990), Scholte (1993) and Castells (1996), understands 

globalisation as a longstanding historical process that cannot easily be related to a 

specific goal or ideal scenario, such as ‘the end of the nation state’ as suggested by 

the hyperglobalists. According to the transformationalists, the formerly clear 

distinctions between the national and international levels have become somewhat 

unclear. Moreover, new political actors are emerging at a global level, such as 

transnational corporations (TNCs), intergovernmental organisations (IGOs) and 

transnational social movements (TSMs).  

In relation to these three perspectives on globalisation, the discussions and 

analysis in this study lies closest to what Held at al. (1999) denote the 

transformationalist thesis, so we will consider this perspective is somewhat greater 

detail. The emergence of new political actors in the global arena, in combination 

with increasing citizen individualisation, has contributed to what is sometimes 

described as a changing political landscape. In this new landscape, national 

political decisions have increasingly become more dependent on factors such as 
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global capital flows and decisions of other powerful actors at a global level, such 

as multinational corporations and international governmental organisations. One 

of the more influential definitions of globalisation has been formulated by Held et 

al., who describe it as  

 

a process (or set of processes) which embodies a transformation in the spatial 
organization of social relations and transactions – assessed in terms of their 
extensity, intensity, velocity and impact – generating transcontinental or 
interregional flows and networks of activity, interaction, and the exercise of 
power. (Held et al. 1999: 16) 

 

Rather than a single process, globalisation denotes a number of parallel economic, 

cultural, and political processes of change. The globalisation of politics emerged 

after the end of the Second World War, and is characterised by three interrelated 

phenomena: 1) the emergence of new media, facilitating global communication; 2) 

the emergence of transnational networks, consisting of individuals, groups and 

organisations, and 3) the emergence of new organisations and institutions at a 

global level (Thörn 2006: 4–5; see also Kaldor 2003). Parallel to this 

development, the political importance of civil society actors has increased 

considerably in recent decades. Rosenau (1990) has described these changes as a 

development from international to post-international politics. This development 

implies, among other things, that nation states are no longer the dominant actors 

they used to be at the international political level, but must share the arena with 

international governmental organisations (IGOs), transnational corporations 

(TNCs) and transnational social and political movements (Rosenau and Singh 

2002). 

In line with the globalisation of culture and politics, is it also correct to 

speak of a globalising civil society? Discussion of whether we are witnessing the 

emergence of a global civil society began in the early 1990s. Although social 

movements have been working on global issues long before globalisation and 

global civil society became catchwords in social science research, cooperation and 

networking between organisations around the world have been considerably 

facilitated in recent years, partly by the use of global communication media such 

as the Internet, partly by less expensive travel (Brundin 2002). According to 

Scholte, global civil society can be understood as 
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A trans-planetary political space where associations of citizens seek, from 
outside political parties, to shape the rules that govern one or another area 
of social life. Global civil society is therefore an arena of planetary 
proportions where people in groups practice a prototypical global 
citizenship in efforts to uphold or change the regulations and structures that 
mark the reigning social order. (Scholte 2007: 18–19; see also Scholte 1999) 
 

Scholte’s and others’ definitions of global civil society share the concern that the  

globalisation process has drawn attention to global problems, such as AIDS and 

environmental degradation, which demand international political cooperation in 

order to be solved. It has, however, been questioned whether current 

developments in civil society represent a truly global process. Edwards and 

Gaventa emphasise that one cannot yet speak of a global citizenship or a global 

state, although the issues advocated by social movements may be global: ‘there are 

few global citizens to constitute a global civil society in the deepest meaning of 

that term’ (2001: 2). In contrast, Anheier et al. argue that a transnational civil 

society has already existed for centuries, and that this term is inadequate to 

describe the current situation, as ‘[a]ll one needs to be trans-national is a single 

border-crossing’ (2001: 16). This position could be compared with that of 

Thörn, who argues that 

 
The concept of global civil society does not imply that all men and women 
on earth have equal access to its institutions or are parts of its processes (or 
are equally affected by them), but that it is a social space spanning all 
continents; and that it cannot be reduced to a set of relations between a 
number of nation-states. (Thörn 2007: 903) 

 

The globalisation process includes most countries in the world, albeit in different 

ways and to different extents. At present, the world can be divided into different 

categories of nations, which to varying degrees have become globalised in 

previous decades. Held et al. (1999) denote this phenomenon as ‘clusters of 

globalisation’, implying that while some countries dominate the globalisation 

process, others primarily suffer its effects.1 The existence of clusters of 

globalisation can also be related to Internet access and use, which follows 

traditional patterns of educational levels and affluence between Northern and 

Southern parts of the world and is denoted the ‘digital divide’. There are, 

however, several dimensions to the digital divide. Norris (2001), for example, 

                                                
1 See also Bauman 1998. 
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distinguishes between global, social and democratic digital divides, the last two 

dimensions being found at a domestic level even in countries with high levels of 

Internet connectivity. There is a gap as regards both the social groups making 

most extensive use of the Internet and the groups using the Internet specifically 

for political purposes. Any discussion of the relationship between ICTs and 

democracy, or ICTs and politics, needs to take this aspect into consideration.  

The concept of politics has broadened over the years and, from focusing 

primarily on electoral activities and participation in political parties, has come to 

encompass activity outside of institutional political structures, performed by 

social movement groups, organisations and networks. This changing concept of 

politics has also been described as a shift from government to governance. From a 

civic perspective, it could be argued that a consequence of this shift is a need to 

find new ways of political participation and protest, to affect decisions that could 

not be addressed through national parliaments. One way of doing this is by 

joining NGOs, or other civil society groups or networks. Several NGOs have over 

the years become important political actors, partly as a result of their expertise 

and knowledge regarding local and global issues.  

Overall, civic engagement tends to be less permanent today than it used to 

be. Giddens uses the concept ‘life-politics’ to denote this new politics of lifestyle, 

which ‘concerns disputes and struggles about how (as individuals and as collective 

humanity) we should live in a world where what used to be fixed either by nature 

or tradition is now subject to human decisions’ (Giddens 1994: 14–15). Giddens 

distinguishes between life-politics and emancipatory politics, the latter 

representing the aims of classical political ideologies such as conservatism, 

liberalism and radicalism, striving to liberate groups of people whose life 

opportunities are being hindered for various reasons. Life-politics differs from 

emancipatory politics in that it criticises the effects of the modernisation process. 

Rather than liberating people, life-politics is occupied with choices and lifestyles, 

and with how we as citizens should live in a changing world (1997: 248–253). 

Along similar lines, Beck (1992) has launched the concept ‘sub-politics’ to denote 

political actions and activities not necessarily taking place in a traditional political 

environment. One example of this is consumer politics, in which people act 

politically as consumers by refusing to buy goods from specific countries or 
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companies of which they are critical, regarding, for example, their politics or work 

on environmental issues or labour rights (Micheletti 2003, Sörbom 2002). Other 

observers describe the changing forms of political values, and the shift from 

‘bread-and-butter issues’ to more lifestyle-oriented issues, in terms of post-

materialism (Barnes and Kaase 1979) and post-modernisation (Inglehart 1997). 

All these changes share a focus on increased individualisation, as well as the 

emergence of new political values.  

Parallel to the abovementioned changes in what is perceived as politics, the 

forms of political participation have also changed. Barnes and Kaase’s (1979) 

classical definition of protest politics, as an unconventional form of political 

expression, is still accepted by many political scientists. Some observers, however, 

argue that it is growing obsolete, since these forms of political expression are 

increasingly common among citizens: 

 
The 1999–2001 World Values Survey indicates that about 40% of the 
public have participated in a demonstration in countries such as Sweden, 
Belgium and the Netherlands. The proportion of those who have engaged in 
demonstrations has more than doubled since the mid 1970s. Similar 
observations can be made about the widespread practice of consumer 
politics, while petitioning has also become far more common. (Norris 2005: 
11) 

 

What kinds of politics, then, can be found on the Internet, and what actors and 

activities are of particular interest in the present study? These questions will be 

addressed in the following section. 

 

1.2. Politics on the Internet 

The development of the Internet and of other ICTs can be regarded as an 

important prerequisite for and driving force of the current globalisation process 

(Castells 1996, Anheier et al. 2001, Rosenau and Singh 2002). A plethora of 

political actors and activities can be found online, including representatives of the 

formal political system, such as political parties, governments and international 

governmental organisations (IGOs), and, on the other hand, representatives of 

civil society, such as NGOs and other civil society groups and networks (Norris 

2002, Ferdinand 2000). Political activities on the Internet, from a civil society 

perspective, include external activities such as online activism and campaigning, 
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networking and coordination of offline political campaigning. Apart from this, 

the Internet can also be used by NGOs for internal political purposes, to promote 

and deepen involvement on the part of their members and supporters, for 

example, via bulletin boards or discussion forums (Brundin 2007).2 

When the Internet spread to a broader user base in Western societies in the 

1990s, expectations were high regarding its potential to deepen political 

engagement and participation on the part of the public. At a time characterised by 

increasing political disengagement, new ICTs were heralded as a possible way to 

turn the negative trend by reengaging citizens in politics via electronic voting or 

political discussions on community websites (Barber 1999; Kersting and 

Baldersheim 2004). Although most discussion at the time centred on conventional 

forms of politics, the importance of the Internet as a political instrument for social 

movements and other civil society groups was also emphasised. Some observers 

even suggested that the Internet might have its most dramatic effects in non-

established political structures: 

 

[…] this digital information environment has the capacity to alter the 
structure of opportunities for communication and information in civic 
society. In this environment a culture is provided that is particularly 
conducive for alternative social movements […] and transnational advocacy 
networks seeking to organize and mobilize dispersed groups for collective 
action. (Norris 2001:191)3 

 

Naturally, the Internet is not the first communication tool used for political 

purposes at a large scale; it was preceded by the use of telephone trees and later, in 

the 1980s, by fax machines. Many observers, however, cite the Internet’s potential 

to become a far more important tool and space for civil society actors than 

previous technological innovations have been (Naughton 1999; Hick et al 2000; 

Warkentin 2001; Meikle 2002). Several motives can be identified in this respect. 

To begin with, the Internet facilitates meso-mobilisation, or the creation of non-

hierarchical networks of NGOs and social movements, and also reduces the 

importance of geographical distances. Second, the Internet reduces the costs to 

civil society actors of conducting political action. Third, the Internet enables 

                                                
2 The distinction between internal and external political action on the Internet has been borrowed from 
Lusoli and Ward (2004).  
3 See also Castells 1997: 352–362. 
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activists to explain the motives of their actions themselves, making them less 

dependent on how they are portrayed in traditional news media. Finally, civil 

society actors can use the Internet to bypass governmental institutions and 

mobilise activists around the world against global political actors such as 

multinational corporations and/or institutions (Scott and Street 2001: 46–47; 

Olesen 2002). In this respect, however, it is notable that political action on the 

Internet is often performed interactively with traditional news media, as NGOs 

need publicity for their political activities and campaigns, while the news media are 

constantly seeking news stories (Kaldor 2003: 94). In other words, NGOs still 

depend on traditional media to raise support and to recruit more people to their 

campaigns. Without broad coverage in traditional news media, it is doubtful 

whether the MAI and other protests mentioned by way of introduction would 

have been as successful as they were.  

Scholarly approaches to the Internet and its potential to change politics 

range from the perspective that the Internet represents no less than a revolution in 

human development (Castells 1996), to the opposite view, that the Internet 

actually represents nothing new and that politics is continuing as usual (Margolis 

and Resnick 2000). Two hypotheses repeatedly invoked in discussions of the 

Internet and political participation are the mobilisation and reinforcement 

hypotheses. The mobilisation hypothesis holds that the Internet will mobilise new 

groups of citizens who have previously not involved themselves in politics. The 

reinforcement hypothesis claims, more pessimistically, that the Internet is more 

likely to reinforce existing patterns of political participation, with the result that 

primarily well-educated individuals from higher socio–economic groups will 

benefit politically from the Internet. By analysing large datasets, Norris (1999, 

2000) has found that affluent citizens tend to be more active on the Internet, 

which supports the reinforcement hypothesis.4 Norris’ results do not stand 

unchallenged, however. Krueger (2002) argues that the arguments in favour of 

the reinforcement hypothesis are based on the current state of Internet use. Even 

though more affluent and well-educated citizens indeed dominate the groups 

using the Internet for political purposes in this initial phase, this pattern might 

well change in the future. Krueger criticises the supporters of the reinforcement 

                                                
4 See also Gibson et al 2002; Gibson et al 2005; and Ward et al 2005. 

27



thesis for applying a static approach to Internet use. Furthermore, Greenberg 

(1999) emphasises that Norris’ conclusion is based on individual datasets. What, 

asks Greenberg, would be the effect of analysing the Internet from the point of 

view of political groups or institutions rather than of individuals? Resource-poor 

groups might use the Internet to access information on various issues, but also to 

recruit new members and facilitate political mobilisation. Generally stated, the 

present study will examine how different kinds of NGOs use the Internet for 

political purposes (a more detailed presentation of the aim is found in the 

following section). In doing so, we will investigate whether the Internet helps 

diminish differences between, for example, small and large organisations as 

regards political mobilisation and campaigning.  

Political activism and campaigning tend to play a prominent role in external 

political action taken by NGOs. Computerised political activism can be traced 

back to the mid 1980s, when the first version of PeaceNet first enabled activists to 

communicate across national borders with relative ease and speed (Wray 1998). 

A distinction can be made between Internet-based and Internet-enhanced protest 

actions. The former denotes actions performed directly on the Internet (such as e-

mail petitions or action alerts), while the latter denotes activities performed offline 

(such as street demonstrations), where the Internet functions primarily as an 

instrument for disseminating information and coordinating collective activities 

(Vegh 2003: 71–72). Denning (2001) distinguishes online activism, ‘hacktivism’ 

and cyberterrorism as three main categories of Internet activism. Online activism 

is the broadest category, and includes the collection and exchange of information, 

electronic publications, dialogue between activists, coordination of action and 

direct lobbying of decision-makers (Denning 2001). Another kind of Internet 

activism is political hacking, or ‘hacktivism’. Hacktivists differ from online 

activists in that they use hacking techniques against their adversaries’ websites to 

disturb their normal operations, but not cause serious damage. Examples of 

hacktivist strategies are web sit-ins and virtual blockades, where intense Internet 

traffic is generated in order to hinder other visitors from accessing the target 

website. Another hacktivist strategy is the denial-of-service attack, in which 

thousands of messages are simultaneously sent to the target server. Web hacking 

and computer break-ins to modify texts and messages on websites, as well as 
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computer viruses and worms are other common hacktivist strategies (Denning 

2001; Jordan 2002, 2007; Chadwick 2006). A sub-category of hacktivism is 

electronic civil disobedience (ECD). Unlike hacktivists, ECD activists do not strive 

for anonymity in their operations. Hacktivism and ECD also differ from online 

activism in that they are more often performed by individuals rather than specific 

groups (Wray 1998: 7–10). Cyberterrorism represents a third category of 

Internet activism; it is attracting increasing attention as many Western societies are 

growing more dependent on ICTs, and are therefore also becoming more 

vulnerable to cyber attacks. Cyberterrorism includes obstructive activities, such as 

the creation of severe forms of computer viruses and the sabotage of important 

societal functions on the Internet (Denning 2002, Arquilla and Ronfeldt 2001). 

The distinction between acts of hacktivism and cyberterrorism is not clear. While 

the targets of hacktivist actions may consider all such cyber sabotage as acts of 

cyberterrorism, hacktivists themselves conceive them as a kind of civil 

disobedience that they have a moral right to perform.  

Yet another example of politicised Internet use is the Open Source 

movement, which is based in hacker culture but aims to provide and develop free 

computer software, in opposition to large corporate actors and in solidarity with 

Internet users worldwide (Söderberg 2007; Castells 2001). In relation to the 

abovementioned categories of Internet politics, the organisations focused on in 

this research represent more traditional civil society actors, in the sense that they 

use online activism and electronic civil disobedience rather than hacktivism and do 

not fall into the category of cyberterrorists.  

It has been argued that the distinction between global and national NGOs is 

no longer relevant, as almost all organisations have some kinds of relationships 

or contacts across national borders (Kaldor 2003: 82). Does this mean that the 

political strategies and methods for achieving political influence chosen by NGOs 

also are relatively similar from one country to another? Not necessarily. 

Differences have been observed in how civil society actors act politically in 

different countries, both online and offline. It has, for example, been suggested 

that American NGOs tend to use online activism more frequently than their 

European counterparts, even though general access to the Internet on the part of 

the public is about the same on the two continents (Bennett 2002). Technological 
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opportunity structures, such as public access to broadband delivery and 

organisational size and affluence, can explain some of these differences. Telephone 

costs can also be an important determinant of Internet use, as these costs have 

traditionally have been higher in Europe than in the USA (Norris 2001: 57). Lane 

goes so far as to argue that 

 

[t]he persistence of metered telecommunications in Europe undermines 
innovative Internet development. Many new ideas and models for Internet 
use that come from the United States, such as community rooms and even 
family communications systems, are built upon the assumption of ‘online, 
real-time, all-the-time’ access. Paying per minute discourages such 
developments. (Lane 2000: 117) 

 

It should be noted that both Bennett’s and Lane’s observations, referred to above, 

were made some years ago, and that rapid development has since occurred. For 

example, the number of Swedish Internet users with access to broadband delivery 

has increased continuously in recent years, which in turn may have contributed to 

a shift in Internet use in important respects. Apart from differences in 

technological infrastructure, cultural differences may also be instrumental in 

explaining how civil society actors act politically. Most organisations, whether 

global or national, have some kinds of relationships with and strategies towards 

governmental institutions in both their home and target countries. In Dahlgren’s 

words:  

[e]ven if many movements today operate in transnational contexts, the impact 
of national, regional and local political cultures can still be of relevance. 
Thus, even global movements articulate in complex ways with dominant 
national political cultures. (Dahlgren 2004: xiv) 

 

The relationship between global politics and national political cultures, noted by 

Dahlgren in the above quotation, is highly relevant to the present study and to its 

focus on how NGOs use the Internet for political purposes. Can we speak of 

converging repertoires of political action online? How important is political culture 

in a digital environment? Little research has hitherto been conducted into this issue. 

The importance of national political cultures relative to concurrent, contradictory 

forces, such as cultural and political globalisation, is something to which we will 

return in chapter 3. 
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At a general level, it has been argued that the barriers to political participation 

have been lowered by the Internet, as online interaction and activism can be 

conducted instantly, at any time of day or night. ‘Armchair activism’ and ‘mouse-

click activism’ have been coined as somewhat sarcastic descriptions of online 

political activism, alluding to the apparent passivity of such political action. The 

voices critical of Internet activism, questioning whether it should be considered 

‘real’ political action, however, are considerably fewer today than they were some 

years ago. This could be because the Internet has become widely used by activists, 

while traditional street protests have remained prominent in NGO political 

repertoires.  

Deeper participation can be achieved through the use of interactive website 

features such as discussion forums and chat rooms; these can be used both 

vertically, i.e., between members/supporters and NGO elites, and horizontally, i.e., 

between members:  

 

Studies of traditional forms of participation indicate the importance of 
regular contact with an organisation for maintaining members’ interest and 
rates of participation. Theoretically, this should be easier via application of 
ICTs. The interactivity, speed and networking potential of ICT participation 
could actually enhance the quality of participatory experiences. (Lusoli and 
Ward 2006: 61) 

 

Although opportunities to promote internal political purposes, such as 

interactivity and networking, are facilitated by the Internet, it is an open question 

how, and to what extent, political actors on the Internet actually exploit them. 

This broader under-standing of Internet use for political purposes, as including 

both external and internal activities, informs the aim and research questions of 

this research, which are presented and developed in more detail in the following 

section.  

 

1.3. Aim and research questions 

As discussed, the Internet can be used in various ways by NGOs and other civil 

society actors, for example, in mobilisation, advocacy and networking. But how 

do NGO actors themselves perceive the Internet as a political tool and space? To 

what extent do they believe that the Internet has affected their role as political 
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actors, and their influence on formal political decision-makers? The relationship 

between new technology, politics and the role of NGOs comprise the issues of 

primary interest in this study. Briefly stated, the study aims to investigate how 

different kinds of NGOs, in varying national political contexts, perceive and use 

the Internet as a political space. This aim can be further divided into the following 

four subsets of research questions: 

 

1) To what extent do NGOs use the Internet as a space for external political 

action, i.e., for activities such as online activism and campaigning? How do 

they value Internet use for these purposes? To what extent does the 

Internet serve to replace or supplement more traditional methods of 

political action? 

 

2) To what extent do NGOs use the Internet as a space for internal political 

action, i.e., to promote discussions and interactivity with members and/or 

supporters? How do they value Internet use for internal political purposes 

versus external political action? To what extent can the Internet replace 

face-to-face interaction?  

 

3) To what extent does NGOs’ Internet use vary in relation to national 

political cultures? Is it possible to speak of similar or converging methods 

of online political action among NGOs? 

 

4) Do NGOs believe that their Internet use has affected their political influence 

to any extent, and, if so, how?  

 

The first set of research questions deals with how the Internet is used by NGOs 

for mobilisation, advocacy and networking. What is the level of activity in the 

organisations, and to what extent has the Internet affected their working 

methods? Apart from assessing the levels of activity from a political point of view, 

the organisations’ perceptions of the Internet’s usefulness for these purposes will 

also be considered. In the second set of research questions, the Internet’s 

participatory advantages are the major focus. As mentioned, the Internet has the 
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potential to lower barriers to participation. To what extent has this potential been 

realised by NGOs? Even though different organisations have varying degrees of 

interest in involving their members and/or supporters in their activities, relatively 

simple and inexpensive website features can be used to promote 

member/supporter engagement and involvement even in hierarchical and top–

down-oriented organisations. The use of the Internet for internal political 

purposes raises the issue of the importance of face-to-face interaction in political 

action. To what extent does the Internet serve to replace or supplement NGOs’ 

traditional, offline activities? 

In the third set of research questions, the importance of national political 

and civil society culture is related to the Internet’s globalising and converging 

effects. Of interest in this regard is finding out whether the Internet seems to have 

a converging effect on how political activism and campaigning are conducted by 

NGOs around the world, or whether the particular national political contexts in 

which NGOs operate still are more significant in explaining the choice of protest 

activities and political arenas. Most research into ICTs and politics from an NGO 

perspective has hitherto been conducted in a North American political context. It 

therefore appeared interesting to examine whether NGOs use the Internet in 

similar ways in other national political contexts. For example, is the Internet 

considered more useful as a political space in some national political contexts than 

others? Since the Internet is widely used in Sweden, but not particularly well 

researched from a civil society perspective,5 it was decided that the primary 

comparative emphasis should be on Sweden and the USA (further details 

regarding the research design can be found in chapter 4).   

Notably, the importance of political culture and/or national political 

contexts has not been paid particular attention in previous research into ICTs 

and politics. Most studies of differences in Internet use among NGOs focus on 

background variables such as organisational size and age. As regards the 

importance of organisational size, two hypotheses have been formulated. On one 

hand, it could be assumed that large organisations are better able to use the 

Internet as a political tool and space than do smaller organisations, in accordance 

with the aforementioned reinforcement hypo-thesis. However, it is also assumed 

                                                
5 See, however, Buskqvist (2007).  
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that Internet-based and Internet-enhanced political activism can help diminish the 

differences between small and large organisations, as described by the equalisation 

hypothesis (Lusoli et al 2002). As regards organisational age, differences between 

old and new social movements have been highlighted with respect to the 

movements’ choice of political repertoires and methods of conducting political 

protest. Even though the use of media is important to most organisations and 

movements having social and political ambitions, it is interesting to examine 

whether old and new NGOs use the Internet in similar ways, or whether there are 

any differences in their chosen courses of action. As suggested by Bennett, 

 

[p]olitical organisations that are older, larger, resource-rich, and strategically 
linked to party and government politics may rely on internet-based 
communications mostly to amplify and reduce the costs of pre-existing 
communication routines. On the other hand, newer, resource-poor 
organizations that tend to reject conventional politics may be defined in 
important ways by their Internet presence. (Bennett 2004: 125) 

 

In particular, the present study will analyse the importance of national political 

culture to NGO Internet use, but also in relation to the importance of other 

background variables such as organisational age and size.  

The fourth set of research questions concerns the importance and possible 

impacts of the Internet as a political space. It should, however, be clarified that 

this question is complex and belongs to a broader debate than that covered here. 

Discussion of the political importance of the Internet will therefore be limited to 

an NGO perspective, as complete assessment of this issue would entail including 

the organisations’ political targets as well (e.g., governmental institutions, 

corporations and IGOs). Rather than aiming for a complete answer to this 

question, this study seeks to provide a civil society-based contribution to the 

debate on the Internet’s political importance. Finally, some conceptual 

clarifications should be made. First, although the Internet is the information 

technology of primary interest here, the broader term ‘information and 

communication technologies’ – ICTs – will also be used. This is because the 

importance of the Internet as a political space for NGOs cannot be completely 

separated from the importance of other communication technologies, such as 

mobile telephony and SMS messaging. A second clarification is that the Internet 

will in some cases will be referred to as a political tool. This implies a more 
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instrumental perspective, in which the Internet is used for specific political 

purposes such as online activism and/or campaigning. The notion of a political 

tool, however, is included in the broader political space concept, which will be the 

dominant perspective when examining what differences the Internet makes to 

NGOs as political actors. The following section outlines the structure of the 

research, briefly describing subsequent chapters.   

 

1.4. Dissertation structure 

The study is organised as follows. Chapters 2 through 3 develop the theoretical 

and conceptual framework of the study. Chapter 2 focuses on the Internet as a 

political space, on NGOs as political actors, and on defining the organisations of 

particular interest for the study. Chapter 3 discusses the importance of national 

political contexts, considering what theoretical approaches to national political 

context are found in the literature, and how they can be applied here. Specifically, 

it examines the main characteristics of and differences between the civil society 

contexts of the USA and Sweden. Chapter 4 develops the methodology and 

research design used, and describes the empirical investigations conducted as part 

of the study. Aspects of validity and reliability are also discussed, as are research 

ethics considerations.  

Chapters 5 through 8 form the empirical part of the study. Chapter 5 

examines the Internet as a space for primarily external political purposes, such as 

online activism and campaigning, based on the results of an NGO survey. 

Chapter 6 adds a participatory dimension, and Internet use for internal political 

purposes is focused on, based on the results of a website content analysis of 

surveyed NGOs. Chapter 7 presents the results of a second, comparative survey 

on Internet use in NGOs. Of interest in this chapter is to see whether the 

organisations’ Internet use reflects the national political contexts in which they 

operate, or whether other factors seem to be more decisive. The analysis is further 

developed in chapter 8, which relates the comparative survey data to four NGO 

approaches of Internet use. Finally, chapter 9 presents the main findings and  

conclusions of the study, relating them to a broader discussion of the 

globalisation of politics from an NGO point of view.  
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2. A theoretical framework for ICTs, 

politics and NGOs 
 
An examination of how the Internet is used as a political space by NGOs raises 

initial questions as to how this political space is conceived in this research. In this 

and the following chapter, these and other questions will be addressed and 

developed into a theoretical framework for ICTs and politics, which will form the 

point of departure for analysing and interpreting the empirical results of the 

study. The chapter proceeds as follows. After a brief review of the Internet’s 

development, some important approaches to the relationship between technology 

and social change will be touched on and related to the research. Thereafter, the 

Internet as a political space will be considered in more detail, as regards how this 

concept is understood and used here. Subsequently, the political actors of interest 

here, NGOs, will be introduced and related to the context of global civil society. 

Finally, four potential NGO approaches to political use of the Internet will be 

distinguished. 

 

2.1. The development of the Internet 

The Internet could, in the simplest sense, be understood as a network of computer 

networks (Salter 2003:118). The development of the Internet started when the 

Advanced Research Projects Agency (ARPA) was founded by the Department of 

Defense in the USA in 1958, largely in answer to Soviet military developments, 

which had produced the first version of Sputnik the year before (Castells 2001:  

10). ARPA, in turn, founded the computer network ARPANET, which marked 

the start of the packet switching technology, through which information could be 

reduced to small packets and thereby become less dependent on closed 

communication channels. In 1969, two nodes of ARPANET were connected for 

the first time, marking the start of the development of computer networks (Klotz 

2004: 7–8). The next step was to make computer networks communicate with 

each other, as implied by the term Internet. In 1974, the Transmission Control 

Protocol/Internet Protocol was introduced, and after some years of preparation 

and development was adopted by ARPANET in 1983. This is considered the 
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formal start of the Internet era (Klotz 2004: 8–9). The first decade of the Internet, 

1983–1994, has been described as the ‘exclusive era’ of the Net. In the 1990s, 

however, the Internet spread rapidly to a broader range of users in the Western 

world. For example, the number of Americans using the Internet was 3 percent in 

1993, but had increased to 67 percent by 2003, when the first empirical data were 

collected for this study (Klotz 2004: 18).6  

As mentioned in the previous chapter, the Internet has inspired expectations 

regarding its ability to promote democracy and civic engagement. In relation to 

this, Norris and Curtice (2004) distinguish several main perspectives in the ICT 

and politics literature regarding the Internet’s assumed effects on civic 

engagement. To begin with, there is the cyber optimist perspective, in which the 

Internet is considered a virtual agora, suitable for facilitating the development of 

direct democracy and/or local referenda. This perspective frequently appeared 

during the first, enthusiastic years of the Internet in the 1990s. At the same time, 

however, a more cyber pessimist perspective emerged, whose proponents argued 

that the Internet as a virtual agora was an unlikely scenario, and that the 

traditional knowledge elite could be expected to be the dominant participants in 

an Internet democracy as well (see, e.g., Hill and Hughes 1998). In fact, it could be 

assumed that the Internet would simply reinforce, and perhaps even worsen 

existing differences between groups of citizens. A third, cyber sceptic perspective, 

has also emerged, which criticises the views of both Internet optimists and 

pessimists for exaggerating the importance of the Net. According to the cyber 

sceptic perspective, the Internet is unlikely to change politics and democracy at a 

more fundamental level, and that the result therefore will be ‘politics as usual’, as 

suggested by Margolis and Resnick (2000, see also Bimber 2000). A fourth 

perspective is suggested by Norris and Curtice (2004) themselves, denoted the 

political market model. In this perspective, the Internet’s effects on civic 

engagement can be considered a result of the interaction between the supply of 

information and communication from various civic institutions and the demand 

from citizens who use the Internet.  

                                                
6 For a more detailed description of the Internet’s development, see, for example, Castells (2001) 
and Naughton (1999). 
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It could be assumed that the Internet’s effects on civic engagement would 

vary depending both on the actual political context considered and on whether 

the perspective is limited to conventional political activities. It might therefore be 

unwise in an empirical study like this to reject one perspective for another at this 

point. Since the above perspectives on the Internet’s effects on civic engagement 

represent important directions in the literature on ICTs and politics, discussion of 

them will continue in chapter 9. By that point, it will also be possible to relate the 

discussion to the empirical results of the study. Next, we will touch on the 

relationship between technology and social change. 

 

2.2. The relationship between technology and social change 

Various concepts have been coined to characterise our present-day society, such 

as ‘information society’, ‘global society’ or ‘network society’. What these concepts 

share is that ICTs play a prominent role in all of them, either explicitly or 

implicitly, and the conviction that modern societies are becoming increasingly 

dependent on ICTs at various levels. This role can be conceived in two main ways: 

ICTs can either be regarded more or less as an independent force to which human 

actors must adapt, or as a developmental process run primarily by human actors. 

The relationship between technology and social change, and whether 

technological or societal factors drive the development of society, constitutes a 

research field  to which political scientists have paid relatively little attention. 

Nevertheless, how one approaches the role of technology in social development 

has important implications for how research questions are formulated, and 

perhaps also for the answers achieved to them. The classical divide in this debate 

runs between technological determinists on one hand and social constructivists on 

the other. The technological determinist perspective, in its purest form, claims that 

society changes as a consequence of technological development, and that 

technology is more or less a neutral driving force of society and history. In 

contrast, social constructivists argue that technological development is dependent 

on social and cultural forces and structures, as ‘machines cannot possibly create 

their own culture’ (Bijker and Law 1992: 290). Two theoretical approaches based 

on a social constructivist perspective are social construction of technology 
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(SCOT) and actor–network theory (ANT). The former, developed by Bijker and 

Pinch (see, e.g., Bijker et al. 1989) focuses on, among other matters, the 

‘interpretative flexibility’ of technological artefacts. This means that ‘the 

sociocultural and political situation of a social group shapes its norms and values, 

which in turn influence the meaning given to an artefact’ (Bijker and Pinch 1989: 

46). In other words, technological artefacts can mean different things to different 

people.7 According to SCOT, the Internet is a socially constructed medium, 

meaning that it becomes what we, the users, make it. It can be a political and 

participatory facilitator, but not necessarily. Critical observers emphasise that the 

democratic potential of the Internet will not be realised by itself.  

In a well-known essay, Langdon Winner (1999) asks whether artefacts have 

politics, and argues that they indeed do. Winner develops his argument by citing 

an example taken from public architecture in New York, where bridges crossing 

car roads were once built too low for the public transportation of poorer people 

(i.e., buses) to pass under and reach the wealthier suburbs. Thus, technical 

artefacts can help include and exclude groups of people in society, depending on 

their social class.8 Winners’ example can easily be applied to ICTs, which may also 

help include and exclude people from different social groups in almost the same 

ways as physical artefacts can. The mentioned ‘digital divide’ arising from the 

Internet is well known, as is the fact that well-educated and wealthier social 

groups are still the most active Internet users (Norris 2001). It should also be 

noted that the mere fact that people have access to the Internet does not imply 

that they actually use it, for either political or communicative purposes. Most 

investigations of how people use the Internet and for what purposes tend to 

arrive at the same conclusion: that the numbers of Internet users searching for 

political information or visiting governmental or party websites are generally very 

low (Olsson 2002).  

Partly inspired by the SCOT perspective, Hoff (2002: 39–40) suggests an 

alternative perspective on the relationship between ICTs and democracy, namely a 

                                                
7 In contrast, actor–network theory, developed by Bruno Latour, takes a broader, philosophical 
approach, and argues that human and non-human actors should be treated symmetrically 
(MacKenzie and Wajcman 1999: 24); this theory, however, is not of primary interest in the 
present study.  
8 It should be noted that Winner, unlike, for example, Hoff, is critical of SCOT (see, e.g., 
Winner 1993). 
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practice-oriented constructivist understanding of technology. According to Hoff, 

researchers should focus on political practices in which ICTs can play a role. Hoff 

coins the term ‘techologically mediated innovations in political practices’ 

(TMIPPs) to signify these practices (2002, see also Hoff and Bjerke 2004). The 

organisation of political protest via the Internet is one example of a TMIPP, so the 

concept is relevant to the present study, even though Hoff primarily uses an 

institutional perspective on ICTs and democracy. In a more recent work, Hoff 

and Storgaard (2005: 34–35) question the strictly dichotomous relationship 

between technological determinists and social constructivists, and refer to the 

necessity of considering the role of technology in a particular historical context. In 

the short term, technology may determine practices, i.e., how a technology is 

applied. Over the longer term, however, the opposite may be the case, in that 

certain ideas regarding the use of a technology may impose demands on the 

development of hardware and software (Hoff and Storgaard 2005: 35). This 

means, in turn, that the dichotomy between technological determinists and social 

constructivists could in certain respects be considered a chimera, as it depends on 

the time perspective used. Inspired by the writings of Hoff and Storgaard (2005), 

the perspective on technology and social change used in this research is not 

determinist, but not purely constructivist either. Instead, an interactive perspective 

on the relationship between structure and agency will be used, one holding that 

social movements as agents have many opportunities to conduct political action 

via the new technology, while structural aspects might affect what activities are 

performed. In the following section, the political space concept, as understood 

and used here, will be presented in more detail.  

 

2.3. The Internet as a political space 

Defining the Internet as a political space for NGOs could start with a discussion 

of how the concepts ‘politics’ and ‘space’ are conceived here. As mentioned in 

chapter 1, the concept of politics applied here is understood broadly, as 

encompassing actors and activities both inside and outside traditional, 

institutional political structures. More specifically, this study defines politics as 

activities performed by actors inside and outside established political structures, 
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aiming for various kinds of political and social change, within the constraints of a 

democratic political system.  

Stolle and Micheletti (2005: 4–6) have identified some key characteristics of 

‘new action repertoires’ that are relevant here, since they include Internet use for 

political purposes. To begin with, the new action repertoires tend to be based on 

innovative forms of participation, in which horizontal, non-hierarchical forms of 

organisation are preferred to traditional, organisational hierarchies. Second, the 

traditional distinction between the public and the private spheres is less 

important, which means, for example, that consumer behaviour is politicised and 

considered an important form of political behaviour. Third, ‘politically innovative 

citizens’ use new action repertoires against actors they consider to be power-

holders, irrespective of whether these are political or corporate decision-makers 

(Stolle and Micheletti 2005: 4). Fourth, mobilisation within the new action 

repertoires differs from more traditional forms of mobilisation in that it is 

irregular and spontaneous in nature. For example, the Internet and mobile 

telephones can be used in urgent calls for action, quickly gathering large numbers 

of people. Fifth, the new political action repertoires can be considered to exemplify 

individualised political action, which does not presuppose face-to-face meetings or 

interaction (Stolle and Micheletti 2005: 6).9 This broadened conception of politics, 

suggested by Stolle and Micheletti, suggests several ways in which the Internet can 

function as a political space, although the perspective to be used here is limited to 

the political actions of NGOs. 

The critical reader might ask why the concept ‘political space’ has been 

chosen here, why not the more commonly used ‘political arena’. The ‘space’ 

concept is preferred here as it emphasises the Internet’s role as an additional 

medium where NGOs can act and interact, in pursuing their political goals. 

Moreover, the space concept has been chosen to emphasise that the rules for 

political action applicable in the Internet differ somewhat from those applicable in 

traditional political arenas. For example, aspects such as time and geographical 

distance are less important online: political activism and campaigning can be 

conducted at any time of the day and from any computer around the world. 

                                                
9 Against this fifth characteristic, however, it could be argued that most individualised political 
action is still a form of collective action, as it tends to be initiated by NGOs, civil society groups 
or networks promoting action to address various political issues. 
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These aspects have been emphasised as possible instigators of increased political 

engagement via the Internet (Barber 1999).  

Among the many advantages of the Internet as a communications space, it 

should be emphasised that the Net facilitates access to information, and also 

lowers the barriers to publication. Both of these aspects are important from an 

NGO perspective, as are the opportunities for rapid communication at a global 

scale via the Internet. In addition, the Net can play a key role in connecting people 

who share the same interests, via discussion forums or virtual communities 

(Naughton 2001: 150–154). To the communicative advantages of the Internet 

can be added its democratic potential, and thereby an important dimension of its 

usefulness as a political space. Hoff distinguishes seven major roles of new ICTs 

as instigators of participatory democracy. To begin with, the Internet has brought 

about increased opportunities for sender–receiver interactivity, compared with 

those afforded by conventional mass media, such as newspapers or TV. It has 

also decreased the importance for variables such as time and space. Moreover, the 

Internet enables more equal access to political processes and creates new 

opportunities to reach out with political messages. Other participatory virtues of 

the Net are many-to-many communication, compared to more conventional 

forms of one-to-many communication. Furthermore, the Internet helps its users 

control and gain an overview of large amounts of information, and also provides 

opportunities for broadcasting to large groups and narrowcasting to more 

limited ones with special demands. The Internet may also enable a more 

decentralised control of information (Hoff 2002: 35–36). Although Hoff’s 

criteria are not specifically related to NGOs, there is reason to believe that the 

abovementioned democratic virtues of ICTs could be particularly important to 

NGOs as political actors, as they lack formal, institutionalised political channels 

through which to act. From a more specific NGO perspective, the Internet can be 

used to pursue organisational goals in the following ways (Warkentin 2001: 36–

38): 

 

• Facilitating internal communication 

• Shaping public perception 

• Enhancing member services 

• Disseminating informational resources 
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• Encouraging political participation 

• Realising innovative ideas.  

 

The first category, facilitating internal communication, encompasses both internal 

staff communication and contacts with partner organisations. To this could be 

added, from the perspective of this study, internal communication between the 

organisations and their members and/or supporters. The second category, 

shaping public perception, refers, for example, to how organisations present 

themselves online and their issues of concern; in the longer run, it also refers to 

the framing of the issues of concern. The third category, enhancing member 

services, includes activities such as online member recruitment and fundraising, 

while category four, disseminating informational resources, refers to how the 

Internet facilitates the provision of reports and other written material via websites. 

The fifth category, encouraging political participation, is particular ly relevant to 

this study, as it is directly related to the Internet’s advantages as a political space. 

According to Warkentin, 

 
[…] NGOs increasingly use the Internet to motivate people to participate 
politically in specific ways. NGOs typically offer site visitors simple, step-by-
step suggestions for taking action on a particular issue and, increasingly 
supply the means for them to do this electronically. By providing both 
suggestions and a means for political activism, NGOs can directly facilitate 
individuals’ participation in global civil society. (Warkentin 2001: 37) 

 

The sixth and final category, realising innovative ideas , encompasses activities 

such as streaming audio and video, and real-time chat rooms. This category can 

also be politically important, and is therefore relevant to the present study.10 Yet 

another aspect, which Warkentin does not specifically identify but which deserves 

mentioning, is the networking potential of the Internet, as this forms an 

important prerequisite for political action at both the global and national levels. 

This brings us to the next purpose of this chapter; i.e., arriving at a more detailed 

definition of the Internet as a political space. In light of the discussion thus far, 

this study regards the Internet as a virtual space, in which instrumental and 

communicative action can be conducted by civil society actors in order to bring 
                                                
10 Although streaming audio and video on NGO websites are not regarded as innovative 
activities today, they were in 2001, when Warkentin wrote his book; there are, however, other 
ways of using the Internet for innovative purposes, which means that this sixth category is still 
relevant. 
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about political change. Regarding this definition, the specific political uses of the 

Internet by NGOs that will be focused on in this respect are as follows: 

 

• Information dissemination  

• Advocacy and campaigning  

• Recruitment of new members and/or supporters 

• Mobilisation of activists 

• Promoting engagement and participation on the part of members and 

supporters   

• Networking and cooperating with other organisations, groups and 

networks  

 

As mentioned, we will also examine whether the use of the Internet as a political 

space by NGOs has affected their perceived level of political influence. The analysis 

will distinguish between political activities on the Internet conducted for advocacy 

and of interactivity. Advocacy denotes external activities, such as online 

petitioning and campaigning, undertaken to affect political decision-makers, while 

interactivity focuses on internal activities, such as the extent to which the 

organisations have developed interactive tools on their websites. A content 

analysis of state legislative websites found that such websites lean more towards e-

government than cyber democracy (Ferber et al. 2004: 12–20). It could be 

questioned whether this also applies to NGOs, or whether they are more 

interested in promoting interactivity with their members and/or supporters than 

are governmental institutions. The extent to which NGOs may orient their work 

towards advocacy or interactivity will be discussed in more detail later in this 

chapter. The following section will comment on the Internet as a public sphere, 

and on how this concept (and the Habermasian perspective it represents) differs 

from that of a political space, which is used here.  

 

2.4. A public sphere online? 

An analysis of the Internet as a political space might raise questions as to how this 

concept is related to and/or differs from that of ‘public sphere’ in a Habermasian 

understanding. Based on the Frankfurt school of critical theory, Jürgen 
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Habermas has developed his thought regarding the public sphere from the 1960s 

and onwards. Habermas characterises the discussions held among the bourgeoisie 

in the many coffee houses, in combination with the emerging role of media (press, 

books) in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries in Vienna and 

London as embodying a democratic ideal, where the arguments of the discussants 

were free from self-interest and based on rationalist ideals (Bang and Esmark 

2007, Barnett 2003, Dahlgren et al. 2006, Bennett and Entman 2001). The point 

of departure for the following short discussion, however, is not the work of 

Habermas himself, but literature dealing more specifically with the relationship 

between the public sphere and the Internet (as developed by Dahlgren 2000, 

2001, 2005, among others).11 

The Internet can play an important role as a public sphere where citizens can 

meet and interact regarding issues of common concern, and can also form 

alternate or counter-public spheres (Fraser 1992). In this way, the Internet helps 

broaden the public sphere for political communication, compared with that 

offered by traditional mass media. At the same time, the Internet may also 

contribute to fragmentation, by facilitating the emergence and existence of isolated 

online communities (Dahlgren 2001: 50, 2005: 152–153). The ideals of a perfect 

speech situation formulated by Habermas constitute an important part of the 

deliberative model of democracy. There may, however, be difficulties achieving a 

complete understanding of online political discussions using the ideals of 

deliberative democracy. This may particularly be the case as regards new, extra-

parliamentary politics. NGOs working to achieve political goals via advocacy or 

activism may strive for consensus internally, but externally, the goal is political 

change rather than consensus. Moreover, many of these organisations work for 

political change in settings involving unequal power relationships, which are not 

compatible with the ideals of a deliberative democracy (Dahlgren 2005: 155–

157).12 

The present research will not analyse Internet use by NGOs in relation to the 

normative ideals of deliberative democracy, for example, as regards the 

                                                
11 See also Hoff and Storgaard (2005) and Salter (2003).  
12 To overcome these difficulties, Dahlgren suggests the use of civic cultures as a complementary 
analytical concept, which, among other things, focuses on how people develop into citizens 
(Dahlgren, op. cit.). 
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organisations’ internal politics. Such an analysis would require data that are more 

qualitatively oriented, which would not suit the purpose of the study. While the 

public sphere concept focuses on deliberation and communicative action, the 

political space concept used here is broader, and includes both instrumental and 

communicative action. In addition, the actors of interest here are NGOs working 

for various kinds of political change. In accordance with Dahlgren (see above), 

these organisations often use instrumental activist working methods, and can be 

expected to be less committed to deliberative discussions than many other political 

actors.  

Rather than analysing the contents of online discussions, the question of 

interest in this study is whether the studied NGOs have integrated discussion 

forums into their websites and Internet use, and, if so, whether they believe that 

this has helped develop contact with their supporters and/or members and in the 

longer run affected their role as political actors.13 More generally, it could also be 

discussed whether democratic ideals and demands should be imposed on NGOs 

to the same extent as they are on political parties, for example. Although their 

work may not be entirely based on democratic and egalitarian decision-making, 

NGOs still serve important political and democratic functions. Of interest here is 

not the direct relationship between ICTs and democracy per se, but rather the 

relationship between ICTs and politics in a democratic political context. In the 

following section, we will take a closer look at the actors of interest in the present 

study, namely, social movements and, in particular, NGOs.  

 

2.5. Social movements and NGOs as political actors 
In recent decades, NGOs have become increasingly important political actors 

(Rosenau and Singh 2002; Kaldor 2003). The following sections will discuss why 

this development has taken place and how NGOs can affect politics. To begin 

with, however, we will take a brief look at the social movements that formed the 

point of departure when selecting organisations for study. This is followed by a 

more detailed definition and discussion of NGOs as political actors. 

                                                
13 For a more deliberatively oriented analysis, see for example Jensen (2006) and Buskqvist 
(2007). 
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Social movements, which have developed in waves at different times, range 

from the labour and temperance movements of the late nineteenth century to the 

environmental movement of the twentieth century and the alter-globalisation 

movement of the twenty-first. There are various definitions of social movements; 

the one used here is borrowed from Diani, who describes social movements as 

 
networks of informal relationships between a multiplicity of individuals and 
organisations, who share a distinctive collective identity, and mobilise 
resources on conflictual issues (Diani 2001: 117).  

 

Research into social movements has taken somewhat different directions in the 

USA and in Europe. While American scholars have focused mainly on the ‘how’ 

of social movements, including aspects of political process and resource 

mobilisation (McCarthy and Zald 1973; Tilly 1978), their European colleagues 

have been more occupied with the ‘why’, including the cultural dimensions of 

social movements (Touraine 1981; Melucci 1989). Over the years, the distinction 

between the two research directions has become less clear, and della Porta and 

Diani (1999: 14–15) distinguish four aspects of social movements that concern 

most researchers in the field . To begin with, social movements represent (1) 

informal interaction networks acting ‘between a plurality of individuals, groups 

and/or organizations’. The movements are built on (2) shared beliefs and 

solidarity. They engage in (3) collective action focusing on conflicts, and most 

political movements also act through (4) the use of protest. Contentious politics 

forms the basis of social movements. This means that social movements operate 

outside established political structures and institutions, and tend to make 

demands and act in ways that challenge political authorities (Tarrow 1998: 3). 

The methods of social movement action depend on the particular issues of 

concern and the various organisations, groups, networks and individuals 

encompassed in the movement. As mentioned by way of introduction, a 

distinction is often made between old and new social movements.14 Old social 

movements, such as the workers’ and temperance movements, developed in 

Europe and the USA in symbiosis with industrialisation and the emergence of the 

nation state in the nineteenth century. They can, however, be traced back to the 

                                                
14 It should be noted that the ‘true’ distinction between old and new social movements is still a 
subject of discussion (see, e.g., Cohen and Arato 1994: 492–563). 
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eighteenth century, when commercial print media were introduced and new 

models of association and socialisation emerged. Through these structural 

changes, people became better able to identify themselves in collectives. Even 

though collective gatherings occurred before the eighteenth century, in Europe 

these were primarily corporate and communal organisations (Tarrow 1998: 46–

53). The new social movements that emerged in the 1960s were formed to 

address issues neglected by the political parties at the time (Kriesi 1996: 158). The 

environmental and antinuclear movements, the solidarity movement, the new 

peace and women’s movements and the urban autonomy movement all exemplify 

movements that formed around ‘neglected’ issues and that mobilised public 

support outside of party politics. The new social movements differ from the old 

movements in that they are not necessarily oriented towards the state (Cohen and 

Arato 1994: 493). The divergent interests of labour and capital represented the 

dominant social conflict when the old social movements emerged, while the new 

social movements emphasise the relationship between women and men or 

civilisation and nature (Hebert and Jacobsson 1999: 14–15). The social changes 

in the 1960s, such as the emerging youth culture and increasing incomes and 

educational levels in the West, together with the de-colonisation process in the 3rd 

world, marked the start of significant growth of the social movements. Mass 

media and television were well suited to the new social movements, and were used 

to raise support and pursue constituency-based campaigns (Tarrow 1998: 131; 

Clark 2001: 17–18). This was also a time when network organising gained in 

importance, while the importance of traditional member-based organisations 

declined.  

Kaldor (2003: 80–81) has formulated a typology of global civil society 

actors, in which the old (pre 1970s) and new social movements (1970s and 

1980s) are supplemented by more recent organisational forms. NGOs, think-

tanks, commissions and transnational civic networks emerged in the late 1980s 

and 1990s, followed by the ‘new’ nationalist and fundamentalist movements 

(1990s) and the ‘new’ anti-capitalist movement (late 1990s and 2000s). 

According to Kaldor, it is possible to speak of a ‘taming’ of the new social 

movements after the end of the Cold War in 1989 (Kaldor 2003: 79). Through 
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this taming process, NGOs have become the successors of the new social 

movements, thus achieving a more prominent political role: 

 

Compared with social movements, NGOs are institutional and generally 
professional; they include voluntary associations, charities, foundations, or 
professional societies and they are usually formally registered (Kaldor 2003: 
86).  

 

According to Kaldor, the process of taming social movements could be considered 

an effect of a ‘New Policy Agenda’ that emerged in the 1990s and brought about 

intensified cooperation between governmental institutions and NGOs, both 

nationally and internationally. At this time, the numbers of international NGOs 

(INGOs) increased from 10,292 to 13,206. Likewise, the numbers of members 

increased, from 155,000 to 263,000 (Kaldor 2003: 88–89). This expansion 

could be considered an effect of the cooperation with governmental institutions, 

which brought more financial resources into civil society organisations. Kaldor’s 

use of the word ‘taming’ could be criticised for having rather negative 

connotations, giving the impression that these NGOs (or initially the new social 

movements) were co-opted by governmental institutions, and no longer 

represented independent critics of the politics performed. Irrespective of whether 

or not one agrees with this, the political importance of NGOs has doubtless 

increased from that of previous decades. This could be considered partly a result 

of governmental cooperation, as suggested by Kaldor, and partly a result of other 

factors, such as the organisations’ increasingly important role in providing 

expertise for political decision-making. In addition, the aforementioned political 

globalisation process contributes to a situation in which nation states increasingly 

need to interact with other actors, such as INGOs, NGOs or multi-national 

corporations.  

NGOs are among the most significant political actors in civil society, and 

have therefore been considered of primary interest to this study. However, since 

many kinds of organisations are politically active outside of established political 

structures, it could be asked precisely what kinds of NGOs are of interest here. 

We could start with the social movement organisation (SMO) concept, which has 

been developed in social movement research and has a more specific analytical 

orientation than the NGO concept, which is empirically defined and originates 

50



from the UN organ ECOSOC (Hajnal 2002). The term SMO was originally 

coined by McCarthy and Zald in 1977, and was defined as ‘a complex 

organisation whose goals coincide with the preferences of a social movement and 

which tries to realize those goals’ (della Porta and Diani 1999: 140). According to 

Kriesi, two criteria distinguish SMOs from other kinds of associations and 

interest groups: 

 
(1) they mobilize their constituency for collective action, and (2) they do so 
with a political goal, that is, to obtain some collective good (avoid some 
collective ill) from authorities. (Kriesi, 1996: 152) 

 

One initial purpose of this study was to study political activism among SMOs. 

However, it turned out to be far too complicated to distinguish different kinds of 

organisations and associations from each other, based on the limited information 

found in available NGO registers.15 The broader term NGO was therefore chosen 

for this study. Inspired by the SMO definition, the criteria for including 

organisations in this research were that they should advocate some kind(s) of 

social and/or political change, without any underlying commercial, religious or 

partisan interests. New communications media can be considered important for 

most social movements and organisations. Several aspects, however, can be 

assumed to affect how and to what extent different actors use the Internet as a 

political space. In the following section, we will take a closer look at how NGOs 

function as political actors, how they can exert political influence and what 

strategies they use for these purposes.  

 

2.6. How can NGOs affect politics? 

As mentioned, the number of NGOs operating at an international level expanded 

significantly over the previous century, from 176 in 1909 to 28,900 in 1993 

(Thörn 2000). By the late 1990s, the number of international NGOs had 

increased to more than 40,000, with particularly dramatic growth since the 1980s 

(Warkentin 2001: 4).16 In addition to their quantitative growth, the political 

                                                
15 For further details on this, see the methodological considerations presented in chapter 4. 
16 This should be compared to the considerably fewer international NGOs (INGOs) mentioned 
by Kaldor and referred to earlier in this chapter. A likely explanation of the notable difference in 
the numbers of INGOs would be differences in the criteria used to define what constitutes an 
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importance of NGOs has also gradually increased (Wapner 1996; Rosenau and 

Singh 2002; Kaldor 2003). But in what particular ways can NGOs affect politics? 

Four tactics can be distinguished as particularly important to NGOs and other 

civil society actors that strive to affect politics, namely, information politics, 

symbolic politics, leverage politics and accountability politics (Keck and Sikkink 

1998: 16–25).17 The first tactic, information politics, denotes that the NGOs or 

civil society actors often provide alternative news or information that would 

otherwise not have been provided by mainstream media. This could include 

information regarding a specific issue, or news in general, such as that found on 

the independent media website IndyMedia. The Internet has without doubt helped 

civil society actors disseminate such alternative news and/or information to 

activists and other interested citizens. The second tactic, symbolic politics, denotes 

issue framing, in which particular occurrences or events are used to illustrate and 

draw attention to specific problems. An example of this could be the publicity 

surrounding the frequent deaths of seals along the east coast Swedish archipelago 

in the early 1990s; this directed attention to environmental degradation, which 

rapidly became an issue on the political agenda. This example is all the more 

telling as it also resulted in considerable numbers of new members in the 

environmental organisations that had criticised this development. Civil society 

actors can also form pressure groups to oppose more powerful actors. This can 

be denoted leverage politics, and represents the third tactic mentioned by Keck 

and Sikkink. Moral leverage can be an effective way of working: by ‘naming and 

shaming’ their political opponents in the context of certain issues or practices, 

NGOs can achieve considerable political influence. Closely related to leverage 

politics is the NGO tactic of accountability politics, which signifies the 

opportunities for civil society actors to identify differences in discourse and 

practice among governmental and/or corporate decision-makers.  

All four tactics can be considered closely related to NGO media strategies. 

They can be used either independently or in combination with each other, and the 

Internet can play a key role in all of them, to communicate with both media and 

                                                                                                                                          
INGO. The general criteria for an INGO include that the organisation should have an office in 
at least three countries, but it is possible that Kaldor uses a more strict criterion than this.   
17 Keck and Sikkink use the term ‘transnational advocacy networks’, but their categorisation 
could be considered as applicable to NGOs as well.   
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interested citizens, members and supporters. For example, the MAI protests cited 

in the introduction to the previous chapter represent a campaign that included 

tactics of both information politics (disseminating information about a political 

issue that had not been paid sufficient attention in traditional news media) and 

leverage politics (criticising governments for ‘selling out’ crucial labour and 

environmental rights to private companies). 

The abovementioned tactics can be compared to Alger’s analysis (1997: 

261–268), which argues that civil society groups, in particular, transnational 

SMOs (TSMOs), can influence global politics by creating and mobilising global 

networks, for example, by collecting information from local groups or forming 

urgent response networks around the world. Moreover, these organisations can 

participate in multilateral political arenas. This encompasses activities such as 

building coalitions of organisations, mobilising around international 

governmental organisation (IGO) issues and writing documents for IGO 

meetings. Furthermore, such organisations can facilitate interstate cooperation, 

for example, by educating delegates and/or represen-tatives. They can also serve as 

‘third party sources of information’ (Alger 1997: 264). Another way to influence 

global politics is by acting within states, for example, through contacts (linking) 

with local partners and/or other TSMOs working on similar issues. Yet another 

way of exerting influence on political decision-makers is to enhance public 

participation. This can be done in several ways, for example, by mobilising protest 

actions, thereby putting political pressure on the decision-makers. 

Keck and Sikkink (1998) and Alger (1997) all relate their arguments to a 

transnational or global political level. This might raise the question of whether 

there are any differences in how NGOs act at a national political level. A 

convenient answer is that this depends on the specific national political context in 

question. In some countries, civil society groups and organisations act primarily 

as pressure groups, independently of governmental institutions. In other 

countries, the relationship between NGOs and governmental institutions is more 

cooperative, which also has a bearing on the methods chosen to influence politics 

and political decision-makers by the NGOs.18 In other words, NGOs can exert 

influence on established and more powerful political actors in various ways. This 

                                                
18 This will be touched on more thoroughly in chapter 3. 
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in turn raises the question of how important online forms of political action are 

compared with offline forms. In the following section, we will take a closer look at 

how the literature on ICTs and politics conceives Internet activism compared with 

offline activism.  

 

2.7. Is online activism as ‘valuable’ as offline activism? 

Several observers have questioned whether political protest on the Internet should 

be valued as highly as political activities performed offline. The primary argument 

against Internet use for political purposes is that it does not provide opportunities 

for face-to-face interaction between movement activists. In line with this, Putnam 

argues that ‘face-to-face encounters provide a depth and speed of feedback that is 

impossible in computer-mediated communication’ (2000: 174), and that the most 

likely effect of ICTs will be to supplement rather than replace offline political 

action. Tarrow has characterised online activism as ‘easy riding on the Internet’, 

and claimed that e-mail networks ‘do not promise the same degree of 

crystallization, of mutual trust and collective identity, as do their interpersonal ties 

in social networks’ (Tarrow 1998: 193–194, see also Tarrow 1998b: 241). 

Norris and Curtice (2004: 3) have identified the risk that ICTs may have a zero-

sum impact on social capital, if they are used to replace rather than supplement 

face-to-face interaction. In the longer run, this may result in weaker social ties and 

fewer social contacts. The same line of argument is held by Diani, who claims that 

 

collective action requires long-term commitments and the willingness to 
engage in projects that rely upon the contribution of all the parties involved 
for their success; one has to wonder to what extent virtual interactions are 
capable of generating mutual bondings of the necessary intensity (Diani 
2001: 121).  

 

According to Calhoun (1998), the Internet’s virtues are likely to be most salient at 

a local level, where they can strengthen existing ties: 

 
The Internet is most empowering when it adds to the capacities of people 
organized outside it, not when an attempt is made to substitute “virtual 
community” for the real thing. (Calhoun 1998: 382) 
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Several of the above considerations can be considered in part as early worries 

regarding the Internet’s effects on social and political interaction. With the benefit 

of hindsight, it could be argued that the Internet has not replaced traditional or 

unconventional forms of offline political activism and participation. Traditional 

mass media continue to play an important role in NGO campaigning, as they can 

give important publicity to the organisations and thereby strengthen their 

activities, whether online or offline. 

It has been argued that e-mail networks should be considered in 

combination with other societal changes, such as cheaper air transportation and 

increased travel (Castells 2001: 143, Thörn 2002). New forms of interaction via 

ICTs have also emerged in recent years. For example, it could be that face-to-face 

communication via mobile telephony and the Internet is not all that unusual. It is 

still an open question whether one hundred activists pouring into the streets in a 

demonstration is more effective at bringing about political change than one 

thousand e-mail protesters. One must note, however, that these two activities are 

not mutually exclusive. Included in one of the research questions in this study is 

how the organisations themselves value the Internet as a political space, compared 

with offline political action. The answers to this can possibly contribute to 

discussion of the valuable of online activism, compared with offline political 

action.  

The following and final section  of this chapter will develop an analytical 

model of the Internet as a political space, focusing on four potential approaches 

to Internet use as a political space by NGOs.  

 

2.8. Four potential NGO approaches to Internet use  

It has been argued that organisations are unlikely to change their working 

methods simply as a result of the introduction of new technology. Rather, they 

can be expected to keep their traditional structures within the Internet medium as 

well. Following this line of argument, grassroots-oriented organisations are likely 

to remain grassroots oriented, while top–down organisations are likely to remain 

top–down oriented on the Internet as well. This assumption, however, receives 

varying empirical support. A study of environmental organisations in the USA 

found no particular correlations between the organisations’ offline orientation 
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and their websites, as ‘grassroots features’ were common on all studied websites 

(Bosso and Collins 2002: 109). In contrast, a large comparative study of the 

websites of political parties, trade unions, pressure groups and protest networks 

in the United Kingdom found that the general emphasis was on informational 

rather than participatory activities (Lusoli et al. 2002). In other words, both 

theses studies indicate that the offline life of an organisation is not necessarily 

reflected in its online presence. It could therefore be considered an open question 

how and to what extent Internet use has affected NGOs in their work. When 

summarising this chapter’s discussions of the Internet as a political space, four 

different approaches to NGO use of the Internet for political purposes can be 

formulated, as follows in Figure 2.1: 

 

          Level of advocacy 

 

              

Level of  

interactivity 

 

 

Figure 2.1. NGO approaches to Internet use. 

 

The traditionalist approach in the figure represents a kind of zero-hypothesis, in 

that it encompasses NGOs with absent or weak degrees of interactivity and 

advocacy in their Internet use. The website of an organisation with a traditionalist 

approach to the Internet does not invite its visitors to take part in discussion 

forums or chat groups. Nor does it provide action alerts or petitions for any 

causes. Rather, the traditionalist website is merely an electronic representation of 

the organisation, containing the information that could be found, for example, in 

a leaflet or brief brochure on the organisation. The traditionalist approach to the 

Internet among NGOs can be contrasted to the top–down approach, which 

encompasses organisations that have oriented their Internet use primarily 

towards online activism, with very few or absent features and activities for 

increased interactivity. Political pressure groups are likely to be found in this 

 Weak Strong 
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category. In contrast, the bottom–up approach is applicable to NGOs that have 

oriented their Internet use primarily towards interactive features, with very few or 

absent elements of advocacy and political activism. This kind of organisation 

prefers to promote its causes offline; a volunteer organisation could well be of this 

type, working, for example, on poverty issues and using its website mainly to 

interact with its members and to recruit new members and supporters. The new 

politics approach, finally, encompasses organisations that combine high levels of 

interactivity and advocacy in their Internet use, and where the Internet seems to 

function as both internal and external political space. This approach arguably 

represents an ideal NGO, which has integrated the Internet fully into its activities 

and benefits from all of the advantages Internet use can offer NGOs, as identified 

in the discussions above.19 Hence, it is an open question what kinds of 

organisations are compatible with the new politics approach. The empirical parts 

of this study will examine what kinds of organisations apply the four different 

approaches to Internet use. The extent to which an organisation actually uses the 

Internet as a political space may depend on several factors. While some 

organisations are activist oriented, others prefer to use more traditional methods 

of political action and protest to pursue their goals. Organisations that are mainly 

supported by older members may be less Internet active than organisations 

supported by students and young people. As mentioned, the Internet may also be 

used on its own or in combination with other NGO activities. The empirical 

chapters will examine whether there is a general tendency for the studied NGOs to 

use the Internet for interactive rather than advocacy purposes, or vice versa. In the 

following chapter, the theoretical framework for ICTs, politics and NGOs will be 

further developed by focusing on the national political and civil society contexts in 

which the organisations operate.  

 

 

 

                                                
19 My use of the term ’new politics’ is limited to the use of ICTs: it denotes NGOs’ inclination to 
use ICTs in a highly active manner, both in relation to external and internal communication. 
‘New’ is thus used in a much more restricted and precise sense than in the discourse of ‘new 
social movements’, in which ‘new’ has a much wider and ambiguous meaning.  
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3. ICT use related to national political 

contexts 
 

Occupy a factory in Germany and you will be dragged to court; do the same 
thing in Italy and the police will let your wife bring your lunch in. Throw 
fish in the street in Britain and people will tut-tut at the waste of good food; 
do the same thing in France and the government will raise your subsidy; do 
it in Sweden and the government will appoint a commission. (Tarrow 1994, 
referred to in Fourcade and Schofer 2004: 48) 

 

Although the repertoires of political action nominally look more or less the 

same in most Western democracies, the action strategies actually chosen by 

political actors tend to vary from one national political context to another, as 

caricatured by Tarrow in the quotation above. In a study like the present one, 

of the Internet as a political tool and space, the question arises as to whether 

political culture is as important online as in the ‘real’ world. Or is online 

political action relatively similar from one country to another? As mentioned, 

most research into political uses of the Internet by NGOs has hitherto been 

conducted in American or British political contexts. It therefore appeared an 

interesting task to compare organisations from these, relatively well-researched 

national political contexts with organisations from other, less-investigated 

national political contexts. To this end, organisations from the United States 

and Sweden were compared. Although their political systems differ 

considerably, an important factor both these countries share is that Internet 

use is widespread among their citizens. This chapter will discuss the importance 

of national political contexts to the studied organisations’ political behaviour – 

and possibly also to their Internet use. To begin with, we will consider some 

theoretical approaches to national political contexts, namely, the political 

opportunity structure, political culture and social movement culture 

approaches. Thereafter a framework for analysing Internet use by NGOs in 

relation to their national political contexts will be presented. Subsequently, 

some characteristics of the American and Swedish civil society contexts that 

form the major focus of this study will be touched on. Finally, a concluding 

discussion will summarize the possible importance of national political contexts 

to the use of ICTs, in particular the Internet, by NGOs 
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3.1. Approaching national political contexts 

Several concepts and analytical tools have been developed in the analysis of 

national political contexts. In political science, political opportunity structure 

and political culture theory represent the best-known approaches to national 

political contexts (see, e.g., Almond and Verba 1963, Inglehart 1997). Also 

relevant to the present study are aspects of social movement culture theory 

(Thörn 2006), as this perspective focuses specifically on how social 

movements act politically in different national political contexts. Although 

these three approaches overlap somewhat, each also contributes valuable 

insights to the analysis in the present study. The following sections will 

discuss how they can be related to the empirical issues considered in this 

study.  

 

3.1.1. Political opportunity structures 

Research into the emergence and development of social movements has 

typically been conducted from the point of view of three broad sets of factors: 

political opportunities, mobilising structures and framing processes 

(McAdam et al. 1996: 2). Political opportunity structure theory is the best-

known perspective from a political science point of view, as it focuses 

primarily on the formal dimensions of the emergence of social movements. It 

has been argued that political opportunity structures ‘help shape movements’ 

(Tarrow 1998: 73). The concept of political opportunity structures denotes 

the institutional context in which social movements operate, and encompasses 

both formal institutional aspects, such as voting rules, and more normative 

and cultural aspects (Joachim 2003: 251). An advantage of this approach is 

that political opportunity structures are relatively easy to compare between 

different national political contexts. As a research object, political 

opportunity structures were introduced by American scholars of the political 

process perspective on social movements. According to this perspective, the 

emergence of a social movement should be considered as a result of changes 

in the ‘institutional structure or informal power relationships of a given 

national political system’ (McAdam et al. 1996: 3). The definition of political 
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opportunity structures has expanded over the years, and it has been argued 

from time to time that it ‘runs the risk of becoming a “dustbin” for any and 

every variable relevant to the development of social movements’ (della Porta 

and Diani 1999: 223, see also McAdam 1996: 24–25). In an effort to 

contribute a specific definition, Tarrow argues that political opportunity 

structures can be conceived as 

 
consistent – but not necessarily formal or permanent – dimensions of the 
political environment that provide incentives for collective action by 
affecting people’s expectations for success or failure. (Tarrow 1998: 76–
77) 

 

According to Tarrow, social movements are shaped by various aspects of 

opportunity, such as people’s access to political participation. In addition, 

shifting political alignments may open up windows of opportunity for 

political protests. Furthermore, divided elites, or, differently expressed, 

internal conflicts within political elites, may serve to instigate contentious 

political action. Another aspect of opportunity for the emergence of social 

movements, according to Tarrow, is the existence of influential allies, for 

example, supporters within the political elite (this is of particular importance 

in non-democratic political systems). Finally, states may repress or facilitate 

the emergence of contentious action among social movements. Altogether, the 

importance of the abovementioned aspects varies between different political 

systems, and their importance also changes over time (Tarrow 1998: 76–80).  

In addition to these aspects, other, more stable dimensions of political 

opportunity and constraint also affect the conditions for collective action and 

contention. Tarrow identifies three sets of factors in this respect: 1) state 

strength, 2) prevailing state strategies for dealing with challengers, and 3) 

repression and social control. The first and second of these three sets of 

factors are of primary importance here. The first, ‘state strength’, refers to the 

fact that centralised states have greater possibilities than decentralised states 

to confront demands from ‘challengers’ such as social movements. Strong 

states can also more easily implement and support (or resist) policies 

advocated by their challengers. Whether a state is weak or strong may vary 

depending on the political level considered. In other words, states can 
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simultaneously be weak at the national level but strong at the local level. The 

second set of factors, ‘prevailing state strategies’, is related to state strength, 

and signifies state strategies for dealing with demands from challengers. 

Irrespective of whether a state is weak or strong, its strategies for handling 

challengers can be inclusive or exclusive. This means that the state can have 

either an open, responsive attitude toward challengers’ participation in the 

political process (inclusive strategy), or, on the contrary, choose to exclude 

them from active participation (exclusive strategy). Although these aspects are 

not constants, the USA has been characterised as a weak state with an 

inclusive strategy towards challengers, and Sweden as a strong state, with an 

inclusive strategy towards challengers (Tarrow 1998: 82–83). The third set of 

factors, ‘repression and social control’, denotes activities initiated by the state 

to increase in various ways the costs of collective organisation. In general, it is 

considered more effective to increase the costs of organisation rather than to 

repress it (Tarrow 1998: 81–83).  

European scholars have used analysis of political opportunity structures, 

using cross-national data, in attempting to explain differences in the 

structure, extent, and success of movements (see, e.g., Kriesi 1995). 

Comparing political opportunity structures in different countries can also 

indicate that they affect social movements’ choice of strategies, as well as the 

movements’ impact on their environments (Kitschelt 1986: 58). In analysing 

anti-nuclear movements in France, Sweden, the USA and West Germany, 

Kitschelt (1986) found that they used different strategies to convince people 

and political decision-makers of their standpoints, and that they also achieved 

different results in terms of influencing energy policy in their countries. As 

political opportunity structures tend to vary over time and between issues, 

however, it is difficult to draw any general conclusions based on the results of 

this and similar studies.  

As mentioned, political opportunity structures do not represent the only 

relevant aspect when analysing the emergence and development of social 

movements. Two other sets of relevant factors in this respect are mobilising 

structures and framing processes. Mobilising structures have been defined as 

‘those collective vehicles, informal as well as formal, through which people 
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mobilize and engage in collective action’ (McAdam et al. 1996: 3). The latter 

aspect, i.e., framing processes of social movements, comprises the processes 

by which movements help establish a common understanding of a specific 

issue or political problem (McAdam et al. 1996: 5–7). Of particular interest in 

this regard, however, is the political opportunity structure approach, as this is 

more closely related to the importance of national political contexts for 

differences in political behaviour among social movements (or, in this case, 

NGOs). Although the political opportunity structure approach focuses on 

the importance of formal institutional aspects, the outcome of such an 

analysis is often closely related to that of political culture. In the following 

section we will take a closer look at the political culture approach, and 

consider the additional insights it could contribute to our analysis.  

 

3.1.2. Political culture 

Different traditions and historical experiences contribute to variations in 

national political culture, as regards both the construction of political systems 

and how and to what extent people involve themselves politically. In 1963, 

Almond and Verba demonstrated that there is a relationship between political 

culture and the consolidation of democracy in different countries. Almond 

and Verba define political culture as 

 
 the specifically political orientations – attitudes towards the political 

system and its various parts, and attitudes toward the role of the self in 
the system. We speak of political culture just as we can speak of an 
economic culture or a religious culture. It is a set of orientations toward 
a special set of objects and processes. (Almond and Verba 1963: 12) 

 

Based on interviews with a thousand citizens in each of five nations (England, 

Germany, Italy, Mexico and the United States), Almond and Verba (1963) 

were able to characterise the political culture of each country. It turned out 

that American citizens had the highest membership in voluntary associations 

(57 percent) of the five examined nations. The USA was also characterised as 

a ‘participatory political culture’, because of the well-developed role of citizens 

in its political system. Overall, the American interviewees were  
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very frequently exposed to politics. They report political discussion and 
involvement in political affairs, a sense of obligation to take an active 
part in the community, a sense of competence to influence the 
government. […] they report emotional involvement during political 
campaigns. (Almond and Verba 1963: 313) 
 

The political culture approach has varied in popularity over the years. After 

receiving much attention in the 1960s, it was criticised in the late 1960s and 

the 1970s for being elitist, as it characterised some political cultures as more 

prone than others to develop and consolidate democracy. In the 1980s, 

however, the political culture approach was revived in analysing the many 

democratisation processes taking place at the time (Inglehart 1997: 161–

162). More recent studies of political culture have also been conducted. Based 

on cross-national data (from the World Values Surveys) from 43 societies, 

Inglehart found that a shift from modernisation to postmodernisation seems 

to have occurred as regards both the worldview and political behaviour of 

post-war generations. Economic development has played an important role in 

this process, and Inglehart formulated two hypotheses to explain the value 

shift, the scarcity hypothesis and the socialisation hypothesis. The former 

holds that scarce things and/or resources tend to be valued the most by an 

individual, while the socialisation hypothesis claims that an individual’s values 

are formed by the economic conditions under which he or she grew up 

(Inglehart 1997: 33 ff). In effect, the younger generations, who grew up 

during the economic upheaval after the Second World War, express the 

importance of postmaterial values such as individual freedom and self-

expression to a greater extent than do older generations. Fourcade and 

Schofer (2004) have chosen a somewhat different approach to political 

culture from that of Almond and Verba and Inglehart, by analysing the 

actual political behaviour of individuals, instead of their perceptions of the 

political system. They argue that  

 

[a]ny utterance, any form of action is cultural in essence, in the sense that 
it displays a set of underlying social codes without which it would not 
be under-standable to others witnessing it. (Fourcade and Schofer 2004: 
8) 

 

64



The different structures for conducting political action found in different 

countries are, according to Fourcade and Schofer (2004: 9–10), determined 

by factors such as the activities’ institutional effectiveness and social 

availability, and the meaning and expressive dimension of political 

mobilisation. The first aspect, institutional effectiveness, denotes attitudes on 

the part of political actors regarding the effectiveness of a particular strategy 

(such as a demonstration or a petition) for bringing about political change. 

The social availability of a particular strategy determines whether, for cultural 

and/or historical reasons, its use is considered legitimate by political actors. 

Finally, the meaning and expressive dimension of political mobilisation 

impinges on whether or not a particular strategy is chosen. Political culture 

can naturally also be analysed at a transnational political level. Thörn 

identifies global civil society as a setting in which various political cultures are 

confronted and/or interact with each other. In this respect, political culture 

 
refers to processes of communication and articulation of political 
experiences, action strategies, identities, values, norms and rules – and to 
the institutions in which these processes are embedded. (Thörn 2007: 
904)  

 

The political culture approach is relevant to the present study, as it 

underscores the importance of national political contexts for how citizens, 

social movements and NGOs act politically. What could be regarded as a 

disadvantage of both the political cultural and political opportunity 

structures approaches, however, is that they tend to apply a macro 

perspective to political participation. As the scope of the study is limited to 

political uses of the Internet by NGOs, it is also necessary to limit the tools of 

analysis to ones that are more manageable. An example of this is the social 

movement culture approach, which is presented in the following section and 

can be related more directly to the actors of interest here, i.e., NGOs.   

 

3.1.3. Social movement culture 

As seen in the previous pages, the choice of strategy for attracting political 

attention, and, in the longer run, bringing about political change, may vary 

considerably from one national political context to another. Thörn discusses 
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this in terms of differing social movement cultures, and refers to the necessity 

of social movements using ‘strategies that in one way or another appeal to the 

“nation”’ (2006: 74) or to the national political context in which they are 

implemented. Social movement culture can be defined as  

 

[a] more specific context, in which historical movement traditions (in 
terms of collective identifications, action repertoires, and organizational 
forms) are being reproduced, modified and/or transformed. (Thörn 
2006: 13) 
 

National political and civil society context can, in other words, be assumed to 

play a prominent role in how social movements and NGOs act politically. 

When comparing the political strategies used by the British and Swedish anti-

apartheid movements, Thörn found that civil disobedience was used more 

frequently by the British anti-apartheid movement than its Swedish 

counterpart. Moreover, the British movement was more likely to use methods 

characteristic of new social movements, while the Swedish movement was 

oriented towards consensus culture, characteristic of old social movements, in 

their dialogue with the Swedish government (Thörn 2006: 86–87). Many 

social movements have an ambivalent relationship with their governments, as 

they typically act as opponents to their politics, while being dependent on 

attracting government attention to their issues of concern. Cultural 

differences can be found also in this respect. For example, Thörn points out 

that while the British anti-apartheid movement criticised their government, the 

Swedish anti-apartheid movement put more effort into criticising private 

actors, such as Swedish companies active in South Africa at the time of the 

apartheid regime (Thörn 2006: 80).  

The social movement culture approach represents a significant point of 

departure for the present study of Internet use by NGOs in different national 

political contexts. In relation to Thörn’s findings, it could be asked to what 

extent different historical and cultural traditions are evident on the Internet, 

among different kinds of organisations acting in different national political 

contexts. Although the social movement culture approach is interesting in 

itself, it arguably reflects broader aspects of political opportunity structures 

and political culture. Against the background of the three discussed 



approaches to the importance of national political contexts, the following 

section will discuss and develop an analytical framework related to the issues 

of interest in this study.  

 

3.2. Analysing national political contexts from 

an NGO perspective 

A comparative analysis of the Internet as a political space for NGOs risks 

becoming overwhelmingly large. Its parameters should therefore be specified 

and limited. The previous sections have described three important dimensions 

of national political contexts: formal-institutional dimensions (political 

opportunity structures), cultural dimensions (political culture) and actor-

related dimensions (social movement culture). The next step is to develop a 

framework for analysing these dimensions that suits the purposes of the 

study.  

The NGO characteristics that tend to differ among organisations in 

different national political contexts are NGO relationships with political and 

economic elites, organisational forms and working methods, and 

organisational ideologies. The first characteristic, NGO relationships with 

political elites, encompasses the organisations’ level of contacts and 

communication with the elites, whether close or distant. Another aspect of 

organisations’ relationships with political elites is their attitudes towards 

obtaining governmental funding to support their work. The same 

considerations apply to the second characteristic, NGO relationships with 

economic elites, in which the organisations’ levels of contact and 

communication with these actors and their perceptions of private funding are 

of interest. The third characteristic, organisational forms and working 

methods, focuses on the extent to which organisations use centralised or 

decentralised decision-making structures: can these structures be 

characterised as top–down or bottom–up oriented? What is implied by 

membership in an NGO also varies from one national context to another. In 

some countries, most NGOs are primarily supported by individual 

memberships, while financial supporters or organisational memberships may 

be more common in others. Yet another dimension of NGO organisational 
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forms and working methods in which national political context may be 

important is the level of voluntarism relative to professionalism, although 

organisational size and affluence can be assumed to play an important role in 

this respect. Finally, the use of new rather than traditional politics is another 

dimension that could be affected by national political context. In more 

concrete and Internet-related terms, this could refer to the extent to which an 

organisation uses online activism and campaigning rather than more 

traditional newsletters and simple information dissemination via its website. 

A fourth NGO characteristic that could be assumed to vary between different 

national political contexts is that of organisational ideology, or attitude at a 

broader level. This could concern issues of social equality: Should the 

organisation be oriented towards charity or not? How should participation 

in the NGO and the role of individuals be organised? What roles of civil 

society, for example, in relation to the government and/or the economy, are 

espoused by the organisation? The above considerations can be summarised 

as follows: 

 

1) NGO relationships with political elites: 

- Contact/communication: close or distant? 

- Funding 

 

2) NGO relationships with economic elites 

- Contacts/communication: close or distant? 

- Funding 

 

3) Organisational forms and working methods 

- Centralised or decentralised? 

- Forms of membership: individuals, organisations or supporters? 

- Voluntarism or professionalism? 

- New or traditional forms of political involvement? 
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- Organisational ideologies 

- Perceptions of social equality (charity oriented or not?) 

- Perceptions of participation (role of individuals in the organisation) 

- Perceptions of the role of civil society  

 

Although all these aspects of NGOs are relevant to this research, they are also 

overly extensive, so the scope of analysis needs to be limited in this respect as 

well. Of primary importance here are NGO relationships with political elites, 

while relationships with economic elites will not be particularly focused on. 

Furthermore, organisational forms and working methods constitute an 

important part of the analysis, while organisational ideologies will only be 

considered as they impinge on the role of individuals in the organisation. It 

should also be noted that the abovementioned NGO characteristics will be 

analysed in relation to the organisations’ Internet use for political purposes, 

and not at a more general level. In the following sections, some characteristics 

of the civil society contexts in the USA and in Sweden will be briefly touched 

on.  

 

3.3. Some characteristics of the American 

civil society context 
As mentioned, the USA has been characterised as a weak state with an 

inclusive strategy for dealing with ‘challengers’ such as social movements 

(Tarrow 1998: 82–83). The weakness in this respect could be explained by 

the fact that the USA constitutes a federation of states, and that ‘federalism is 

a particular invitation to movements to shift their venues into institutions, 

because it provides so many alternative pockets for participation’ (Tarrow 

1998: 81–82). From an institutional perspective, there seem to be more 

differences than similarities between the American and Swedish political 

systems. While the USA is a large federation with a highly heterogeneous 

population, Sweden is a small nation state with a relatively homogeneous 

population. As regards civil society, in contrast, both the USA and Sweden 

can cite very high levels of involvement compared with those of most other 

nations. The USA has long traditions of active civil engagement, which were 
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described by Alexis de Tocqueville as early as the nineteenth century 

(Tocqueville 1990). In recent years, Putnam (2000) has followed in de 

Tocqueville’s footsteps, and examined American civil society and its 

importance in developing social capital. Putnam, however, describes civic 

involvement in decline, in which people support NGOs financially, but not as 

members, as they did before (2000: 158 ff). Nevertheless, recent decades have 

seen growth in the numbers of organisations in the USA, from 14,726 in 

1980 to 22,150 in 1994 (Wuthnow 2002: 66). Special-interest groups, which 

organise and defend the rights of particular groups of people depending on 

their ethnicity, sexuality or political affiliation, have increased in number more 

than other kinds of voluntary associations (Wuthnow 2002: 91). At the same 

time, hands-on personal engagement has decreased, and organisations have 

come to be more professionalized and to receive only financial support from 

their members:  

  
[V]ery few large-membership groups have been launched or revivified since the 
1950s – especially not multi-purpose groups that can span class and partisan 
divides and combine local and translocal activities. (Skocpol 2002: 131)  

 

Grants and private donations have made NGOs less dependent on paying 

members, while changes in gender and class identities have contributed to the 

decline of large member-based organisations (Skocpol 2002: 131). The 

private funding of organisations is generally common in the USA, where 

citizens can make tax-deductible donations to non-profit organisations. This 

phenomenon is not limited merely to civil society, as many societal functions, 

including formal political practices such as presidential elections, are run with 

the support of private grants and funding. Another characteristic of 

American civil society is that its relationship with the government is 

characterised by considerable scepticism: 

 

The sector’s relationship with government tends to be uneasy and 
conflict-ridden; government subsidies are viewed with suspicion. Private-
sector subsidies may also be regarded as dubious, but they are 
nonetheless extremely important. (Boli 1992: 241) 
 
[T]he United States exhibits a […] pattern of relative “statelessness” in its 
conception of political sovereignty – that is, it remains marked by 
considerable defiance against the political center. (Fourcade and Schofer 
2004: 30) 
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This scepticism could well relate to American ideological and historical 

traditions. The American cultural tradition arguably lies close to a Lockean 

tradition, in which autonomous individuals play a prominent role. This can 

be contrasted to Swedish culture, which, like those of several other European 

countries, is said to be more oriented towards a Hobbesian tradition: 

 

The American model thus posits a highly autonomous individual and a 
voluntary collectivity that has no authority other than that granted by its 
members. The Swedish model posits a more dependent individual and a 
more compulsory collectivity that has considerable authority 
independent of its members. (Boli 1992: 241–242) 

 

Boli clearly argues from an American perspective, but his observations are still 

relevant to the analysis. In the following section, characteristics of the Swedish 

political and civil society context will be described. 

 

3.4. Some characteristics of the Swedish 

civil society context 

At an institutional level, the contacts between the government and voluntary 

associations in Sweden can be characterised as close. One phenomenon that is 

significant in the Swedish political context is the use of governmental 

commissions, in which civil society organisations play an important role 

(Trägårdh 2007b). Another difference from the American civil society context 

is that the government contributes substantial financial support to NGOs. 

This intertwined relationship between the government and civil society groups 

in Sweden has been criticised by some observers as corporatist, although the 

tendency is claimed to have decreased somewhat in recent years (see, e.g, 

Olsen 1990: 80–82, Rothstein and Trägårdh 2007). Nevertheless, Micheletti 

distinguishes between two ideal types of political opportunity structures, the 

first being pluralist political opportunity structures, open to all kinds of 

organisations but with varying degrees of access. The second ideal type is 

corporatist political opportunity structures, open only to government-

sanctioned organisations, but with fairly unfettered access to all stages of the 

political process. In Micheletti’s view, the US political system has more in 
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common with the pluralist ideal type, while the Swedish political system is 

closer to the corporatist ideal type (Micheletti 1995: 26–27). Opinions as to 

how corporatist Swedish society actually is, however, are divided; for 

example, Kitschelt argued as early as 1986 that  

 

[w]hile societal corporatism may indicate the opposite, Sweden’s 
relatively differentiated, fractionalized party-system and its consensus-
orientated, responsive bureaucracy are all factors that weigh in favour of 
characterizing it as open. (Kitschelt 1986: 65) 

 

Popular mass movements (Swedish: folkrörelser) have a long tradition of 

organising major segments of the adult population in Sweden and other 

Scandinavian countries (Wijkström and Lundström 2002). The relationship 

between voluntary associations and the state has generally been characterised 

as cooperative rather than confrontational: 

 

[W]hat seems to be unique about Sweden, as well as about the other 
Scandinavian countries, is the development of a very close collaboration 
between the state and the popular mass movements without destroying 
the autonomy of the latter. (Rothstein 2002: 296) 

 

The popular mass movements in Sweden differ in several respects from 

voluntary organisations in other countries. To begin with, the popular mass 

movements tend to be strong at both the national and local levels. This 

enables them to organise mass participation while still increasing their 

legitimacy at the national level. Moreover, popular mass movements have 

traditionally conceived themselves as protest movements organised against 

the elites in society, and in most cases function as networks of organisations. 

By organising political protest and self-help activities, popular mass 

movements have positioned themselves as working in contrast to the charity 

organisations, which were largely organised by people from the middle and 

upper classes (Rothstein 2002: 295–296). They have also been characterised 

as significant ‘schools of democracy’ in Sweden: 

 

One can hardly overestimate the importance of the popular movements 
for the type of democracy that has characterized the Scandinavian 
countries since the beginning of the twentieth century. First as schools of 
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democratic mass mobilization […] and second as intermediary and 
modernistic organisations. (Rothstein 2002: 298–299) 

 

The old social movements occupied a strong position in Sweden after the 

Second World War, and were also closely connected to the Swedish 

government. These connections and corporatist tendencies arguably have 

negatively affected the political influence of new social movements, which may 

also explain their relative difficulties in gaining political attention. An 

interesting aspect, however, is that even though the new social movements 

strove to work differently from the old social movements in Sweden, they 

were largely affected by the consensus culture that characterised Swedish 

politics of the post-war era. It could be added that the new social movements 

that accommodated themselves to the traditional structures and working 

methods gained greater political influence than did those that chose not to do 

this. In other words, the new social movements can either accept the existing 

rules of the game or be excluded from the game altogether (Thörn 2006: 87). 

Apart from differences in national political and civil society contexts, other 

aspects could be important to how NGOs use the Internet as a political space. 

The following section will briefly review Internet use in the USA and Sweden, 

as a step towards discerning these aspects. 

 

3.5. Internet use in Sweden and in the USA 

Survey data from the Pew Internet and American Life Project (October–

December survey 2007)20 indicate that 75 percent of US adults use the 

Internet, meaning that more than 147 million people are online in the USA.21 

There is no significant difference in the extent to which men versus women 

use the Internet. What is apparent is that young people are more likely to use 

the Internet than are older people.22 It was also found that people with higher 

education are still more likely to use the Internet than those with less 

education. Among people with at least college education, up to 93 percent use 

                                                
20 http://www.pewinternet.org/trends/User_demo_2.15.08.htm  (26 February 2008) 
21 The survey question that gathered this information was phrased as follows: ‘Do you use the Internet, at 
least occasionally?’ 
22 Fully 92 percent of people aged 18–29 use the Internet, compared with 85 percent of people aged 30–
49, 72 percent of people aged 50–64 and 37 percent of people aged 65 or older. 
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the Internet, compared with 38 percent of people with less than high school 

education, which indicates that the digital divide is prevalent in Internet use. 

Furthermore, the survey data from Pew indicate that 47 percent of American 

Internet users have looked for political news or information online at least 

once, as of December 2007, and that 16 percent of Internet users do this 

every day. The American data can be compared with data from Sweden, 

where approximately 58 percent of adults (aged 16–74) claimed to have used 

the Internet at least once every working day over the three months preceding 

the survey (Statistics Sweden 2007). Overall, the Scandinavian countries have 

many people who use the Internet at least once a week: 75 percent in Sweden 

and Denmark, and up to 80 percent in Norway (Statistics Sweden 2007:242). 

As in the USA, there is also a clear tendency in Sweden that the more educated 

people are, the more frequently they go online (Statistics Sweden 2007, World 

Internet Institute 2007). An interesting observation is that Swedes appear to 

be more sceptical of information on the Internet than are citizens of other 

countries. Moreover, 62 percent of the surveyed Swedes claim that using the 

Internet cannot increase people’s understanding of politics. These data can be 

contrasted to data from the USA, where 43 percent believe that Internet use 

can increase people’s understanding of politics. The Internet sceptics are fewer 

in the USA than in Sweden, only 25 percent doubting the information found 

on the Internet (Findahl 2004: 47). Later data, from 2007, indicate that 12 

percent of Swedes believe that people will gain more political power through 

using the Internet, and that 21 percent believe that the Internet will make it 

easier to understand politics.23  

So there are several similarities between Internet use in the USA and in 

Sweden. Both countries have high numbers of users and similar patterns of 

‘digital divide’ (i.e., the more affluent and well-educated citizens are, the more 

frequently they use the Internet). The data referred to above by and large 

confirm previously observed patterns of Internet use, which have also been 

discussed in previous chapters. Could the similarities between Internet use in 

the USA and Sweden be taken to indicate that political uses of the Net by 

                                                
23 Svenskarna och Internet 2007, published by World Internet Institute. The report can be found at 
www.wii.se (February 2008). 

74



American and Swedish NGOs may also share similar characteristics? This is 

an open question, which remains to be answered in the empirical parts of this 

study. What, then, are the implications of the characteristics identified in this 

chapter of the national political and civil society contexts and of Internet use 

in the USA and Sweden? These implications will be discussed in the following 

section. 

 

3.6. Political cultures on the Internet? Discussion 

As demonstrated previously, several differences can be found between the 

political and civil society contexts in the USA and in Sweden. At the same 

time, several similarities are also observed, not least in Internet use in the two 

countries. Against the background of the discussions and data referred to in 

this chapter, is it plausible that differing political cultures will also be found 

on the Internet? This is still largely an open question, at least from a civil 

society perspective. It should be noted that other forces are working to 

oppose the hegemony of national political cultures. One example is the 

globalisation of politics, in which the use of ICTs has promoted networking 

and the coordination of joint political actions among civil society actors 

across national political borders. Moreover, organisations can gather 

inspiration and ideas for new political strategies from sister organisations or 

networking partners in other countries. Another ‘counter force’ to the 

prevalence of national political cultures is the globalisation of culture, which 

has been argued to contribute to the homogenisation of peoples’ preferences 

and attitudes (Barber 1995, Held et al. 1999). Possibly, the effects of the 

political and cultural globalisation processes are more apparent on the 

Internet, at least among civil society actors such as NGOs.  

Hence, from a comparative perspective, several scenarios can be delineated 

regarding possible political uses of the Internet by NGOs. In a first 

convergence scenario, differences in national political culture might turn out 

to be less apparent and/or important online than in the offline world. In this 

case, we can, at least to some extent, speak of the convergence of the online 

political cultures of civil society actors. In this convergence scenario, aspects 

other than political culture are more important in explaining NGOs’ political 
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uses of the Internet. Examples of such aspects that were discussed earlier in 

this study are organisational size and/or age. In an alternative political 

cultural scenario, the differences between the national political contexts and 

civil societies of the USA and Sweden touched on previously are also reflected 

in the organisations’ Internet use. Things are more or less the same online as 

offline, and the Internet has not contributed to a growing similarity of ways 

of acting politically among civil society actors, despite the many cultural and 

political globalisation factors that may favour such a development. In other 

words, we can speak of ‘politics as usual’ on the Internet, in line with 

Margolis and Resnick (2000). In another scenario, the fragmentation 

scenario, the Internet does not contribute to the convergence of national 

political cultures, but rather to their fragmentation. This fragmentation is not 

necessarily limited by national political borders. On the contrary, the Internet 

may help connect individuals, groups and/or organisations around the world 

and promote online communities that do not add much to offline civil society 

or, for that matter, to the national public sphere. In a fourth, pluralist 

scenario, it is impossible to speak of a tendency towards either the prevalence 

or absence of political cultures, or of online development towards either 

convergence or fragmentation. There may simply be too many concurrent 

online developments that cannot be reduced neatly to fit certain scenarios or 

characteristics of how NGOs use the Internet for political purposes. It is still 

an open question as to whether national political cultures and/or contexts are 

more important in explaining political uses of the Internet by NGOs than are 

concurrent forces, such as globalisation. What scenario is most likely is a 

question that must be considered empirically if it is to be answered more 

concretely. The following chapter presents a methodological discussion of 

how best to examine the research questions.  
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4. Methodology and research design 

In previous chapters, the research issues have been introduced and reflected on in 

theoretical terms. The question that arises next is how practically to investigate the 

Internet as a political space for NGOs. It was mentioned that research into ICTs 

and politics, from a civil society perspective, has hitherto been dominated by case 

studies of specific NGOs and Internet-based political campaigns (Ferdinand 2000; 

Lebert 2002; van de Donk 2004; Oates et al 2006); a more general overview of 

how NGOs use the Internet for political purposes is still lacking. Moreover, most 

research into the political uses of the Internet by civil society actors is limited to 

NGOs and campaigns in Anglo–American parts of the world, which raises the 

question of how the Internet is used for political purposes in other parts of the 

world, such as Sweden and, more generally, Scandinavia.24 This chapter develops 

and reflects on a methodological approach that will answer the research questions 

as thoroughly as possible. We will start with a general discussion of the use of 

combined research methods, and relate this to the critical realist research 

approach, which could be regarded as the epistemological point of departure for 

this study; thereafter, the research design of the study will be presented. 

Subsequently, descriptions of the empirical investigations conducted for the study 

are provided. Finally, we will consider the validity and reliability of the research 

data, as well as some research ethics issues touched on in the empirical 

investigations. 

 

4.1. Combined research methods and the 

critical realist approach 

Historically, there has been ongoing debate in the methodology literature as to 

whether it is possible to combine quantitative and qualitative research methods. 

Critics have argued that quantitative and qualitative research methods are based 

on diametrically opposed ontological and epistemological outlooks, and therefore 

are difficult, if not impossible, to combine. This debate has waned in recent 
                                                
24 It should however be noticed that a broad variety of Scandinavian research related to ICTs, politics, and 
democracy has been conducted from an institutional perspective. See, for example, Ilshammar 2002; 
Löfgren 2001, 2004; Åström 2004; Hoff 2004, 2005.  
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decades, and the use of combined methods in social science research is now 

commonplace. The two primary motives for combining quantitative and 

qualitative research methods are, first, that the research question can not be 

answered using only one method, and second, to increase research validity, in that 

‘one method serves as a check on another’ (Read and Marsh 2002: 237). 

Combined methods can be used in three main ways. The first is a two-phase 

design, in which the quantitative and qualitative phases are kept separate. 

Alternately, a dominant/less dominant design can be used, in which the researcher 

primarily uses one research paradigm (i.e., quantitative or qualitative), but adds 

components from the other paradigm. A third way of using combined research 

methods is the mixed methodology design, in which different methodologies can 

be used ‘at any stage of the research process’ (Read and Marsh 2002: 239–240).  

The critical realist research approach also refers to the advantages of 

combining quantitative and qualitative research methods, while criticising the 

dichotomous perspectives on quantitative and qualitative research as different 

‘research paradigms’, as described by Read and Marsh above. According to 

Danermark et al. (2003: 341–342), the crucial aspect of the realist approach is 

that it distinguishes between structure and agency, and particularly emphasises 

how structure and agency interact. In line with this, the critical realist perspective 

rejects purely individualist- or structuralist-oriented explanations of social 

phenomena, and is critical of formulating universal (positivist) explanations of 

them. The critical realist perspective, in other words, should not be conceived as 

merely a compromise or a combination of quantitative and qualitative research 

methods, but rather as representing a third distinct position (Danermark et al. 

2003: 344). Unlike the dualism of explanatory versus interpretivist 

methodological approaches, the critical realist perspective advocates the use of 

both extensive and intensive research designs. The former denotes large-scale 

quantitative research while the latter denotes in-depth qualitative research, such as 

interviews or case studies. In line with this, Shapiro and Wendt argue that 

 

[i]n the realist view, science should be driven by questions rather than 
methods, and the scientist’s goal should be to describe accurately the causal 
mechanisms by reference to which his questions about reality can be 
answered. […] Sometimes, quantitative, cross-sectional analysis will provide 
strong material for good abductive inferences, whereas in other contexts, 
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qualitative and/or historical analysis will be more appropriate; sometimes, 
more theory will be required and sometimes less. (Shapiro and Wendt 1992: 
212) 

 

The methodological approach used here is inspired by the realist perspective, as 

described above by Shapiro and Wendt. Apart from the fact that the study could 

be considered question driven rather than method driven, it combines 

quantitative and qualitative research methods to achieve a broad and nuanced 

understanding of how the Internet functions as a political space for NGOs. In this 

case, the lack of a more general overview of the political uses of the Internet by 

NGOs called for the use of quantitative research methods. At the same time, the 

issue of interest – attitudes to and strategies in Internet use by NGOs for political 

purposes – was considered too complicated to examine merely through the use of 

closed-ended survey questions. This was felt to be so because an organisation’s 

Internet use may not always be formulated according to a specific strategy or 

approach, allowing a respondent to describe it by ticking ‘yes’ or ‘no’ in a survey 

questionnaire. Since the research objects of interest here are NGOs, and not 

private companies, the organisations’ strategies for and/or approaches to Internet 

use could often be considered the sum of many different choices and decisions. 

Against this background, it appeared more productive for the analysis to combine 

different research methods, in order to deepen our understanding of the 

organisations’ chosen courses of action in relation to Internet. In addition, the 

qualitative analysis results could be used to ‘check’ the survey responses, as 

described above by Read and Marsh. This was considered all the more important, 

since the surveys were sent to only one respondent per organisation. The 

following section presents the research design of the study in more detail.   

 

4.2. Research design  

As mentioned, the aim and research questions of this study are qualitative in 

nature, investigating how the studied organisations perceive the Internet as a 

political space. At the same time, as mentioned, the lack of a more general 

overview of how NGOs perceive the Internet for political purposes called for the 

use of extensive research methods in collecting the empirical data. Combining 

quantitative and qualitative (or, extensive and intensive) research methods should 
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allow the gathering of more detailed information on political uses of the Internet 

by NGOs. The extensive data regarding the organisations’ Internet use were 

collected in two questionnaire surveys, which included several open-ended, 

qualitative questions. In the next step, the surveys were supplemented with 

intensive research methods (e.g., content analysis of NGO websites) and a 

responsiveness test. Two interviews with NGO representatives were also 

conducted in preparation for the surveys. In addition, two additive indexes, 

combined with close reading of the open-ended responses and comments in the 

survey questionnaires, were used to classify the organisations’ Internet use in 

relation to the four approaches to Internet use described in chapter 2. 

This research study uses a comparative approach; this was justified by the 

fact that there hitherto has been little comparative research into Internet use by 

NGOs for political purposes.25 Hopkin identifies the advantages of comparative 

research, arguing that  

 

[c]omparison across several cases (usually countries) enables the researcher to 
assess whether a particular phenomenon is simply a local issue or the 
professional academic’s Holy Grail, a previously unobserved ‘general trend’. 
(Hopkin 2002: 249) 

 

In relation to the Hopkin quotation, it could be questioned whether the political 

use of the Internet by NGOs in the USA should be regarded as manifesting a 

general trend, or rather as an aspect of American political culture. This could be 

considered one of the core questions for this study to answer through its use of a 

comparative approach. Comparative studies of political phenomena can examine 

many countries, a few countries, or even a single26 country (Landman 2003). In 

the present research, the few-country design has been chosen. A classical 

distinction in comparative research into a few countries at a time is that between 

‘most similar systems’ and ‘most different systems’ research design, originally 

introduced by Przeworski and Teune (1970). The ‘most similar systems’ design 

focuses on political phenomena in similar national political contexts, such as 

those of the Scandinavian countries. In contrast, the ‘most different systems’ 

design 
                                                
25 See, however, Gibson et al 2004. 
26 A precondition for a single-country analysis, however, is that it should contribute valuable insights 
and/or theoretical developments that could be applied in analyses of other countries (Landman 2003). 
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 [c]ompares countries that do not share any common features apart from the 
political outcome to be explained and one or two of the explanatory factors 
seen to be important for that outcome. (Landman 2003: 29) 

 

The present comparison of US and Swedish NGOs regarding political use of the 

Internet could, in other words, be considered a ‘most different systems’ research 

design. Comparative social movement research frequently distinguishes between 

studies that seek to explain the emergence of social movements (the ‘why’), the 

methods the movements use for their political process (the ‘how’) and whether the 

movements succeed in achieving their goals (the ‘what’) (Landman 2003: 124, see 

also Kriesi 2008: 412–415). The ‘how’ perspective could be considered very 

relevant to this research, although the present analysis is limited to NGOs rather 

than to social movements in a broader sense. 

Our object of study – NGO use of and perceptions of the Internet – can to 

some extent be considered a moving target. The problems this presents have been 

sought avoided in the present study by examining aspects that may be expected to 

change more slowly over time, such as the organisations’ relationships with 

political decision-makers and how they prefer to conduct political protest in more 

general terms (i.e., using more traditional and/or offline forms of protest). The 

following sections will describe in greater detail the methods used in collecting the 

research data. 

 

4.3. Data collection 

The empirical data for the research were collected in 2003–2005, and the process 

is described chronologically in the following sections.  

 

4.3.1. A survey on online activism and campaigning on the Internet  

The first survey focused primarily on the use of online activism and campaigning 

in NGOs, and intended to gather information on NGO practices and experiences 

from organisations in different countries, as representatives of a global civil 

society. The construction of the survey on political action and campaigning 

among NGOs commenced with two pilot interviews with informants from the 

Swedish chapters of two large international NGOs. Based on the information 

gained, the preliminary survey questions were revised and summarised into a 
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survey questionnaire, which was sent by postal mail to 119 NGOs in early spring 

2003. The survey was directed only to Internet-active NGOs to investigate how 

they perceived the Internet as a political space. This rather narrow selection 

criterion implied that the NGOs had to be selected online, in order to evaluate the 

extent to which they used their websites for advocacy and campaigning. The 

Internet portal Idealist was chosen as the database for selecting NGOs for the 

survey. Idealist is provided by Action Without Borders, an organisation founded 

in 1995 to function as a ‘clearing house’ for NGOs and volunteers. In 1996, 

Action Without Borders launched the Idealist portal, to give all kinds of 

organisations a web presence, even if they did not possess individual websites. 

Since then, Idealist has developed into a large Internet community of NGOs, 

which, as of 18 February 2004, lists and provides information about more than 

38,000 organisations in 165 countries (see www.idealist.org).27   

Alternative NGO registers considered in selecting organisations to be 

surveyed were the Union of International Associations (UIA), the UN register of 

consultant NGOs (UN DESA NGO section) and the third-world-oriented Internet 

portal, OneWorld (www.oneworld.net). Neither UIA’s online register nor the UN 

DESA NGO section, however, provided any e-mail addresses or website links to 

their listed organisations. This meant that it would require considerable effort to 

select organisations from the UIA or UN DESA NGO registers that were actively 

using online activism and campaigning. Finally, the NGO Internet portal 

OneWorld listed fewer organisations and had a less-developed search function 

than did Idealist. For these reasons, Idealist eventually turned out to be the best 

available option at the time with which to select NGOs for the survey.28 

Using search terms ‘act’ and ‘activist’ in the Idealist search function rendered 

a list of more than 400 organisations with activist-oriented working methods. 

Further criteria for inclusion in the survey were that the selected NGOs should 

possess websites and provide online activist features on them, such as action 

alerts, e-mail petitions or cyber activist communities. From a first selection of 

more than 400 organisations, 119 organisations were finally included in the 

survey. The final response rate was 50 percent (or 59 of 119 organisations), 

                                                
27 As of 18 February 2004, Idealist listed 38,816 organisations, of which 29,470 were based in the United 
States.  
28 For alternative methods of selecting research units via the Internet, see Weare and Lin (2000). 

82



which can be considered fairly good, considering that it is generally difficult to 

achieve high response rates in international NGO surveys.29 

An intriguing aspect of the survey sample was that it almost exclusively 

comprised North American NGOs. In other words, despite the original intention 

of conducting an international NGO survey, the result was an almost ‘purely’ 

American NGO sample. It became obvious even during the selection process that 

the selection criteria (i.e., NGOs with a web presence that were actively using 

online activism and campaigning) skewed the survey selection towards an 

American sample. Non-American organisations identified using the search terms 

‘act’ and ‘activist’ frequently dropped out of the sample when it came to applying 

the criterion of online activism. The sample selection represents an interesting 

research result in itself, and the question that it ended up with, of whether online 

activism is an American phenomenon, formed the point of departure for 

conducting a second survey, with a more overtly comparative approach, which is 

described in more detail later in this chapter.  

Only one copy of the survey was sent to each organisation, so it was crucial 

that the respondents occupy key positions commanding an overview of their 

organisations’ Internet priorities; the survey was sent to either the campaign 

director or secretary general of the selected organisations. As mentioned, the 

survey included a number of open-ended questions in addition to traditional 

closed-ended questions. The respondents were also given the opportunity to 

comment on the closed-ended survey questions. This qualitative orientation of the 

survey was considered necessary in order to capture the organisations’ opinions 

regarding the Internet in as much detail as possible. The combined use of postal 

mail and e-mail was chosen for distributing the survey, starting with postal 

mailings. Using postal mail as the primary contact method was considered 

necessary in order to reach the right person in each organisation, which was 

assumed to be more complicated to do via e-mail. The first postal mailing was in 

the beginning of August 2003, and was followed by a first reminder after a 

month and a second reminder after yet another month; e-mail reminders with 

attached survey questionnaires were sent to the organisations after three and four 

                                                
29 For example, Dilevko (2002) elaborates on an international NGO survey with a response rate of 37 of 
141 southern NGOs – a response rate of 26 percent – while Rohrschneider et al. (2002: 510–533) 
achieved a response rate of 248 of 698 environmental groups, or 38 percent, from 56 nations. 

83



months.30 Interestingly, several of the respondents who had not completed the 

postal questionnaire responded within a few days to the e-mail request – either 

with the paper version of the questionnaire or directly via e-mail. The relatively 

long time allowed for collecting the completed surveys (four months in total) 

probably contributed to the fairly high response rate to the survey; this generous 

amount of time was allotted because of the great geographical distances between 

the organisations and the research centre, and because many organisations are 

run by volunteers with limited time for completing surveys. No general patterns 

or characteristics can be found among either the respondents or non-responders 

to the survey, both small and large well-known organisations being represented 

among both groups.  

 

4.3.2. Content analysis of NGO websites 

To supplement the survey, the websites of the 59 organisations that responded to 

the survey on online activism and campaigning were subjected to a content 

analysis. The primary aim of the content analysis was to gather additional 

information regarding the provision of grass root features and participatory 

activities on the organisations’ websites. Two of the organisations participating in 

the survey had been dissolved in the two years since the survey was conducted, 

but as the organisations’ websites were still available at the time of the content 

analysis, they were included in the analysis. As the content analysis was conducted 

two years after the questionnaire survey, it gave an opportunity to gauge whether 

the participatory orientation of the organisations had changed over time. 

Furthermore, the content analysis gave the opportunity to compare the 

respondents’ perceptions of ICT use for political purposes with the activities 

actually provided on the organisations’ websites. 

Gibson and Ward (2000) have developed a methodology for analysing the 

function and effectiveness of party and candidate websites using content analysis. 

Their methodology was applied in the website content analysis, although their 

coding schemes were adjusted to suit the purposes of the present analysis. The 

                                                
30 Eight survey questionnaires were returned by the post office and by e-mail, since the addresses were 
unknown or the organisation no longer existed. In addition, three organisations sent their regrets via e-
mail, stating that they did not have time to complete the survey. 
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following dimensions of the organisations’ websites were covered in the content 

analysis: 

 

1) The websites’ informational strength 

2) Provision of grassroots features for broader participation 

3) Provision of grassroots features for deeper participation 

4) Responsiveness to e-mail requests  

 

A general overview was made of the informative features provided on the 

organisations’ websites, as a general measure of their quality. The informative 

features included ‘who’s who’ presentations of the NGO staff, information about 

the organisation’s mission, provision of event calendars, ‘what’s new’ sections, 

newsletters, press releases, FAQs, written reports and a search function. Each 

feature found on a website and which belonged to the information category 

earned the website one point. A limitation of this scoring system is the risk that 

large organisations, which typically have better-developed websites than smaller 

NGOs do, would be overrepresented in the category of high-scoring 

organisations. To compensate for this, the scores were differentiated. Grassroots 

features could contribute 1–3 points to the additive index, depending on their 

interactivity.  

As mentioned, ICTs have the potential both to broaden and deepen 

participation and engagement on the part of citizens. ICTs can be used to broaden 

political participation by providing new channels for recruitment to political 

parties and pressure groups, thereby attracting new groups of supporters and 

members. ICTs could also deepen participation and engagement, as they provide 

an increasing number of in-depth channels for member-to-member and member-

to-elite communication (Lusoli and Ward 2004: 457).  

Being the issues of primary interest in the website content analysis, the 

grassroots features were divided into two categories, depending on their level of 

interactivity and whether they promoted broader or deeper participation. 

Examples of grassroots features that arguably broaden participation in NGOs are 

action alerts, e-mail sign-up lists, information about and invitations to participate 

in offline campaigns, and online fundraising and member recruitment drives. Such 
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‘simple’ grassroots features earned one point for each feature provided on an 

NGO website. The second category of grassroots features included features that 

arguably deepen participation in the organisations, for example, discussion 

forums, chat rooms, bulletin boards allowing members to express opinions, cyber 

communities, online polls and requests for members to comment on and express 

their opinions to the organisations. Such ‘advanced’ grassroots features earned 

two or three points for each feature found. A responsiveness test was conducted 

and added to the content analysis; points were awarded according to how rapidly 

the organisations responded to an e-mailed request. The responsiveness test is 

described in more detail in the following section. 

 

4.3.3. Responsiveness test 

To examine the organisations’ responsiveness to e-mail requests and their level of 

interactivity with website visitors, a simple test was conducted. An e-mail request 

was sent to each organisation regarding the provision of grassroots features on 

its websites. Organisations that lacked discussion forums on their websites at the 

time of the content analysis were asked whether they had considered introducing 

one, while those that already provided discussion forums were asked whether 

they had considered introducing a web log, or blog.31 The NGO’s answers could 

in other words be analysed not just in terms of their length and the response 

speed, but also in terms of their contents, i.e., their motives for providing or not 

providing advanced organisational features. The e-mail addresses used were the 

general (often the only available) e-mail addresses provided on the NGO websites, 

and the question was not directed to any specified person in the organisation. The 

result of the responsiveness test was that 17 (28 percent) of the 59 organisations 

responded to the e-mail request during the two weeks the test lasted. This period 

represents a sharpening of the criteria suggested by Gibson and Ward (2000: 

309), as their proposed methodology allowed four weeks for the responsiveness 

test. Moreover, the maximum scores that could be achieved were 5 each for 

response speed and quality. Since the present responsiveness test was conducted 

                                                
31 The specific wording of the e-mail request was: ‘Hello! Have you considered introducing a discussion 
forum/web log on your website? Best wishes Anna Winter.’ The responsiveness test is discussed further 
in the final section of the chapter, in relation to research ethics. 
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as a part of the website content analysis, it was decided that such high scores (10 

in total) would bias the overall results of the analysis, as the total score achievable 

in the coding scheme, excluding the responsiveness test, was 32. The scores that 

could be achieved in the present responsiveness test were therefore limited to 3, 

for each of speed and quality. 

Most organisations that responded to the request did so within 24 hours, 

which might be explained by the fact that e-mail messages not answered within a 

short time risk being forgotten. Naturally, the use of a single question at a single 

point of time does not necessarily accurately capture the organisations’ 

responsiveness, as their propensity to respond may depend on the particular 

questions asked and when they are sent. It could also be assumed that the test 

results might vary depending on several factors, such as the type of question used 

in the test. More extensive questions might be answered to a different extent, and 

several requests might have resulted in different patterns of responsiveness among 

the organisations. However, the responsiveness test still provides useful 

information as to which organisations engage most actively with their members 

and website visitors, and it arguably gives a fairly good indication of how actively 

the organisations use the Internet. 

 

4.3.4. A comparative survey on the Internet as a political space 

As mentioned, the almost exclusive selection of American NGOs in the first survey 

raised the question whether online activism is primarily an American 

phenomenon. A second survey was therefore conducted, which used a broader 

research approach than the first one, as it was explicitly comparative and also 

focused on both internal and external dimensions of the Internet as a political 

space. Moreover, the selection criteria were broadened from online activism to the 

general requirement that the selected organisations should possess a website. An 

initial aim of the survey was that it should involve NGOs from the USA and from 

the Scandinavian countries of Denmark, Norway and Sweden. The Scandinavian 

perspective was partly practically motivated, as the total number of Scandinavian 

organisations was about as large as the number of US organisations that could be 

selected from the UIA register (further details on the UIA register are provided 

below). Another motive for including the three Scandinavian countries in the 
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analysis was however that they share many historical experiences and cultural 

characteristics, and that the political culture in these countries is relatively similar, 

although some differences naturally also can be found (see, e.g. Amnå 2006). 

However, as the NGO representatives who responded to the survey were 

primarily Swedish and American, these two countries form the focus of the 

theoretical framework presented in chapter 3 and of the empirical analysis. The 

survey results from the Norwegian and Danish NGOs have still been kept in the 

survey dataset, although they are not analysed in more detail.  

The surveyed organisations were selected from the Union of International 

Associations (UIA) register of organisation secretariats (main and secondary) for 

each of the four chosen countries. The selection criteria for the survey were that 

the organisations should advocate some kind(s) of social/political change, and 

more particularly, should be: 

 

• non-governmental 

• non-profit 

• non-sectarian 

• non-partisan  

 

To be able to compare the organisations in a theoretically supported way, all these 

selection criteria were considered necessary. Like the previous survey on online 

activism and campaigning, the comparative survey was sent to the communication 

director or the secretary general of the selected NGOs. Again, only one copy of the 

questionnaire was sent to each organisation, so it was crucial that they be 

completed by people with both an overview and deeper knowledge of the 

organisations’ perceptions and priorities regarding new ICTs. The first mailing 

and first reminder to complete the survey were sent via postal mail, while 

subsequent reminders were sent via e-mail. This combined use of postal mail and 

e-mail was done partly for financial reasons, partly in order to reach respondents 

preferring either e-mail or postal surveys. Moreover, the use of postal mail was 

thought likely to increase the chances of reaching the ‘right’ respondents in each 

organisation, as many NGOs provide only one, general e-mail address on their 
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websites.32 The survey questionnaire was deliberately limited to four pages, in 

hopes of maximising the number of responses to the survey. As the qualitative 

dimensions of the organisations’ perceptions of the Internet were of major 

importance, several open-ended questions were posed in the survey. The 

respondents could also make open-ended comments on the closed-ended survey 

questions. The aim of this qualitative orientation was to grasp nuances of the 

respondents’ opinions in as much detail as possible.  

The 186 organisations from which data were collected represented all the 

organisations registered by UIA (2002/2003) and that satisfied the selection 

criteria. Completed surveys were received from 89, or nearly 50 percent, of the 

organisations. As shown in Table 4.1., Swedish NGOs are the most frequent 

respondents, relative to their initial numbers. Norwegian and Danish NGOs have 

a response rate of approximately 50 percent, while American NGOs have the 

lowest response rate – approximately 30 percent. A possible explanation of the 

non-responses is lack of sufficient time and resources to complete the survey. 

These reasons were also cited in the few written refusals received. Many 

Norwegian and Danish organisations may not have responded partly because the 

survey questionnaires sent to them were written in Swedish. This may have made 

some of the Norwegian and Danish respondents less interested in answering the 

survey. Moreover, their greater geographical distances from the research centre 

may have made the survey appear less relevant to some potential respondents. 

This may be particularly applicable to the American respondents, who were the 

most frequent non-responders to the survey. 

 

                                                
32 It turned out from the survey responses that most respondents occupied higher positions in the 
organisations, so the survey, in other words, had been directed to the ‘correct’ respondents. Possibly, an e-
survey would have yielded more varied results in this respect. 
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Table 4.1. Survey responses, distributed by country. 

 

The organisations that did respond to the survey include both small and large 

organisations from all four countries. A characteristic common to many of the 

organisations that did not respond, particularly in the case of the Scandinavian 

NGOs, is that they are relatively small. The American NGOs that did not respond 

to the survey include a broad range of organisations, including both large well-

known organisations and smaller ones. Notably, several of the American NGOs 

had few contact options available on their websites; rather than providing e-mail 

addresses on the websites, a general mailing form without an address or name 

would be provided for questions from website visitors. Possibly, these mailing 

forms are used to avoid spamming; they did not turn out to be particularly 

effective, however, as none of the organisations that provided them responded in 

any way to the survey requests. Overall, one had the impression that the NGO 

websites were primarily intended simply to offer organisational profiles, rather 

than to act as meeting spots for members and website visitors. Despite this, the 

response rate of nearly 50 percent can be considered fairly satisfactory for an 

international NGO survey. Parts of the survey data were later systematised into 

two additive indexes capturing advocacy and interactivity; this process is 

described in greater detail in the following section.  

 

4.3.5. Indexes for advocacy and interactivity 

To analyse how the organisations oriented their Internet use towards internal and 

external political action, two additive indexes capturing advocacy and 

interactivity, respectively, were constructed based on the survey data. The purpose 

of the indexes was to sort the organisations according to four different 

approaches to Internet use (i.e., traditional, top–down, bottom–up and new 

 USA Sweden Norway Denmark Total 

Survey responses 34 32 13 10 89 

Refusals 3 1 - 1 5 

No response 54 10 17 9 89 

Letters in return 3 - - - 3 
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politics that were discussed in chapter 2), depending on their levels of interactivity 

and advocacy. The advocacy index listed all the activities and features mentioned 

in the survey that dealt with advocacy in various ways, including e-mail sign-up 

lists and opportunities for members/supporters to participate in Internet 

campaigns (e.g., via action alerts or signing e-mail petitions); all such activities 

were worth one point each. The index scores were differentiated in that 

organisations that had conducted Internet campaigns ‘several times’ were given 

two points on the index, while those that had conducted campaigns only ‘a few 

times’ were given one point. In addition, three particular items from the survey 

also earned points on the advocacy index.33  

The interactivity index listed all the activities and features mentioned in the 

survey that could be related to the engagement of and interactivity with NGO 

members and/or supporters. The provision of grassroots features such as chat 

rooms, blogs, discussion forums, online polls/referenda and requests for feedback 

on website contents were given one point each. Two items regarding ICT use from 

the survey were also included in the interactivity index.34 Each of these earned two 

points if the respondent had selected ‘I agree fully’, one point if he or she had 

selected ‘I agree partly’ and no points if he or she had selected ‘I disagree.’ The 

scores on the two indexes were then summed for each organisation, and based on 

the combined score, a review was made of the 10 most typical organisations in 

each of the four categories of Internet use, presented in chapter 2: the top–down, 

bottom–up, new politics and traditional approaches to Internet use.  

 

4.4. Validity and reliability of the research data 

A question that should be addressed in relation to the research design is the 

validity and reliability of the collected research data. If we start with the validity 

aspect, it could be questioned to what extent the survey answers of one 

                                                
33 The statements were: 1)‘Using ICTs has promoted networking with and/or coordination of joint 
activities with other NGOs’; 2)’Using ICTs/the Internet has involved more people in our organisation’s 
activities’ and 3) ‘Using ICTs/the Internet has strengthened our organisation’s influence in social/political 
issues.’ Each statement rendered two scores if the respondent had selected ‘I agree fully’ and one score if 
she or he had selected ‘I agree partly’ in the survey questionnaire. 
 
34 These items are: ‘It is very important that members be continuously active in the organisation’s 
decision-making process’ and ‘Our website and e-mail functions have considerably strengthened member 
influence on our organisation’s decision-making process’. 
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respondent accurately reflect the opinions of a whole organisation. As mentioned 

above, the survey questionnaires were sent to key people in the organisations 

who, based on their positions, could be assumed to have an overview of the 

organisations’ ICT strategies and motives for using the Internet. The surveys 

should, in other words, be considered elite investigations, with all the possible 

advantages and disadvantages this implies. There could be another validity 

problem if the registers from which the NGOs were selected for the two surveys 

themselves contained a biased selection of organisations. As discussed previously, 

there is a general lack of comprehensive NGO registers for researchers to consult. 

This means that almost any NGO register could arguably contain a biased 

selection of organisations. Compared with other registers, the two registers 

eventually chosen for the research were considered best suited to the purposes of 

the study (including the NGO selection criteria). 

Furthermore, measuring NGO size in terms of number of members could be 

questioned from the perspective that what is implied by ‘member’ might vary 

considerably from one organisation to another and from one national context to 

another. This dilemma has been handled here by examining each of the studied 

organisations with few members (i.e., fewer than 50) in more detail; organisations 

assumed to define ‘member’ as anything other than an individual member have 

been excluded from the size measure.  

Yet another validity problem is how to interpret responses to ‘sensitive’ 

survey items. There were very few such items in the survey data, with one possible 

exception: the question in the first survey as to whether the organisation had ever 

used any hacktivist techniques elicited no responses at all. Although the 

organisations selected for the study do not likely use hacktivist techniques to any 

considerable extent, it cannot be excluded that this question was considered by 

the respondents as too sensitive to answer. Overall, however, the problem of 

sensitive questions could be considered as relatively limited in this research. 

How, then, should these validity problems be handled? Apart from the 

specific strategies described in relation to each validity problem mentioned above, 

once again there is an advantage in combining quantitative and qualitative 

research methods, as the results of one method can be verified against the results 

of the other. For example, the website content analysis could be used to verify the 
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survey items regarding the features provided on the NGO websites. Likewise, the 

responsiveness test could serve as a check on the organisations’ professed level of 

interactivity. 

The reliability of research data is primarily a concern in strictly quantitative 

investigations, as representative samples are difficult to achieve in qualitative 

investigations (Holme and Solvang 1997: 94). It should, however, be noted that 

the two surveys conducted for the present study represent complete investigations 

of all registered organisations that met the selection criteria at the time of selection. 

Despite this, it is uncertain to what extent the empirical results analysed in this 

research can be generalised at a broader level. The research questions address 

complex issues, and the studied research subjects – NGOs – represent a 

heterogeneous group that exhibits considerable variation, both in size and level of 

Internet activity. The empirical data included in this study are based on 

information from a total of 150 organisations, but it would still be audacious to 

argue, based on these data, that ‘all’ NGOs use and/or conceive of the Internet in 

certain ways. As the empirical chapters will show, the observed NGOs vary greatly 

in this respect. We cannot exclude the possibility that additional or alternate 

dimensions of these phenomena could be identified. Rather than arriving at 

simple conclusions, the study indicates that Internet use for political purposes by 

NGOs is far more complex than is generally conveyed in the literature on ICTs 

and politics. Hence, the aim of this study is not to present definitive truths or 

answers, but rather to broaden and deepen our outlook on the Internet as a 

political space for NGOs.  

Another reliability problem that should be mentioned is that of concept-

stretching, in which systematic differences could occur in how respondents in 

different countries interpret the survey questions. The problem of concept-

stretching, however, can be assumed to be relatively limited here, since many of the 

survey questions are concrete and deal with practical matters. The following 

section will present some reflections on research ethics, in relation to the present 

study.  
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4.5. Research ethics 

Any discussion of research design and methodological considerations and 

approaches is incomplete without considering the aspect of research ethics. 

Throughout the collection of empirical data for the research, it was considered 

important to inform the interviewees and survey respondents as to the aims and 

objectives of the research. An information sheet with a brief description of the 

research project was attached to the survey questionnaires and distributed to the 

respondents to the two surveys, by both e-mail and postal mail. Apart from a 

description of the research project, the respondents were promised confidential 

treatment of their survey responses: no names of either respondents or 

organisations would be mentioned in the research. Contact infor-mation for the 

author was provided, and respondents were urged to call or send an e-mail 

message if they had any questions regarding the surveys.  

As regards the content analysis, the information gathered from the NGO 

websites was public and available to any visitor, so it was not considered 

necessary to inform the organisations of the analysis. What might be more 

disputable from a political science point of view is the responsiveness test, which 

was conducted as a part of the content analysis. The e-mail request that was sent 

in the responsiveness test did not inform the respondents that they were 

participating in a test. Moreover, the request was signed with an alias, instead of 

the name of the researcher. Several aspects justified this course of action, as the 

whole point of the responsiveness test was to behave like a normal website visitor 

and observe the organisations’ different ways of responding to a simple e-mail 

request. Informing the selected NGOs of the purpose of the request, not to 

mention signing the e-mail with the researcher’s name (already known to several 

people in the studied organisations), would imply the obvious risk that the 

respondents would react differently to the request than they would otherwise. The 

results of the responsiveness test would in that case be questionable in terms of 

reliability. Responsiveness tests are more commonly used in informatics science, 

where the use of an alias by researchers is customary. Nevertheless, this practice 

can still be discussed from a research ethics point of view, with reference to the 

fact that the Internet is a new research field, in which new research methods are 

still being developed. As these methods are not always established or indisputable, 
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it is necessary to evaluate them critically from an ethics perspective in order to 

improve them.  

Research ethics guidelines are usually formulated as recommendations for 

researchers, and differ somewhat from one country to another. In Sweden, 

research ethics guidelines have been formulated at a national level by HSFR.35 

Among the many requirements set forth by HSFR, the protection of individual 

integrity is among the more important. However, HSFR also argues that this 

requirement is less important in research in which individuals cannot be identified, 

either directly or indirectly (Svenningsson et al. 2003: 176–177). A general 

principle used by the researcher in the present study was not to collect data in any 

way that would be hard to justify or explain to the informants and/or 

respondents who participated in the study. In relation to the responsiveness test, 

the e-mail request sent to the organisations was not in any way personal or 

sensitive in nature; in fact, exactly who responded to the request was not at all 

relevant to the test. Moreover, the test was not intended to be used for any other 

purpose than to measure the speed, quantity and contents of the organisations’ 

answers.  

Having introduced and discussed the methodological considerations, 

research design, data collection, and research ethics considerations underlying the 

study, we will now turn to the empirical parts of the study. The following chapter 

will present the results of the first survey, on online activism and campaigning in 

NGOs.  

 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                
35 Humanistisk-samhällsvetenskapliga forskningsrådet (HSFR) has now been re-organised as the Swedish 
Research Council (Vetenskapsrådet). 
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5. Internet use in political activism and 
campaigning 
 
Political activism and campaigning are central activities for many NGOs aiming to 

promote social change, and the Internet can play an important role in them. Apart 

from for conducting online campaigns, NGOs can use the Internet to coordinate 

offline campaigns, explain the motives underlying their actions and provide 

background information on their ongoing campaigns. In the following pages, we 

will examine how NGOs perceive and use the Internet as a space for political 

activism and campaigning. What kinds of activities are conducted via the Internet? 

How do the NGOs value political activities on the Internet, compared with more 

traditional forms of political action? The chapter is based on a questionnaire 

survey sent to NGOs, located in several different countries, that use the Internet in 

various ways for activism and campaigning. The first part of the chapter  will 

examine the level and orientation of the organisations’ Internet activity, as well as 

their attitudes to the Net as a space for political mobilisation and campaigning. 

Having reviewed the survey responses, we then continue by analysing the 

importance of background variables, such as organisational size and age, to how 

the NGOs use the Internet as a political space. In the final part of the chapter, the 

findings of the survey will be summarised and discussed in relation to the Internet 

as a political space.  

 

5.1. NGO background data  

The survey was sent to NGOs working on various social movement issues, such 

as human rights, peace/solidarity, and environmental and women’s issues.36 The 

aims of the responding organisations were distributed as shown in Table 5.1. 

Most of the NGOs (16, or 27 percent) work on environmental issues; this is 

followed by human rights (8 NGOs), women’s issues (6), social justice (6), 

peace/solidarity (5), health (4) and ‘other’ aims (14), such as animal rights, 

disarmament, hunger relief and development rights.37  

                                                
36 A detailed description of the data collection can be found in chapter 4. 
37 It should be noted that two categories of NGO aims (i.e., health and social justice) were added by the 
author after the survey responses had been collected. Moreover, as some of the respondents had selected 
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 NGO aim Frequency Percent 

 Environment 16 27 
 Human rights 8 14 
  Women's issues 6 10 
  Social justice 6 10 
 Peace/Solidarity 5 9 
  Health 4 7 
  Other aim 14 24 
  Total 59 100 

  
 Table 5.1. Aim of organisations. 
 
 

Although the aim of the survey was to gather and compare information from 

organisations in different countries, the selected organisations consisted almost 

completely of North American NGOs. This could partly be explained by the fact 

that the Internet portal Idealist/Action without Borders, which was used to select 

organisations for the survey, is based in the USA and lists many American 

organisations. However, Idealist has an outspokenly global profile, and includes 

organisations from many other countries in its register. Interestingly, the selection 

criteria for the survey skewed the selection of NGOs towards Western 

organisations, and in particular, towards North American organisations. The 

nations of domicile of the organisations that responded to the survey are 

distributed as shown in Table 5.2. 

                                                                                                                                          
more than one aim for their organisations, the author adjusted these responses to fit one primary aim per 
organisation.  
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Table 5.2. Nations of domicile of 
responding NGOs. 

 
 
Semi-new together with new NGOs (52, or 88 percent) are clearly dominant in the 

survey data, which suggests that the use of online activism and campaigning is 

generally more common among new NGOs than among older ones.  

 
  

 Age of responding organisations Frequency Percent 

 Organisations founded in 1969 
or earlier (old NGOs) 7 12 

  Organisations founded in 1970–
1989 (semi-new NGOs) 25 42 

  Organisations founded in 1990 
or later (new NGOs) 27 46 

  Total 59 100 
  
 Table 5.3. Age of responding organisations. 
 

 
Most of the surveyed organisations (33, or 56 percent) have more than 500 

members, and 23 (39 percent) of these have more than 5000 members. It should, 

however, be noted that as organisational size was measured in terms of number of 

members, 19 organisations (32 percent) were excluded from this measure since 

they were not member based. 

 

NGO nation of 

domicile 

Frequency 

USA 49 

Israel 3 

Bangladesh 2 

Canada 1 

Australia 1 

Italy 1 

South Africa 1 

United Kingdom 1 

Total 59 
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Table 5.4. Size of responding organisations. 
 

The size and age of the organisations are partly related categories. As seen in 

Table 5.5, all of the old NGOs have more than 5000 members. This tendency is 

also reflected in the semi-new organisations, most of which are large or semi-large 

and only one of which has fewer than 500 members. The new organisations are 

more widely distributed among the different categories of size, six being small, six 

semi-large and four large.38 

 

 
 Table 5.4. Cross tabulation of organisational age and size 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
   
 Table 5.5. Cross tabulation of NGO size and age. 
 
 

The surveyed organisations have established a web presence at different times. 

This is illustrated in Table 5.6, which shows that the NGO websites were launched 

between 1991 and 2003, with a peak occurring in 1995–1998. These survey 

results correspond to more general patterns of Internet access and use among the 

                                                
38 It should be noted, however, that the size measure includes only about two-thirds of the organisations. 
This means that the relationship between size and age may be somewhat less pronounced than it appears 
in Table 5.4. 

Size of responding NGOs Frequency Percent 

 Small NGOs (<500 
members) 

7 12 

  Semi-large NGOs (500–
5000 members) 10 17 

  Large NGOs (>5000 
members) 23 39 

 Missing 19 32 
     Total 59 100 

Cross tabulation of 
NGO size and age 

Small 
NGOs 
(<500 
members) 

Semi-large 
NGOs  

(500–5000 
members 

Large NGOs 
(>5000 

members) 
 Old NGOs 

(founded 1969 or 
earlier) 

0 0 7 

  Semi-new NGOs 
(founded 1970–
1989) 

1 4 12  

  New NGOs 
(founded 1990 or 
later) 

6 6 4 

Total 7 10 23 
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wider public, which accelerated in the 1990s. In other words, increasing public 

access may have provided a stronger incentive for the organisations to establish a 

web presence.  

 

Year of launching 
NGO websites Frequency Percent 

 1991–1992 5 9 
  1993–1994 3 5 
  1995–1996 16 27 
  1997–1998 13 22 
  1999–2000 9 15 
  2001–2002 9 15 
  2003 1 2 
 Missing 3 5 
Total 59 100 

 
Table 5.6. Year of launching NGO websites. 

 
 
Having reviewed the background data regarding the organisations, in the 

following section we will examine to what extent the studied organisations use the 

Internet for political purposes, and the kinds of activities performed to this end.  

 
 

5.2. Internet use for political purposes 

The general level of Internet activity is high in the organisations: 22 of the NGOs 

(37 percent) update their websites daily, while 18 (31 percent) update them 

weekly, 11 (19 percent) update them monthly, and only four (6 percent) update 

their websites less frequently than every six months. Altogether, these results 

suggest that the websites are given a high priority by the organisations, although 

the survey results cannot give any details as to how extensive the updating 

actually is. 
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Frequency of website 
updating by the 
organisations Frequency Percent 

 Daily 22 37 
  Weekly 18 31 
  Monthly 11 19 
  Every six months 

or more 
frequently 

2 3 

  Every six months 
or less frequently 2 3 

  Total 55 93 
 Missing 4 7 
Total 59 100 

 
Table 5.7. Frequency of website updating. 

 

Up to 50 organisations (90 percent) provide newsletters or e-mail sign-up lists on 

their websites, while almost as many (51, or 86 percent) provide action alerts. 

Even though the provision of action alerts was one of the selection criteria for 

participation in the survey, it is notable that the action alerts are much preferred 

over other grassroots features, such as e-mail petitions (26 NGOs, or 44 percent). 

The difference between organisations is marked as regards interactive grassroots 

features. Relatively few organisations use their websites to interact with or 

promote involvement on the part of their members and supporters: 10 (17 

percent) of the organisations provide chat or discussion groups on their websites, 

while cyber communities can be found on only five organisations’ websites (9 

percent).  
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Activity Frequency  Percent 

Electronic newsletters/e-mail lists 53 90  

Action alerts 51 86  

Information about upcoming events 49 83  

Fundraising  45  76  

E-mail petitions 26 44  

On-line forums 14 24  

Chat/discussion groups 10 17  

Cyber community 5 9  

Virtual blockades (denial of service) of 

target websites 

0 0 

 
Table 5.8. Provision of activities and/or services on the 

organisations’ websites, percent of respondents.  
 

  
The ability to disseminate information instantly at minimal cost, for example, by 

e-mail newsletters, is highly valued by the organisations:  

 

At a moment’s notice, we can inform hundreds of thousands of people of 
breaking political news with a multimedia format and at virtually no cost. 
(Org. 220)  
 
It increases our networking abilities greatly! Provides a forum for campaign 
action when we don’t have staff resources to devote to an issue. (Org. 254)  

 

Not surprisingly, the global reach of the Internet is a clear advantage for 

organisations based in more than one country: 

 
Almost all of our advocacy is done by [Organisation X] staff. E-mail has 
become an essential and daily part of how we communicate. [Organisation 
X] has offices in several countries. Likewise, our website is primarily used for 
the distribution of information in many languages, and as an institutional 
archive. Posting our information online has facilitated global distribution, 
reduced our shipping and printing costs, and helped create a knowledge 
base of human rights information in languages in which it has not 
previously existed online. [Organisation X] has conducted some public 
electronic advocacy, but our strategies (and institutional resources) are not 
yet mature. Most of our web-related resources are simply devoted to coding 
[Organisation X] material and maintaining the website in its many 
languages. (Org. 245) 

 
The Internet has revolutionized the activist world. […] to access factual up-to-
date information whenever necessary and to distribute your own work to a 
much larger population – much cheaper than before. Also, NGOs are 
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contacted to […] another and can also work together even if they live on 
opposite sides of the world. (Org. 270) 

 

The networking potential of the Internet is naturally also reflected at the local 

level. For example, a respondent from an NGO based in a rural area argues as 

follows: 

 

A primary benefit of Internet campaigning for [organisation Y] is that we are 
located in rural [region X]. The Internet has expanded our organizing to a 
broad area and connects [Organisation Y] to the urban areas […] people 
working to protect the environment regardless of geography. Being based in 
a small, rural area inhibits membership growth but effective organizing of the 
Internet can overcome this limitation. (Org. 261) 

 

None of the organisations claims to have used hacking techniques, such as virtual 

blockades or denial of service attacks on target websites. Even though this figure 

may be correct, the responses we received suggest that it may be difficult to chart 

such activities via a survey. Although the respondents were promised confidential 

treatment of their survey responses, they may still have been unwilling to admit to 

engaging in such activities, since the legal consequences of hacktivism are often 

severe.  

A convenient explanation of the domination of one-direction 

communication and action alerts on NGO websites is that they are easier and less 

staff-intensive to administer than are interactive discussion groups and cyber 

communities. The relatively small numbers of online discussion groups can also 

be taken as an indication that the organisations do not consider the Internet to be 

the right forum for interaction with their members, or simply that they have no 

particular interest in involving their members and supporters in online 

discussions. These results do not seem to be unique to this study; similar 

tendencies to prioritise simple grassroots features, such as action alerts, at the 

expense of more advanced interactive activities, such as discussion forums, were 

found in a study of North American environmental organisations (Bosso and 

Collins 2002). An alternate explanation of the lack of discussion forums and 

other interactive features on NGO websites is that there may be internal motives 

for not providing them. For example, the articulation of member/supporter 

opinions on certain action strategies and courses of action may not be desired. It 

is naturally possible to organise internal discussion forums on NGO websites, 
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forums accessible to NGO members and/or supporters, but this does require 

more sophisticated websites that cannot be afforded or prioritised by all NGOs.  

 

5.3. How do the NGOs value the Internet as a political space? 

Having examined the level of Internet activity and the different activities/features 

provided on NGO websites, the next question is how these features are valued by 

the respondents, compared with offline features. A number of activities and 

features that can be related to Internet use for political purposes were listed, and 

the respondents were asked to rate, on a scale of 1–10, the importance of each to 

the organisation’s work. The activities listed were information dissemination, 

mobilisation of public opinion, communication with members, campaigning, 

networking and organising political protest. In addition, member recruitment and 

fundraising were added to the list, as they represent important ways of extending 

organisational scope, both financially and in terms of grassroots support.39 The 

fact that the respondents were not asked to rate and compare the importance of 

one Internet activity in relation to another probably affected the survey results, in 

that most activities seem to be ‘very important’ to the organisations, as seen in 

Table 5.9. Not surprisingly, the importance of the Net in information 

dissemination receives top scores from the respondents (mean value 9.6), closely 

followed by the importance of the Net in communicating with members/the public 

(mean value 8.8). Internet use for campaign purposes receives scores almost as 

high (mean value 8.2), followed by member recruitment and networking (mean 

value 7.8). Both campaigning and networking can be considered highly important 

dimensions of the Internet as a political space. The importance of the Net in 

mobilising public opinion receives somewhat lower scores (mean value 7.3). This 

is perhaps because an organisation’s ability to reach out via traditional news 

media is still highly decisive for its mobilising potential. Likewise, the importance 

of the Internet in organising political protest can be assumed to depend on the 

organisations’ abilities to reach out to potential activists. An additional 

explanation of the relatively low mean value regarding political protest (6.5) is 

that the respondents may have understood the term ‘political protest’ in varying 
                                                
39 Although some of the mentioned categories are broad, it was considered necessary to include them so 
as not to define the Internet as a political space too narrowly in advance. This was particularly pertinent as 
regards the small organisations, with their more limited resources. 
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ways. While some organisations may conceive of themselves as dealing explicitly 

with political activism and political pressure, others may consider their NGO 

activities as non political.    

 

Internet Activity Mean value 

Information dissemination 9.6 

Communicating with 

members/the public 

8.8 

Campaigning 8.2 

Member recruitment 7.8 

Networking 7.8 

Mobilising public opinion 7.3 

Organising political protest 6.5 

Fundraising 6.4 

 
Table 5.9. ‘How important do you consider the 
following areas of Internet use to be to your 
organisation?’ 

 

The importance of the Internet in fundraising receives the lowest score of the listed 

activities (mean value 6.4). This could be because there are other ways of 

contributing financially to the organisations than via the websites. Moreover, the 

opportunities for fundraising via NGO websites vary, and depend, among other 

things, on the number of visitors to a website. One respondent mentions: 

 

Fundraising on-line is harder for us. Too impersonal. (Org. 283.) 
 

 
Online advocacy and campaigning seems primarily to supplement traditional, 

offline campaigning. Most of the organisations (42, or approximately 70 percent) 

always or often combine Internet campaigns with offline campaigns (see Table 

5.10). This is logical, considering that most organisations can be assumed to 

strive to maximise the outcomes of, and number of participants in, their 

campaigns. Activism via the Internet may therefore be considered as needing to be 

combined with offline campaigning, if one is to recruit as many supporters and/or 

activists as possible.  
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Combination of 
online and 
offline 
campaigning Frequency Percent 

 Always 27 46 
  Often 15 25 
  Occasionally 13 22 
  Never 2 3 
 Missing 2 3 
Total 59 100 
  
Table 5.10. Combination of 
online and offline campaigning . 
 
 

The general view of the surveyed NGOs, that combined campaign methods are 

preferable, is illustrated by the two quotations below: 

 

We always complement whatever action we are participating in with an e-
mail and posting on website. (Org. 113)  
 
Some initiatives may not be particular[ly] effective if on-line only. This 
consideration comes from our recent past experience. (Org. 99)  

 

Two other respondents develop the argument somewhat further:  

 

The more effort taken on behalf of our supporters, and the closer our 
supporters come to engaging politically directly (e.g., personal letter, phone 
call, face-to-face meeting), and the more people get involved, the more effective 
the action […]. (Org. 303) 

 
We also encourage people to phone their representatives. Face-to-face 
meetings between constituents and their representatives are probably the most 
effective form of campaigning, if we put a lot of effort into setting those up. 
We also encourage letters to the editor and the dissemination of […] through 
media coverage and public speaking. (Org. 250) 
 

The second quotation indicates that contacts with traditional news media are still 

important in drawing attention to NGO campaigns, even though such contacts 

may be limited primarily to organisations above a certain size. It should be noted 

that, although combined campaigns are frequently used by the organisations, 

other practices are also found. For example, some organisations rely primarily on 

political action via the Internet:  

Our organization has been born explicitly to make use almost exclusively of 
the Internet. (Org. 99)  
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We are a clearinghouse of action alerts. It’s all we do. So to be able to group 
and repeat [publicity for] others online, action via the Net is crucial. (Org. 
280) 

 

To examine the Internet’s usefulness as a political space, relative to traditional 

activities, the respondents were asked to rate, on a scale of 1–10 (‘not important 

at all’ to ‘very important’), the importance of several campaign strategies for 

bringing about political change. The listed campaign strategies included both 

traditional offline political activities (e.g., rallies and demonstrations) and e-mailed 

messages to decision-makers. It was considered important to measure the effects 

of e-mail messages versus those of postal letters and fax messages to decision-

makers. Acts of civil disobedience were also added to the list, as yet another way 

of drawing attention to political issues in the traditional news media. The mean 

values of the results of this survey item are presented in Table 5.11. Rallies and 

demonstrations receive the highest mean rating (7.3), followed by postal letters 

(mean value 7.1) and fax messages (mean value 6.5). The use of civil disobedience 

receives a somewhat lower mean rating (6.2), which can partly be explained by the 

fact that it is not included in the action repertoires of all NGOs. Interestingly, e-

mail messages receive the lowest mean rating of the listed activist strategies (4.9). 

The e-mail messages category also had the highest variance of the five listed 

campaign strategies, suggesting that it is highly valued by some respondents and 

considered less important by others. The importance of each campaign strategy 

varies, as seen from the NGO comments referred to above. Nevertheless, the 

responses to this item clearly indicate the continued importance of face-to-face 

interaction in political campaigning.  

 

Campaign strategy Mean 

Demonstrations/rallies 7.3 

Postal letters to decision-makers 7.1 

Fax messages to decision-makers 6.5 

Civil disobedience 6.2 

E-mail messages to decision-makers 4.9 

 
Table 5.11. Importance of different campaigning 
strategies in bringing about political change.40 

                                                
40 The survey question was formulated as follows: “How effective would you consider the following 
forms of campaigning to be, in order to bring about political change?” 
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In relation to the campaign strategies, many respondents emphasise the 

importance of offline, personalised forms of campaigning:  

 

Handwritten personalized comments work. Pre-printed postcards or mass 
generated e-mails don’t. (Org. 239) 
 
In-person is always better. (Org. 216) 

 
I think mass e-mail campaigns and web-based petitions give the FALSE 
impression that effective actions can take ‘just 20 seconds’. We do NOT 
save rain forests with just a ‘click’. The speed of internet petitions is 
seductive, but [they are] not effective in bringing about change. (Org. 
253) 

 

In other words, many respondents are ambivalent regarding the benefits of the 

Internet as a political space. Although there may be several reasons for this, many 

respondents mention the digital divide as an important reason for combining 

online and offline activism and campaigning. Other dimensions of a more basic 

character are also cited: 

 

It would be risky to think that publishing a web page and sending e-mail 
and electronic alerts is a substitute for all the face-to-face organizing, outreach 
in the community, media work and meetings with policymakers. It has to be 
a tool that adds value to those efforts, rather than becoming a convenient 
substitute for them. (Org. 274) 
 
E-mails to decision-makers are not as effective as handwritten letters or phone 
calls. There is a risk that an organisation could become too reliant on the 
Internet [and] forget about the broader elements of the campaign. (Org. 303) 

 

Several respondents hold a pragmatic attitude, and emphasise that campaign size 

and how many supporters NGOs can mobilise are more important than the 

specific choice of campaign methods: 

 

It always depends on the size of these efforts – how many postal letters are 
received? (Org. 264) 

 
Depends on number of letters, and all of these tactics’ effectiveness depends 
on strategy. My response is assuming that these tactics are used at strategic 
times to maximise campaign leverage. (Org. 218)  
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Irrespective of whether the Internet is used to supplement or replace offline 

campaigning, several particularly successful online campaigns are cited by the 

respondents: 

 

[…] many successes in mobilizing and recruiting activists. Our e-mail alerts 
have generated more than 30,000 messages to senators, blocking the 
confirmation of an anti-choice judge. Activists forwarded the message to 
4000 friends, resulting in more than 1500 new people signing up for an e-
mail list. (Org. 232) 

 
[W]ith the use of our e-mail list and website we are able to mobilize far more 
individuals into taking action, especially street protests. This has been seen 
multiple times. (Org. 229) 

 
We generated over 3000 faxes to the Governor of New York through e-alerts 
directing people (through links) to our website to take action, which we felt 
was significant because the primary action we asked people to take was to 
make phone calls. (Org. 274) 

 

The last quotation indicates that the organisations’ and individual activists’ 

attitudes regarding the Internet’s usefulness as a political tool are not always 

thought through systematically. The decision to campaign by sending fax 

messages instead of making telephone calls may naturally be based on an activist’s 

personal preferences regarding the time required for each activity, though this is 

not necessarily so. Possibly, the organisations that responded to the survey have a 

more traditional view as to what campaign strategies and methods are most 

effective, which in turn affects their advice to members. Despite the many 

advantages of using the Internet as a political space, respondents mentioned 

several barriers to increased Internet use. This will be touched on in more detail in 

the following section.  

 

5.4. Barriers to increased Internet use 

Although many respondents express positive attitudes to the Internet, not all are 

as enthusiastic regarding Internet use for political purposes: 

 

There have certainly been more failures than successes. (Org. 231)  
 

Our online action campaigns have not been particularly successful. However, 
posting [Organisation X] research online, particularly in multiple languages, 
has helped distribute our materials around the world and has facilitated 
advocacy in person by [Organisation X] staff. (Org. 245) 
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 [Organisation Y] online campaigns have been primarily the standard 
constituent-letter-to-decision-maker campaigns. They’ve been mildly 
successful (averaging a participation rate of between 2 and 10%). We are in 
the midst of developing a strategy for developing more sophisticated online 
campaigns (including collaborative outreach […] our state affiliate 
organizations and tools to empower our activists to organize on behalf of 
our organization. (Org. 303) 

 

The above quotations are not representative of respondents’ general perceptions 

of the Internet as a political space, but clearly indicate that not all organisations 

either have an interest in or have come particularly far in their Internet use. 

Barriers to intensified Internet use mentioned by the respondents include e-mail 

overload and spam, as well as security risks and hacking: 

 

Relying on electronic communication without adequately integrating security 
measures is a risk. Out-of-date information on a public website can damage 
an organisation’s credibility. Petitions and actions that circulate by e-mail 
can continue to circulate after the situation they reference has changed. Public 
web campaigns not conducted in consultation with local subjects of the 
campaign or local NGOs can result in a backlash. (Org. 245) 

 

The organisations’ vulnerability to external attacks has increased as a result of 

their web presence. Some respondents mentioned that their adversaries follow 

their organisations’ activities and strategies on the Internet: 

 

People against our mission can know all about us if they choose. (Org. 239) 
 
We know our opposition receives our e-mails […] monitors event listings 
[…] may decide to protest at an event or potentially initiate violence. (Org. 
232)  

 

Another disadvantage of the Internet mentioned by several respondents is that 

organisations may become too reliant on it in their work, and risk downplaying 

the importance of face-to-face interaction with members and supporters. To this 

could be added the fact that the Internet represents a ‘pull technology’, meaning 

that Internet users tend to visit websites and search for material on the Net based 

on their own initiatives (Lusoli et al. 2002: 20). Small organisations may therefore 

face difficulties in reaching out to potential members and/or supporters through 

the Internet, although this problem also faces larger organisations. Since it is 

crucial to most NGOs to reach as wide a range of people as possible in order to 

maximise their recruitment of supporters and members, this underlines the 
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importance of organisations combining online presence with other kinds of 

communication. As one respondent puts it: 

 

The Internet has vastly improved our ability to disseminate information and 
mobilize those who agree with us. It has been far less successful in converting 
those who are undecided or disagree. (Org. 229) 

 

Despite the cited disadvantages of using the Internet for political purposes, most 

respondents (51, or 86 percent) believe that online activism and campaigning will 

be more important in the future, and that the positive effects of the Internet still 

outweigh the negative ones:  

 

Thus far, the benefits far outweigh the risks. (Org. 271) 
 
Financially it’s a challenge for small non-profits like ourselves. However, I 
think the negatives are extremely small compared to the positives. (Org. 234) 

 

This suggests that the Internet can be considered a relatively established 

organisational space, although it is not the only one. Having reviewed the survey 

responses, it could be questioned whether any patterns or characteristics are 

common to organisations using the Internet in different ways. This will be further 

examined in the following section.  

 
5.5. Variations in Internet use among different kinds of NGOs 

A question that arises when analysing the survey results is to what extent political 

uses of the Internet differ among organisations. Since the survey data reported in 

this chapter were gathered primarily from American NGOs, in the following 

sections we will examine the importance of organisational size and age in relation 

to their Internet use.  

 

5.5.1. NGO size and Internet use 

As NGO websites may be relatively costly to develop and administer, it has been 

argued that large (and presumably more financially stable) organisations may 

have a clear advantage over small organisations as regards their Internet presence. 

In previous chapters, this assumption has been referred to as the reinforcement 

hypotheses. On the other hand, it has also been suggested that the Internet can 
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help diminish the differences between small and large organisations. This is 

known as the equalisation hypothesis (Lusoli et al 2002). How, then, do the 

organisations surveyed here relate to these two hypotheses? As regards website 

updating, it was found that larger NGOs are predominant among the 

organisations updating their websites frequently (i.e., daily and weekly), as seen in 

Table 5.12.41  

 

Website update 
frequency 

Small 
NGOs 

(fewer than 
500 

members) 

Semi-large 
NGOs  

(500–5000 
members) 

Large NGOs 
(more than 

5000 
members) 

 Daily 0 0 13 (57) 
  Weekly 3 (43) 4 (40) 8 (35) 
  Monthly 3 (43) 4 (40) 2 (9) 
  Every six 

months or 
more frequently 

0 1 (10) 0 

  Every six 
months or less 
frequently 

1 (14) 0 0 

 Missing 
0 1 (10) 0 

Total 7 (100) 10 (100) 23 (100) 
 
Table 5.12. Cross tabulation of NGO age and website update 
frequency (‘Approximately how often does your organisation 
update its website?’). 

 
 

As seen in Table 5.13, the websites of all the large NGOs (100 percent) provide 

action alerts, and almost as many (96 percent) provide electronic newsletters and 

information about upcoming events (87 percent). Notably, the differences 

between the organisations become smaller as regards the provision of interactive 

website features, such as chat/discussion groups and cyber communities. 

Although the number of organisations providing such features is modest, small 

organisations are well represented in this respect, relative to their numbers. There 

does not seem to be a causal relationship between organisations’ affluence and 

their provision of more advanced interactive grassroots features, such as 

discussion groups or cyber communities, on their websites. 

                                                
41 As has been mentioned earlier, not all the surveyed NGOs are member-based and therefore could not 
be measured by their size. The present analysis covers 40 of the total of 59 organisations, and should 
therefore be read with some caution. 
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Cross tabulation of NGO size and 

website features 

Small 

NGOs 

Semi-large 

NGOs 

Large 

NGOs 

Electronic newsletters/E-mail lists 7 (100) 8 (80) 20 (87) 

Action alerts 5 (71) 9 (90) 23 (100) 

Information about upcoming events 4 (57) 8 (80) 22 (96) 

Fundraising  5 (71) 7 (70) 22 (96) 

E-mail petitions 5 (71) 2 (20) 13 (57) 

On-line forums 2 (29) 1 (10) 7 (30) 

Chat/discussion groups 2 (29) 3 (30) 2 (9) 

Cyber community 2 (29) - 1 (4) 

Total 7 (100) 10 (100) 23 (100) 

 
Table 5.13. Cross tabulation of NGO size and provision of website 
features (percent of NGOs with respect to size). 
 

 

As regards respondent perceptions of the Internet as a political space, no 

particular differences are found regarding how small versus large organisations 

value the use of one campaign strategy relative to another. Organisational size 

therefore appears to be an important, though not decisive, factor determining 

how NGOs organise their Internet activities. This in turn strengthens the 

assumption that the Internet has the potential to outweigh some of the differences 

between small and large organisations, as suggested by the equalisation 

hypothesis. On the other hand, the fact that several large NGOs launched their 

websites early on, and also update them more frequently than smaller 

organisations do, indicates the importance of financial resources for 

organisations’ Internet use.  

 

We have no dedicated web budget, but I estimate around $200,000 is spent 
on two full salaries, several part-time consultants, some programming, web 
hosting and bandwidth. (Org. 245)  

 

Other NGOs have considerably smaller website budgets, and rely more on 

volunteer efforts to create a web presence:  

 

This is a volunteer activity. Expenses are limited to website hosting and 
domain registration, which is under $300 per year. (Org. 235) 
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Less than $200.00. All of our members, including our webmaster, are 
volunteers. Our website is basic, with a little extra server space. We had 
streaming space (for video) donated by people. (Org. 101) 

 

Thus, NGO size and Internet use seem to be related, in that the larger and 

presumably more affluent the organisation, the broader the range of features and 

activities provided on its website. As shown above, however, there are exceptions 

to this general principle, as the provision of more advanced interactive features 

seems less dependent on organisational size. Since only seven small NGOs (12 

percent of the sample) were surveyed, these results should be interpreted with 

some caution. Apart from organisational size, organisational age might also affect 

how actively the Internet is used, and for what purposes. This aspect will be 

examined more closely in the following section. 

 

5.5.2. NGO age and Internet use 

As seen in Table 5.14, the old organisations ‘always’ or ‘often’ combine online 

campaigning with offline campaign activities. They can be compared with the 

semi-new NGOs, among which combined campaigns are common, but some of 

which have chosen to organise their campaigns either online or offline. This 

tendency is even more apparent in the new organisations: approximately 30 

percent of the new organisations ‘occasionally’ or ‘never’ combine online and 

offline campaigns. This suggests that there may be a more traditionalist 

perspective on Internet campaigning among the older organisations. On the other 

hand, this traditionalism may also be the result of strategic calculation as to how 

to mobilise as many activists as possible, by combining different campaign 

methods. Combining offline and online campaign strategies, however, is not 

possible for all organisations, but could be expected to depend on their financial 

situation. It is therefore possible that younger organisations may be more likely to 

use online campaigning, since they often have limited financial and personal 

resources to mobilise in large offline campaigns.  
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 Combination of 
online and offline 
campaigning 

Old NGOs 
(founded 1969 

or earlier) 

Semi-new 
NGOs (founded 

1970–1989) 

New NGOs 
(founded 

1990 or later) 

 Always 4 (57) 13 (52) 10 (37) 
  Often 3 (43) 4 (16) 8 (30) 
  Occasionally 0 6 (24) 7 (26) 
  Never 0 0 2 (7) 
 Missing  2 (8)  
Total 7 (100) 25 (100) 27 (100) 

  
 Table 5.14. Cross tabulation of organisational age and the extent of 

combining online and offline campaigns. 
 
Overall, however, relatively small differences are found among the organisations 

when they are compared by age rather than by size. As regards provision of 

grassroots features on NGO websites, for example, no particular differences were 

observed with respect to organisational age. The provision of grassroots features 

and activities is relatively evenly distributed among the organisations, irrespective 

of their age, although it should be noted from Table 5.15 that old NGOs are 

more likely to provide online forums and e-mail petitions on their websites. There 

are also relatively small differences regarding organisational perceptions of the 

Internet and its usefulness in political campaigning and activism.  

 

Cross tabulation of 

NGO age and website 

features 

Old NGOs 

(founded in 

1969 or earlier) 

Semi-new 

organisations 

(founded 1970–

1989) 

New NGOs 

(founded in 

1990 or later) 

Electronic newsletters 7 (100) 21 (84) 25 (93) 

Online forums 3 (43) 3 (12) 8 (30) 

Action alerts 7 (100) 23 (92) 21 (78) 

Information about 

upcoming events 

7 (100) 24 (96) 18 (67) 

Chat/discussion 

groups 

1 (14) 2 (8) 7 (26) 

Cyber communities 1 (14) 2 (8) 2 (7) 

E-mail petitions 4 (57) 10 (40) 12 (44) 

Fundraising 6 (86) 19 (76) 20 (74) 

 
 Table 5.15. Cross tabulation of organisational age and provision of 

website features. 
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Since few old organisations were surveyed, relative to the number of semi-new and 

new organisations, the survey results pertaining to organisational age should be 

interpreted with some caution. It could, however, be established that 

organisational size seems to be more important than organisational age for how 

and to what extent organisations use the Internet as a political space.  

 

5.6. Internet use in NGOs outside the Western hemisphere 

As stated earlier, American NGOs are clearly dominant in the present survey. 

Since only 10 (17 percent) of the organisations that participated in the survey 

were non-American, we must be cautious in making American versus non-

American generalisations. Thus, it could be asked to what extent the differences in 

perception of the Internet as a political space between American and non-

American NGOs are genuinely attributable to NGO country of domicile. 

Although the number of non-American respondents is few, some interesting 

observations made in their open-ended answers deserve to be mentioned. For 

example, several respondents from non-American organisations cite the 

difficulties in conducting advocacy actions and campaigns targeting their national 

governments: 

 

   I think it is very important to notice that differences in culture have a lot to 
do with the effectiveness or ineffectiveness of e-mail and letter-writing 
campaigns. In other countries in Europe and the US, these kinds of 
campaigns are often more effective than a direct action or demonstration. 
This is because often there are representatives in […] the [government] who 
are responsible for letting a certain area’s citizen voices be heard. This is 
NOT the case in [Country X]. We have letter-writing campaigns but often 
they fall on deaf ears and rallies and demonstrations where the media can get 
involved are more useful for our goals here. (Org. 113) 

 
We can only comment about [Country Y] and find that authorities and 
decision-makers tend to ignore any form of petition or campaign as much as 
possible, which of course makes things a lot harder. (Org. 102) 

 

Many non-American respondents also emphasise the digital divide, or the fact 

that access to the Internet among their supporters is limited, as an obstacle to 

their Internet use: 
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The internet is most important to us in communicating with groups and 
individuals outside of [country X]. Within [country X], the internet is not a 
good mobilizing/networking tool as most of the people and communities we 
work with either do not have regular access to the internet or do not 
consistently use it, especially as an organizing tool. (Org. 101) 
 
Not everyone has internet (though most do in [country X]). […] We therefore 
also have a phone-tree system for [those without] e-mail and send out 
mailings for particularly large/important events. (Org. 113) 

 

Although the digital divide is also cited by several American NGO respondents, it is 

more often emphasised by respondents from non-Western NGOs. Other 

difficulties mentioned by the respondents are security risks: 

 

Because we are an oppositional activist group (in opposition to the 
state) we cannot advertise certain things (actions) on our site or send 
an e-mail because that will very quickly be found [out] by the police 
and put our action in danger. (Org. 113) 

 

Despite the abovementioned difficulties in using the Internet, respondents from 

non-Western NGOs are still somewhat more convinced of the advantages of 

active Internet use for political purposes than are their American counterparts. In 

sum, the above results from the non-Western NGOs, as well as the domination of 

North American NGOs in the sample of surveyed organisations, suggest that 

cultural factors may be important determinants of organisational use and 

perceptions of the Internet as a political space. This will be further elaborated on 

in chapter 7. 

 

5.7. Internet use for external political purposes – Discussion  

The survey data indicate that the Internet plays an important role as a space for 

political activism and campaigning among the surveyed NGOs. The general level 

of Internet activity is high in the organisations, and the Internet is also highly 

valued by the respondents, both for information and communication purposes 

and for political campaigning. The NGO size seems to be relatively important for 

the kinds of grassroots features provided on the NGO websites. At the same time, 

several of the small organisations work actively with online participation and 
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interactivity through various kinds of grassroots features.42 Overall, the Internet 

seems to function primarily to supplement the organisations’ traditional activities, 

even though some organisations have concentrated all or most of their efforts and 

activities on the Internet. Not surprisingly, however, the extent to which the 

Internet serves to replace or supplement other approaches seems to depend on the 

particular activities considered. In information dissemination, for example, the 

Internet seems to function almost exclusively as a substitute for the organisations’ 

old practices, seemingly irrespective of organisational size and affluence. For 

example, a respondent representing a large organisation claims that 

 

[t]he internet is our main forum of communication and distributing 
information. We don’t have the funds to do mailings or distribute 
information in other ways. We use the internet to report on everything we see 
and do. (Org. 101)  

 

Newsletters, reports and agendas are provided on the Internet, often replacing 

traditional, printed organisational material distributed by postal mail. A 

particular advantage of using the Internet, cited by several respondents, is that 

news sections of websites can be updated quickly and conveniently. Another 

obvious advantage in this respect is the cost-saving potential of the Net. 

Considering that many NGOs depend on volunteers and therefore have much to 

gain from using the Internet to reduce costs, the respondents’ emphasis on 

information dissemination was not surprising. However, the survey also indicates 

that the Internet plays an important role in many organisations as a tool and 

space for conducting online activism, mobilisation and networking. As regards 

protest activities and political action, however, it appears to be more difficult to 

replace offline activities with online political action. The most widely used 

participatory features are action alerts and e-mail petitions, while more advanced 

participatory activities, such as discussion forums and cyber communities, appear 

less frequently on NGO websites. The primary reasons for this may be financial, 

as it is more resource-intensive to provide discussion forums and cyber 

communities on websites. In addition, encouraging more active member 

participation and increased interactivity may not be prioritised by some 
                                                
42 In this respect, however, it is notable that all the organisations selected for the survey were using online 
activism in some way or another. In other words, the actual differences between old and new 
organisations as regards their Internet use may be greater than they appear in the present survey. 
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organisations. Furthermore, the Internet may simply not be considered a suitable 

arena for anything other than relatively simple grassroots activities. At least, this 

is the impression given by several of the respondents’ open-ended answers and 

comments in the survey.  

It may seem paradoxical that many respondents express ambivalence 

regarding the benefits of using the Internet for political purposes, given that the 

use of online activism and campaigning on NGO websites is widespread among 

the organisations. The discrepancy between the NGOs’ perceptions and their 

actual use of the Internet is interesting, as most respondents occupy positions 

from which they have the power to influence or determine their organisations’ 

Internet strategies. It could be asked whether there might be other reasons for 

providing these features on NGO websites. Possibly, provision of grassroots 

features functions as a kind of political/activist advertisement. The grassroots 

features may also be provided in hopes that they somehow might turn out to be 

effective after all. Alternately, the frequent provision of simple grassroots features 

on websites, such as action alerts and e-mail petitions, could simply be an 

automatic reflex: in other words, these tools and action repertoires are present on 

NGO websites simply because other organisations also provide them. The last  

alternative, in combination with the almost exclusively North American sample of 

NGOs that we ended up studying, raises the question of whether the NGO 

practices and experiences of the Internet captured here reflect a specifically North 

American political setting, or whether they could be expected to be more or less 

the same in any Western country. This question will be further elaborated on in 

chapters 7 and 8.  

The survey data analysed in this chapter focus primarily on NGO use of the 

Internet for external political purposes, such as online activism and campaigning. 

To learn more about how the organisations use the Internet for internal political 

purposes, a content analysis was conducted of the websites of the surveyed 

NGOs. The results of this analysis are presented in the following chapter, and will 

also be related to the survey data presented in this chapter.  
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6. Advocacy and interactivity on NGO websites  

The Internet offers the potential both to widen and deepen political participation 

and engagement on the part of individual citizens (Lusoli and Ward 2004: 457). 

For example, the Internet can widen participation, by helping political parties and 

pressure groups reach out with their political messages, thereby recruiting new 

groups of supporters and members. The potential of the Internet to foster deeper 

participation and engagement is evident in an increasing number of in-depth 

channels for member-to-member and member-to-elite communication, such as 

discussion forums and online communities. In the following pages, we will 

continue the analysis of the surveyed NGOs begun in the previous chapter by 

examining in greater detail the level and orientation of participatory features on 

the NGO websites. What activities and features are provided for broader and 

deeper participation? How can differences in the organisations’ participatory 

activities be explained? The chapter is based on a content analysis of the websites 

of the NGOs that responded to the survey on online activism and campaigning, 

presented in the previous chapter. The aim of the content analysis was to add 

more in-depth data to the survey on how NGOs use their websites to interact with 

members and website visitors. Since the content analysis was conducted two years 

after the survey, it also gave the opportunity to see whether the studied 

organisations had become more participatory oriented than they were at the time 

of the survey.  

The chapter is organised as follows. After a brief introduction to the data 

collection method, the results of the content analysis and a responsiveness test will 

be analysed. In the analysis, it is also of interest to examine variations in how the 

NGOs use their websites for political purposes. The final discussion  will 

summarise the results of the content analysis and relate them to the survey 

findings presented in the previous chapter.  
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6.1. Categories included in the content analysis 

A distinction can be made between three broad categories of member involvement 

via NGO websites, i.e., baseline activities, core activities and advanced 

organisational activities (Lusoli et al. 2002: 12). The first category, baseline 

activities, encompasses activities directed towards recruiting new members and 

providing contact information for the website visitors. The second category, core 

activities, concerns the opportunities for members and website visitors to 

participate in campaigns or volunteer for the organisation. The third category of 

involvement concerns more advanced organisational activities on the websites, 

such as chat rooms and online discussions. These three categories were all used in 

the content analysis. The baseline activities category served as a general measure of 

website quality, and included variables such as ‘who’s who’ presentation, 

information about the organisation’s mission, provision of an event calendar, a 

‘what’s new’ section, newsletters, media releases, FAQs, written reports and a 

search function. The core activities category focused on grassroots features that 

arguably widen participation in NGOs, features such as action alerts, e-mail sign-

up lists, calls to join offline campaigns, and online fundraising and member 

recruitment efforts. Finally, the advanced organisational activities category 

included activities that arguably deepen participation in the organisations. 

Examples of such activities are discussion forums, chat rooms, interactive bulletin 

boards, cyber communities, online polls and requests to members or visitors for 

feedback on the websites.   

In addition to these three categories, the level of interactivity on the NGO 

websites was gauged by examining the organisations’ responsiveness to e-mail 

enquiries. Apart from the frequency of responses to these enquiries, the 

responsiveness test measured how quickly organisations responded and the 

length of the responses. The results of the test are presented in section 6.2.43  

  

                                                
43 The coding scheme and the specific scores for each website feature can be found in the 
Appendix, and more details regarding the procedure used in the website content analysis can be 
found in chapter 4. 



6.1.1. Provision of baseline activities 

As seen in Table 6.1, many NGOs have a broad variety of baseline activities on 

their websites. Mission statements, or a presentation of the issues on which the 

organi-sations are working, are found on all the NGO websites. Documents and 

reports are also frequently published, and can be found on 47 (80 percent) of the 

websites. Up to 71 percent of the NGOs provide links to other organisations 

working on similar issues. This corresponds to the survey results, indicating that 

the Internet is relatively widely used as a networking tool by the organisations. 

 

Baseline activities Frequency 
(NGOs) 

Percent 

Information about the 
organisation’s mission/mission 
statement 

59 100 

Documents/reports 47 80 
Links to organisations working 
on similar issues 

42 71 

What’s new section 38 64 
Search function 37 63 
Newsletters 36 61 
Who’s who 34 58 
Media releases 34 58 
Event calendar 24 41 
Frequently Asked Questions 17 29 
 

Table 6.1. Provision of baseline features on NGO websites. 

 

Online features that contribute to website navigability and accessibility for website 

visitors include search functions and sections summing up the latest news on the 

organisations and their issue areas. ‘What’s new’ sections can be found on 64 

percent of the NGO websites, and about as many NGOs provide search 

functions. Newsletters can be found on 61 percent of the NGO websites, and 

most of the organisations (58 percent) also profile their staff in ‘who’s who’ 

sections. Most of the organisations (34, or 58 percent) regularly publish media 

releases on their websites. Many organisations also provide online pressrooms, 

with detailed information and e-mail addresses for their media spokespeople. This 

confirms the view that the NGO websites fulfil an important function as contact 

spaces with traditional news media. This can be compared with the results of a 

large-scale website content analysis of political organisations in the UK, which 

claimed that the studied organisations seemed ‘to use ICTs mainly to 
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communicate with the media in a more effective way’ (Lusoli et al. 2002: 9). 

Although this tendency is not as apparent in the present data, the results indicate 

the importance of NGOs making their voices heard in many different media.  

 

6.1.2. Provision of core activities 

Grassroots features facilitating broader participation fall into the core activities 

category, and appear relatively frequently on the studied NGO websites. For 

example, most of the NGOs organise campaigns both online and offline (86 and 

80 percent, respectively). Most organisations also provide e-mail lists (70 percent) 

and recruit new members via their websites (68 percent). Online fundraising is 

done by 86 percent of the organisations, representing an increase from the results 

of the survey two years earlier (2003), when the number was 76 percent (see 

chapter 5). About half of the organisations (51 percent) provide multiple staff e-

mail addresses, helping members and website visitors direct their comments and 

requests. 

 

Core activities Frequency Percent 

Online fundraising 51 86 
Join offline campaign 47 80 
Join online campaign/action alerts 44 75 
Join e-mail list 41 70 
Membership 40 68 
E-mail contact: multiple staff 
addresses 

30 51 

E-mail contact: one address 29 49 
Activism tools, guides and 
resources 

21 36 

Bulletin board: one-way 
communication  

4 7  

   

Table 6.2. Provision of core activities on NGO websites. 

 

The content analysis indicates that NGO websites frequently provide grassroots 

features for broader participation. This is in line with the survey results presented 

in the previous chapter and with the results of other studies in the research field. 

Bosso and Collins offer an explanation of the use of simple grassroots features, 

claiming that ‘[g]rassroots tools such as action alerts are now ubiquitous on 

public interest group websites because of the tools’ perceived effectiveness in 
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advocacy and, more important, because of their relatively low implementation 

costs’ (2002: 109). An additional reason could be that many of the IT consultants 

who work with NGOs in the USA provide complete website packages, which 

often include such grassroots features (Bosso and Collins 2002). Altogether, these 

aspects could also explain why the website information provision features are 

relatively similar across different kinds of organisations.  

 

6.1.3. Provision of advanced organisational activities 

Compared with the previous two categories, relatively few organisations provide 

tools on their websites to foster deeper participation: only 20 percent of the 

NGOs provide online communities and/or members-only pages on their websites. 

This represents an increase from the results of the survey, which indicated that 

only 9 percent of the respondents claimed to provide cyber communities on their 

websites. Furthermore, 19 percent of the organisations actively request feedback 

from their members and visitors, while 17 percent of the organisations host 

online debates (see Table 6.3). 

When comparing the results of the website content analysis with the survey 

results, some minor differences can be noted. For example, the proportion of 

NGO websites providing online debates and/or discussion forums has decreased 

somewhat, from 24 to 17 percent, while the proportion of websites providing 

online communities/members-only sections has increased, from five (8.5 percent) 

to 12 websites (20 percent), according to the content analysis.44 Some discussion 

forums have moved into these online communities and can therefore not be 

observed directly on the organisations’ websites.45 Another type of interactive 

feature provided on NGO websites is the interactive bulletin board, where visitors 

can post thoughts and comments; this feature was provided by eight 

organisations (14 percent). As seen in Table 6.3, relatively few NGOs provide 

online forms/polls or chat rooms on their websites (5 and 3 percent, respectively).  

 

                                                
44 Since the reported differences between the survey and the content analysis are relatively small, 
it is possible that they stem from chance or measurement error rather than actual change in 
organisational behaviour. It should also be noted that the term used in the survey was ‘cyber 
communities’; the category used in the content analysis is somewhat broader, including both 
online communities and members-only sites.  
45 This was mentioned by some of the respondents in their answers to the responsiveness test 
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Advanced organisational activities 

 
Frequency 

 
Percent 

Online community/members-only 
site 

12 20 

Requests for member feedback 11 19 
Online debate/discussion 10 17 
Bulletin board: interactive 
communication 

8 14 

On-line form/poll  3 5 
Chat room 2 3 

 
Table 6.3. Provision of advanced organisational 
activities on NGO websites.  

  

The relatively modest level of advanced organisational activities on the NGO 

websites can partly be explained by the fact that features promoting deeper 

participation tend to demand more effort from the organisations, in terms of 

both staff and financial resources, than do informative features and activities 

promoting a widened parti-cipation. Such features could be expected to be less 

common than other, less expensive features. The organisations’ willingness to 

promote member and/or supporter engage-ment can also be measured by their 

responsiveness to e-mailed requests; this will be further examined in the following 

section.  

 

6.2. Responsiveness test 

Website content analysis is useful in gaining an overview of an organisation’s 

efforts and priorities regarding different areas of Internet use, but it cannot 

determine how actively an organisation is actually using the Internet in practice. 

An advanced website, with a variety of grassroots features, does not automatically 

imply that the organi-sation behind it is interested in deepening contacts and 

interaction with its members and/or supporters. To examine the level of activity 

on the NGO websites, a responsiveness test was conducted and added to the 

content analysis. The purpose of the test was to measure how fast and how 

extensively the NGOs responded to a simple e-mail request.46 It turned out that 

17, or 28 percent, of the organisations responded to the e-mail request in the two 
                                                
46 The e-mail request was worded as follows: ‘Hello! Have you considered introducing a 
discussion forum/web log on your website? Best wishes Anna Winter’. See chapter 4 for a more 
detailed discussion of this matter. 
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weeks the test lasted.47 Most of the respondents (12, or 71 percent) answered the 

request within 24 hours. Considering that most of the organisations update their 

websites frequently, and that most of them also have salaried staff, the results of 

the responsiveness test could be considered relatively poor. It could be argued that 

many organisations receive many e-mails, which forces them to prioritise among 

the requests. Interestingly, organisational size does not seem to be decisive for 

whether an organisation answered the request, as both small and large 

organisations were represented among the respondents. It is also notable that 

several of the largest and best-known organisations did not answer the e-mail 

request at all. Overall, the NGO representatives who responded to the request 

expressed positive opinions regarding the suggested use of discussion forums or 

blogs. Some of them claimed that their organisations already provided the 

suggested features, even though these were not always immediately accessible from 

the website. Other respondents declared that they are working on the idea of a 

discussion forum or blog:  

 

It’s something we’ve discussed before and hopefully something we will 
develop in the future. (Org. 227)  

 
Yes, we hope to have it going some day soon. (Org. 257) 

 
Yes, we have considered a discussion forum on our site as well as a blog. 
We’re currently having discussions about how to expand the content on our 
site. (Org. 270) 

 

A critical observation with respect to the above quotations is that the 

organisations may not want to admit directly in an e-mail to a website visitor, and 

potential member/supporter, that they do not like the idea of discussion forums 

or blogs. The results of the responsiveness test should be compared with the 

survey responses, which reveal that several respondents are more reluctant to 

provide such interactive features on their NGO websites. As regards the 

responsiveness test, however, some respondents also claim that they have tried the 

idea before, with varying results:  

 

                                                
47 In addition, one auto-reply was received and one extra answer from one of the organisations. 
Neither of these was counted a separate answer to the request, although the extra answer could 
be analysed in terms of its contents.  
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We did once have a forum on our […] pages – however, they were not used 
very much. It is something we will consider again in the future. (Org. 103) 
 
We had one for a few days and things got a little out of hand. We are 
working on switching over our webserver, so we can have one on the new 
site. (Org. 275) 
 
We do have a […] discussion site up, but have found that it is quite inactive 
and can get a bit out of hand with people attacking each other, so we are 
considering closing it altogether. As we work quite closely with 
[organisation X] and they have quite an active message board on the […] 
website we direct discussion there at the moment. (Org. 102)  

 

Yet another group of respondents argue that they do not have sufficient funding 

to provide discussion forums or blogs on their websites:  

 

[W]e’re all too stretched as it is just to maintain the links. (Org. 280) 
 

We would definitely like to upgrade our website to include more interactive 
features and are actively fundraising to do so, unfortunately at this time we 
don’t have the technology or the staff time to include such a thing. (Org. 
216) 
 

In other words, there are many reasons for not providing blogs or discussion 

forums on NGO websites. From a methodological point of view, it could be 

discussed whether sending more and/or other kinds of requests would have 

rendered higher responsiveness from the organisations. Despite this, the request 

used still adequately serves as a simple measure of organisations’ interactivity with 

their members and/or supporters. In the following section, we will continue the 

analysis by examining whether any systematic patterns or differences are found in 

the orientation of NGO websites.  

 

6.3. Variations in website orientation  

The maximum score achievable on the content analysis, including the 

responsiveness test, was 38. When summarising the scoring results for the 

examined NGOs, it turns out that no organisation achieved this maximum level, 

as seen in Table 6.4. The NGO scores range from 4 to 27, with 16 being the 

average score achieved on the content analysis.  
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 Table 6.4. Frequency and percent of NGO 
scores on the content analysis, including the 
responsiveness test.  

 
 

As regards interactive features (i.e., core activities and advanced organisational 

activities), the maximum achievable score was 27, including the responsiveness 

test. The scores achieved by the organisations range from 1 to 20, most 

organisations receiving scores of 4–9 (mean, 10). The distribution of NGO scores 

is presented in Table 6.5, below. 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 Table 6.5. NGO scores for interactive features, 
including scores on responsiveness test.  

 

It should be noted that the variance is higher in the interactive scores than in the 

scores for the other activities. This raises the question of whether any 

characteristics are shared by the organisations that have oriented their websites 

towards more interactive features, and by those who have not. Following the 

Total score on 
content analysis, 
including the 
responsiveness test Frequency Percent 

 25–27 6 10 
 22–24 5 9 
 19–21 8 14 
 15–18 15 25 
 11–14 15 25 
 7–10 8 14 
 4–6 2 3 
  Total 59 100 

Score for interactive 
features, including 
responsiveness test Frequency Percent 

 18–20 6 10 
  14–17 10 17 
  10–13 8 14 
  8–9 10 17 
 7 9 15 
  4–6 11 19 
  1–3 5 9 
  Total 59 100 
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analysis from the previous chapter, it would be interesting to relate the results of 

the content analysis to organisational size and age. Organisational size appears to 

play a relatively important role in determining what features are provided on 

NGO websites. As seen in Table 6.6, large and semi-large organisations are 

dominant among the NGOs with the highest total scores in the content analysis, 

while small NGOs have considerably lower scores.48  

 

  
 

 

 

 

 
 

Table 6.6. Cross tabulation of total scores on content analysis and 
organisational size (percent of NGOs included in the measure). 

 

When examining the provision of participatory features and/or activities on the 

NGO websites, the pattern is relatively similar, small NGOs having considerably 

lower scores than semi-large and large organisations (Table 6.7). High total scores 

on the content analysis seem to go hand in hand with high scores for grassroots 

features. In other words, the better developed the websites are in general, the more 

likely they are to provide a relatively broad range of grassroots features.  

 

                                                
48 As in the survey data, it should be noted that not all organisations could be included in the 
size measure, as 19 (32 percent) of the 59 studied organisations are not member based and had 
to be excluded from the analysis.  

Total score on 
content analysis, 
including 
responsiveness test  

Small 
NGOs 

(fewer than 
500 

members) 

Semi-large 
NGOs  

(500–5000 
members 

Large NGOs 
(more than 

5000 
members) 

 25–26 - 2 (20) 3 (13) 
 20–24 - 1 (10) 3 (13) 
 16–19 - 3 (30)  7 (30) 
 12–15 3 (43) 3 (30) 7 (30) 
 8–11 3 (43) 1 (10) 2 (9) 
 7 or less 1 (14) - 1 (4) 
Total 7 (100) 10 (100) 23 (100) 
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Table 6.7. Cross tabulation of scores for participatory website 
features and organisational size (percent of NGOs included in the 
measure). 

 

When comparing the total scores that the organisations achieved on the content 

analysis with their age, it turns out that semi-new and new NGOs are dominant 

among the organisations with high scores. New and semi-new NGOs are clearly 

dominant among organisations achieving scores of more than 20 on the content 

analysis (Table 6.8). This is an interesting result, considering that older 

organisations generally tend to be relatively well-established and, presumably, also 

relatively affluent.49  

 

Total score on content 
analysis and 
responsiveness test 

Old NGOs 
(founded 
1969 or 
earlier) 

Semi-new 
NGOs 

(founded 
1970–1989) 

New NGOs 
(founded 

1990 or later) 

 25–27 1 (14) 3 (12) 2 (7) 
  21–24 - 3 (12) 6 (21) 
 17–20 1 (14) 7 (28) 3 (12) 
 14–16 2 (29) 4 (16) 7 (25) 
 10–13 2 (29) 7 (28) 4 (15) 
 7–9 1 (14) 1 (4) 3 (11) 
  6 points or 

less 
- - 2 (8) 

Total 7 (100) 25 (100) 27 (100) 
     

 
Table 6.8. Cross tabulation of total scores on the content analysis and 
organisational age. 

                                                
49 The total number of old organisations included in this measure is low (7 in total), but is in 
itself a result of the selection criteria for the survey, which chose only organisations actively 
using the Internet for advocacy purposes (see further details in chapter 4). This result strengthens 
the assumption that age is an important factor in explaining the organisations’ Internet use. 

Score for interactive 
features, including 
responsiveness test  

Small 
NGOs 

(fewer than 
500 

members) 

Semi-large 
NGOs  

(500–5000 
members 

Large NGOs 
(more than 

5000 
members) 

 19–20 - 2 (20) 2 (9) 
 15–18 - 1 (10) 4 (17) 
 10–14 - 2 (20) 5 (22) 
 7–9 2 (29) 4 (40) 8 (35) 
 4–6 4 (57) 1 (10) 3 (13) 
 2–3 1 (14) - 1 (4) 
Total 7 (100) 10 (100) 23 (100) 
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The dominance of new NGOs remains when comparing the scores for interactive 

features with organisational age. As seen in Table 6.9, the organisations that 

scored more than 10 points for participatory features include 11 new, eight semi-

new and only two old organisations.  

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Table 6.9. Cross tabulation of score for participatory features 
and organisational age (percent of NGOs included in the 
measure). 

 
 

New organisations appear to be more interested than older NGOs in using their 

websites for both informative and participatory purposes. Bear in mind, however, 

that the relatively scarcity of old organisations included in the data might have 

contributed to making this tendency appear clearer in the content analysis than it 

might have been otherwise. On the other hand, it is possible that the structured 

selection of Internet-active NGOs for the survey (and indirectly for the content 

analysis) may have resulted in the prevalence of new organisations at an early 

phase, which in itself strengthens the assumption that old NGOs may be less 

oriented towards online activism and campaigning than new NGOs.  

 

6.4. Broader participation but weak interaction – Discussion 

The purpose of the content analysis was to examine in more depth how the 

organisations are using interactive features on their websites to promote increased 

engagement and participation on the part of their members and visitors. As 

shown throughout this chapter, there is a strong primary orientation towards 

information provision on the NGO websites, combined with simple grassroots 

features and activities for broader participation. The provision of advanced 

Score for interactive 
features, including 
responsiveness test 

Old NGOs 
(founded 
1969 or 
earlier) 

Semi-new 
NGOs 

(founded 
1970–1989) 

New NGOs 
(founded 

1990 or later) 

 18–20 - 3 (12) 3 (11) 
  15–17 1 (14) 4 (16) 4 (15) 
  11–14 1 (14) 1 (4) 4 (15) 
  7–10 2 (28) 13 (52) 7 (26) 
  4–6 3 (43) 3 (12) 5 (19) 
  1–3 - 1 (4) 4 (15) 
Total 7 (100) 25 (100) 27 (100) 
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organisational features on NGO websites is considerably less common, and is 

done by 20 percent of the organisations, at most. Altogether, the results of the 

content analysis strengthen the survey results presented in chapter 5. In addition, 

the outcome of the responsiveness test was surprisingly low: only 17 (28 percent) 

of the NGOs responded to the simple e-mail request that was sent to all the 

studied organisations. Since many of the organisations have salaried staff, and 

also prioritise frequent updating of their websites, this was an unexpected result. 

Moreover, the responsiveness test revealed no particular difference between small 

and large organisations in this respect, as several of the large well-known NGOs 

did not respond to the request. On the other hand, organisational size plays a 

relatively important role in determining the general level of Internet activity. This 

can be explained by the fact that smaller organisations do not always have 

sufficient funding to provide advanced online features, and may therefore focus 

their efforts primarily on offline activities. At the same time, it should be 

remembered that the Internet also can be particularly useful to small NGOs. Also 

notable is that, as regards the scores for participatory activities, the differences 

between large and small organisations are smaller than the differences between 

their total scores (including the baseline activities). In other words, organisational 

size seems to be an important factor affecting website content as regards 

information provision, for example, but somewhat less important as regards the 

provision of interactive features on NGO websites.  

As regards the importance of organisational age for how and to what extent 

NGOs use the Internet as a political space, it was found that the old organisations 

have not developed their websites to include participatory features to the same 

extent as the newer organisations have. This could be taken to indicate that older 

organisations are somewhat more traditionalist in their Internet use, perhaps as 

an effect of institutionalisation and/or hierarchical organisation. In addition, 

technological aspects can naturally also exert an important influence on how 

extensively NGOs use the Internet as a political space. Apart from the general level 

of Internet connectivity and broadband delivery in a country, the extent to which 

the members of organisations have access to and knowledge of how to use the 

Internet may vary. Organisations with many members from older generations 

may choose not to develop their Internet use to any particular extent. In the 
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following chapter, the focus will shift from online activist NGOs, working 

primarily in an American political context, to a broader exploration of how 

NGOs in four different countries use the Internet as a political tool and space. 
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7. A comparative perspective on  

Internet use in NGOs 
The use of the Internet as a political tool and space for NGOs tends to be discussed 

relatively independently of the national political context in which the NGOs act. 

The organisational differences in Internet use cited in the literature on ICTs and 

politics are more often related to organisational size; i.e., whether differences 

between small and large organisations will be reflected in their Internet use (i.e., the 

equalisation and normalisation hypotheses) or organisational age. In the previous 

two chapters, we have examined how NGOs use the Internet as a political space, for 

political activism and campaigning, and to promote deeper engagement and more 

interactive communication with their members. The background variables 

examined in these chapters were organisational size and age. A question that could 

not be answered in these previous chapters was whether NGOs use the Internet 

differently depending on the national political contexts in which they function; a 

particular focus will therefore be put on these issues in this chapter. The analysis is 

based on a comparative survey of NGOs in the USA, Sweden, Norway and 

Denmark, conducted in 2005, which examined how the organisations value the 

Internet as a political space in terms of advocacy and promoting increased 

participation and interaction with members. The chapter proceeds as follows. After 

presenting some background data on the organisations, the survey results will be 

analysed and compared with respect to the studied organisations’ Internet use for 

external political purposes, such as online activism and campaigning. Then we will 

examine how NGOs use the Internet to promote increased participation and 

engagement on the part of members and supporters. This is followed by an 

assessment of the Internet’s importance as a political space, and whether the 

respondents believe that the Internet has brought about increased political 

influence. Although the comparative analysis forms the major focus of the chapter, 

the importance of organisational size and age will also be examined and added to 

the analysis. The final part of the chapter will draw together and discuss results 

from previous sections, and formulate some preliminary conclusions as to how 

political uses of the Internet vary between different kinds of NGOs.  
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7.1. Background data 

The survey was sent to 186 NGOs in the USA and the Scandinavian countries, and 

responses were received from 89, i.e., nearly 50 percent of the sample. American 

and Swedish NGOs comprise most participants in the survey, contributing 34 and 

32 respondents, respectively. The numbers of Norwegian and Danish organisations 

that responded were relatively low (13 and 10, respectively), which means that the 

survey data from these two countries must be interpreted with caution. The main 

part of the analysis will therefore concentrate on comparing the survey results from 

the USA and Sweden, although the Norwegian and Danish results will be presented 

in the tables and, in a few cases, touched on in the text.50 Measured by aim, 

environmental NGOs were the most frequent respondents to the survey, followed 

by organisations working for peace/solidarity and development, as seen in Table 

7.1.51  

 

   
NGO nation of domicile Aim of 

organisations USA Sweden Norway Denmark 

  Environment 9 (26) 4 (13) 1 (8) 3 (30) 
  Peace/solidarity  4 (12) 6 (19) 4 (31) - 
 Development  5 (15) 6 (19) 1 (8) 1 (10) 
 Labour rights  1 (3) 5 (16) 1 (8) 2 (20) 
  Children's 

issues 
2 (6) 4 (13)  1 (8) 1 (10) 

 Human rights 4 (12) 1 (3) 1 (8) - 
  Women's issues 2 (6) 1 (3) 1 (8) 1 (10) 
  Other aim 7 (21) 5 (16) 3 (23) 2 (20) 
Total  34 (100) 32 (100) 13 (100) 10 (100) 

 
Table 7.1. Aim and nation of domicile of the organisations 
(percent of responding NGOs from each country). 

 

Organisational size was measured by number of members, and is distributed as 

shown in Table 7.2. Three categories were used: small NGOs, with fewer than 500 

members; semi-large NGOs, with 500–5000 members; and large NGOs, with 

                                                
50 For a detailed discussion of the data collection for the survey, see chapter 4. 
51 The categorisation used in Figure 7.1 was partly devised by the author after the completed 
surveys had been collected, since many respondents selected more than one organisational aim 
and therefore could not be registered properly. In addition, it was necessary to add new 
categories to those included in the survey. The added categories are development, labour rights 
and children’s issues. The relatively large ‘other aim’ category includes organisations working 
on issues such as the promotion of global democracy, Esperanto or world trade. 
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more than 5000 members. It should be noted that a total of 24 of the American 

and Swedish organi-sations are excluded from the size measure, primarily because 

they are not member-based. This problem was clearly most common among the 

American NGOs, almost half of which could not be included in the size measure. 

One must therefore exercise caution in analysing the organisations’ Internet use 

with respect to their size. The American organisations are relatively evenly 

distributed between the three size categories, while there were somewhat more 

small and semi-large organisations among the Swedish NGOs.  

 
Size of 
organisations 
 

USA Sweden Norway  Denmark 

Small NGOs 
(fewer than 
500 members) 

4 (12) 7 (22) 1 (8) 2 (20) 

Semi-large 
NGOs (500–
5000 
members) 

7 (21) 9 (28) 3 (23) 4 (40) 

Large NGOs 
(More than 
5000 
members) 

7 (21) 8 (25) 5 (38) 3 (30) 

Missing 16 47) 8 (25)  4 (31) 1 (10) 
Total 34 

(100) 
32 (100) 13 (100) 10 (100) 

 

Table 7.2. Size of responding NGOs (percent per country). 

 

Organisational age was measured by year of founding, and organisations were 

divided into three categories: old organisations (founded before 1969), semi-new 

organisations (founded 1970–1989) and new organisations (founded in 1990 or 

later). As seen in Table 7.3, the organisations are relatively evenly distributed 

between the three age categories. There is a slight dominance of new NGOs among 

the Swedish organisations, and of semi-new NGOs among the American 

organisations.  
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Size of 
organisations 

USA Sweden Norway Denmark 
 

Old NGOs (pre 
1969) 

10 (29) 10 (31) 6 (46) 7 (70) 

Semi-new NGOs 
(1970–1989) 

15 (44) 10 (31) 3 (23) 2 (20) 

New NGOs 
(1990 or later) 

8 (24) 12 (38) 4 (31) 1 (10) 

Missing 1 - - - 
Total 34 (100) 32 (100) 13 (100) 10 (100) 

    
Table 7.3. Age of responding NGOs (percent per country). 

 

NGO staffing arrangements vary between the four countries. Most of the 

organisations have salaried staff, but American organisations differ from 

Scandinavian organisations in that they have considerably more volunteers and 

interns. These differences may partly be explained by the fact that most 

Scandinavian NGOs receive some government financial support, while American 

NGOs are privately funded. Cultural differences, however, can also be assumed to 

exert an important influence in this respect, as private funding does not necessarily 

presuppose greater dependence on volunteers.  

 

 USA Sweden Norway 

 

Denmark 

Salaried staff 28 (82) 25 (78) 11 (85) 8 (80) 

Volunteers 30 (88) 12 (38) 4 (31) 6 (60) 

Interns 21 (62) 12 (38) 2 (15) 4 (40) 

Other 5 (15) 7 (22) 4 (31) 2 (20) 

 
Table 7.4. Staffing arrangements in the NGOs (percent of 
responding NGOs per country). The respondents could select 
more than one alternative. 

 

The American organisations were early adopters of the Internet: six American 

organisations had a website before 1996, compared with only two Swedish organi-

sations and none of the Danish or Norwegian organisations (see Table 1 in the 

Appendix). The websites of the studied NGOs were launched between 1985 and 

2003, with a peak in 1996–2000 when 54 (61 percent) of the websites were 

launched. Most of the NGO websites (60 percent) are updated daily or weekly. This 

suggests that the websites are given a high priority by the organisations, although 
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the survey answers cannot indicate how extensive this updating actually is. As seen 

in Table 7.5, Swedish NGOs are dominant among the organisations that update 

daily, while American organisations are dominant in terms of monthly updating.  

 
 Website 
updating USA Sweden Norway Denmark 

 Daily 8 (24) 15 (47) 6 (46) 3 (30) 
  Weekly 6 (18) 6 (19) 5 (39) 4 (40) 
  Monthly 12 (35) 8 (25) 1 (8) 3 (30)  
  Every six 

months or 
more 
frequently 

6 (18) 1 (3) 1 (8) - 

  Every six 
months or less 
frequently 

2 (6) 2 (6) - - 

Total 34 (100) 32 (100)  13 (100) 10 (100) 
 

Table 7.5. Frequency of website updating (percent of 

responding NGOs per country). 

 

Having reviewed the background data on the NGOs, our next step is to examine 

how and to what extent the organisations use the Internet for external political 

purposes, such as advocacy and campaigning. This will be done in the following 

section. 

 

7.2. Internet use for advocacy purposes 

Most of the NGOs (55, or 62 percent) have conducted Internet campaigns several 

or at least a few times (Table 7.6). The use of Internet campaigns is relatively 

evenly distributed among the countries, although it is somewhat more frequent in 

the Scandinavian countries: 62 percent of the Swedish NGOs have conducted 

Internet campaigns a few or several times, compared with 50 percent of the 

American NGOs.  
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 USA Sweden Norway 

 
Denmark 

Yes, several times 8 (24) 9 (28) 5 (38) 4 (40) 
Yes, a few times 9 (26) 11 (34) 7 (54) 2 (20) 
No, never 17 (50) 12 (38) 1 (8) 4 (40) 
Total 34 (100) 32 (100) 13 (100) 10 (100) 
 
Table 7.6. Frequency of Internet campaigns among the NGOs (percent 
of responding NGOs per country).52 
 

The respondents were asked to rate on a scale of 1–10 (poorly–very well) how 

they considered the suitability of their NGOs’ websites for campaign purposes. As 

seen in Table 7.7, most respondents (60, or 67 percent) believe that their NGO 

websites function relatively well in this respect, being assigned a score of 5 points 

or more on the scale.  

 
Campaigning, 
score USA Sweden Norway Denmark 

 1 7 (21) 2 (6) 1 (8) - 
  2–4 3 (9) 5 (16) 1 (8) - 
  5–7 12 (35) 11 (34) 6 (46) 4 (40) 
  8–10 7 (21) 11 (34) 4 (31) 5 (50) 
 Missing 5 (15) 3 (9) 1 (8) 1 (10) 
Total 34 (100) 32 (100) 13 (100) 10 (100) 
 
Table 7.7. Website suitability for online campaigning, 
rated on a scale of 1–10 (percent of NGOs per 
country).53 

 

In an open-ended question, the respondents were asked whether their 

organisations work primarily in opposition to or in cooperation with political 

decision-makers. The answers were sorted into four categories, which are 

distributed as shown in Table 7.8. 

 

                                                
52 The survey question was formulated as follows: “Has your organisation directed Internet 
campaigns (i.e. e-mail petitions, action alerts) towards political decision-makers?” 
53 The survey question was formulated as follows: “Web sites can be more or less suitable for 
different kinds of activities. In your opinion, how well does your organisation’s web site suit 
for the following activities?” 
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NGO relationships 
with political decision-
makers USA Sweden Norway Denmark 

 Opposition 4 (12) 1 (3) 4 (31) 3 (30) 
  Cooperation 7 (21) 16 (50) 3 (23) 3 (30) 
  Both in opposition 

and cooperation 7 (21) 12 (38) 4 (31) 2 (20) 

  Apolitical 11 (32) - - - 
 Missing 5 (15) 3 (9) 2 (15) 2 (20) 
Total 34 (100) 32 (100) 13 (100) 10 (100) 
     
 
Table 7.8. NGO relationships with political decision-makers, by country 
(frequency and, within parentheses, percent of responding NGOs per 
country).54 

  

Several respondents were able to define in a few words how their organisations 

worked either in opposition to or in cooperation with political decision-makers. 

Others declared that they worked both in opposition and cooperation, depending on 

the issue: 

 

It would depend on which side of the political fence they are on. We like to 
have, ideally, harmonious relationships with decision-makers, but their 
political agenda dictates the approach/relationship with them. (Org. 36) 
 
Both, I would say. Our job is to call into question political decisions, but at 
the same time we cooperate with many politicians and with SIDA,55 which finds 
the issues we are working on important. (Org. 43)56 

 

Yet another group of respondents declared, somewhat surprisingly, that their 

organisations were ‘politically neutral’ or ‘apolitical’. Interestingly, this group of 

apolitical respondents was exclusively American. These respondents all justified this 

orientation in relatively similar terms, as evident in the responses quoted below: 

 
Although the goal of our organization is solidarity, we are non-political and 
do not take a stand either in opposition [to] or in cooperation with political 
decision-makers. (Org. 48) 
 
We are not political at all. (Org. 88) 
 
Unfortunately, political decision-makers tend not to be relevant to our interest 
in a successful human nature. (Org. 65) 

                                                
54 The open-ended survey question was formulated as follows: “NGOs differ in how close they 
work to political institutions and decision-makers. Does your organisation work primarily in 
opposition or in cooperation with political decision-makers?” 
55 SIDA: Swedish acronym for the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency 
56 Author’s translation. 
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We remain largely neutral. We do make recommendations that we would like to 
see political leaders adopt. We sometimes express our concern about certain 
activities some political leaders might engage in. (Org. 20) 
 

The apolitical organisations work on various issues, but their positioning regarding 

political decision-makers seems to reflect a shared understanding of politics as 

referring exclusively to party politics and/or conflict, which they consider irrelevant 

to their organisations. To this it could be added that American NGOs generally 

have more distant relationships with political decision-makers than do 

Scandinavian organisations, perhaps because they do not receive financial support 

from governmental institutions. Consequently, they may also feel it is more 

important to affirm their independence from these institutions. Unlike the 

American NGOs, up to 50 percent of the Swedish NGO respondents claim to work 

in cooperation with political decision-makers (only one Swedish organisation 

declared that it works in opposition to political decision-makers). Examples of 

comments from Swedish NGO representatives follow below.57  

 
We try to cooperate with the political establishment. (Org. 29) 
 
In cooperation (at least with Swedish decision-makers). (Org. 38) 
 
In cooperation. We apply for SIDA money, etc. (and receive it as well). In the 
project countries, [organisation X] is probably in opposition. (Org. 42) 

 

It could be assumed that organisations with a more distant relationship with 

political decision-makers would use the Internet for online activism and 

campaigning more actively than would organisations that work in close 

cooperation with political decision-makers. When comparing the organisations’ 

relationships with political decision-makers with their Internet use, however, it 

turns out that most of the oppositional organisations (11, or 92 percent) have 

conducted campaigns via the Internet several or at least a few times. This can be 

compared with the cooperative organisations, most of which have never or only 

rarely conducted Internet-based campaigns (23, or 79 percent). Organisations that 

work both in opposition to and cooperation with political decision-makers turned 

out to be the most frequent users of Internet campaigns, while few (2, or 18 

                                                
57 Author’s translation. 
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percent) of the ‘apolitical’ organisations use the Internet for online advocacy 

purposes (see Table 7.9).  

 

  
Internet campaigns directed towards 

political decision-makers 

NGO relationships 
with political 
decision-makers  

Yes, 
several 
times 

Yes, a 
few 

times 
No, 

never Total 

 Opposition 5 (41) 6 (50) 1 (8) 12 (100) 
  Cooperation 6 (21) 10 (35) 13 (45) 29 (100) 
  Both in opposition 

and cooperation 
13 (52) 9 (36) 3 (12) 25 (100) 

  Apolitical 1 (9) 1 (9) 9 (81) 11 (100) 
     

 
Table 7.9. Frequency of Internet campaigns, compared with 
relationship to political decision-makers (percent of NGOs 
included in the measure). 

 

Various observers have pointed out the new possibilities for NGOs to form 

networks on the Internet, thereby strengthening their political influence (see, e.g., 

Castells 1997; Anheier et al. 2001; Warkentin 2001). Some successful examples 

of this were also cited in chapter 1, such as the protests against the MAI 

agreement and the worldwide demonstrations held in 2003 against the US 

intervention in Iraq. Nevertheless, it could be questioned whether the Internet has 

in general promoted networking and the coordination of joint activities and 

campaigns among NGOs. The survey results confirm the networking potential of 

the Internet. The Scandinavian organisations are particularly positive in this 

respect: 82 percent of the Swedish and about as many of the Norwegian and 

Danish respondents agree fully or partly that the use of ICTs has promoted 

networking in the organisations. This can be compared with the American NGO 

respondents, 62 percent of whom agree regarding the Internet’s networking 

potential.58  

                                                
58 It should be noted that 24 percent of the American respondents are excluded from responding 
to this item. 

143



 
ICT use promotes 
networking/joint 
activities with 
other NGOs 

USA Sweden Norway Denmark 

I agree fully 13 (38) 14 (44) 4 (31) 4 (40) 
I agree partly 8 (24) 12 (38) 7 (54) 4 (40) 
I disagree 5 (15) 6 (19) 2 (15) 2 (20) 
Total 34 (100) 32 (100) 13 (100) 10 (100) 
 
Table 7.10. Use of ICTs has promoted networking and/or joint activities 
with other NGOs (percent of responding NGOs per country). 
 
 

The respondents were also asked to rate on a scale of 1–10 (poorly–very well) 

how suited they think their NGO websites are for networking. The answers are 

distributed as shown in Table 7.11, which indicates that most NGO websites 

scored 5 points or more. It should also be noted that the American respondents 

are somewhat more satisfied than their Swedish counterparts in this respect.  

 

 Suitability of websites 
for networking/ 
cooperation USA Sweden Norway Denmark 

Networking  1–4 6 (18) 10 (37) 2 (15) 2 (20) 
 5–7 11 (32) 10 (31) 7 (54) 5 (50) 
  8–9 11 (32)  5 (16) 2 (15) 2 (20) 
  10 3 (9) 4 (13) 1 (8) - 
 Missing 3 (9) 1 (3) 1 (8) 1 (10) 
Total 34 (100) 32 (100) 13 (100) 10 (100) 

 
Table 7.11. Websites’ suitability for networking/cooperation 
with other organisations, rated on a scale of 1–10 (percent of 
NGOs per country).59 

 

Another important function of the NGO websites is to recruit new members, 

donors and/or supporters to the organisations. As the Internet represents a ‘pull 

technology’, where web surfers search for information at their own initiative, 

some NGOs may face difficulties in reaching out to new groups of people to 

whom they are not already known. Most respondents, however, agree fully or 

partly that their organisations have been able to recruit new categories of 

members (i.e., from other than traditional groups of recruitment) via their 

websites. The American NGOs are the most positive in this respect: 44 percent of 

                                                
59 The survey question was formulated as follows: “Web sites can be more or less suitable for 
different kinds of activities. In your opinion, how well does your organisation’s web site suit 
for the following activities?” 
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the respondents agree fully with the statement, compared with 22 percent of the 

Swedish respondents.  

 

Recruitment of 
new categories of 
members via the 
website 

USA Sweden Norway Denmark 

I agree fully 15 (44) 7 (22) 7 (54) 2 (20) 
I agree partly 13 (38) 13 (41) 5 (39) 5 (50) 
I disagree 2 (6) 10 (31) 1 (8) 3 (30) 
Missing 4 (12) 2 (6) - - 
Total 34 (100) 32 (100) 13 (100) 10 (100) 

 
Table 7.12. Recruitment of new categories of members via the website 
(percent of responding NGOs per country).60 
 
 

In general, the respondents believe that more people have become involved in 

their organisations as a result of ICT use. The American respondents are 

particularly positive in this respect as well: 22 (65 percent) agree fully, compared 

with 12 (38 percent) of the Swedish respondents. According to the open-ended 

answers, young people and students seem to be the most frequent visitors to 

NGO websites, together with academics and people from the news media. This 

finding is relatively similar in all four countries.61  

 

ICT use has 
promoted 
involvement 

USA Sweden Norway Denmark 

I agree fully 22 (65) 12 (38) 4 (31) 5 (50) 
I agree partly 8 (24) 17 (53) 7 (54) 4 (40) 
I disagree 2 (6) 3 (9) 2 (15) - 
Missing 2 (6) - - 1 (10) 
Total 34 (100) 32 (100) 13 (100) 10 (100) 

 
Table 7.13. ‘Using ICTs/the Internet has involved more people 
in our organisation’s activities’ (percent of responding NGOs 
per country). 

 

To examine the suitability of the NGO websites for initiating political action, the 

respondents were asked to rate, on a scale of 1–10, how well they think their 

                                                
60 This survey question was formulated as a statement; “Our organisation recruits new 
categories of members via the web site.” 
61 The prevalence of younger people among visitors to the NGO websites could also be because 
they are generally more attracted to the issue-based NGOs that are well-represented in the 
survey. 
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NGOs’ websites are suited for activities relevant to such action. The listed activities 

were networking/cooperation with other NGOs, campaigning, mobilisation, 

member recruitment and discussion forums.  

 

Suitability of website for 

different political purposes 

Mean value 

(total) 

Networking/cooperation with 

other NGOs 

6 

Campaigning 5.9 

Mobilising people to take 

action 

5.8 

Member recruitment 5.6 

Forum for discussions 2.5 

 
Table 7.14. Suitability of websites for 
different political purposes.62 

 

The mean values for most of the activities and features turned out to be relatively 

similar, lying between 5 and 6 on a scale of 1–10. In contrast, website suitability 

as a forum for discussion receives the considerably lower mean value of 2.5. Up to 

71 percent of American respondents and 53–60 percent of Scandinavian 

respondents consider their websites’ suitability for discussion to be very low, 

ranging from 1 to 3 points (see Table 7.15). This confirms the results of the 

previous survey, which indicated that the Internet is not primarily valued as a 

discussion space by the organisations.63  

                                                
62 The survey question was formulated as follows: “Web sites can be more or less suitable for 
different kinds of activities. In your opinion, how well does your organisation’s web site suit 
for the following activities?” 
63 It could be added that the suitability of a website as a forum for discussion does not 
necessarily imply the existence of a specific discussion forum. However, it is possible that many 
respondents perceived the question in this way, which may have skewed the survey responses in 
a more negative direction. 
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Grades on 
scale, 1–10 

USA Sweden Norway Denmark 

1 – 3 24 (71) 17 (53) 8 (62) 6 (60) 
4 – 6 5 (15) 7 (22) 2 (15) - 
7 – 10 1 (3) 2 (6) - 1 (10) 
Missing 4 (12) 6 (19) 3 (23) 3 (30) 
Total 34 (100) 32 (100) 13 (100) 10 (100) 

 
Table 7.15. Suitability of NGO websites as forums for discussion; rated 
on a scale of 1–10 (percent of responding NGOs per country). 

 

 
In sum, the Internet seems to function relatively well as a space for external 

political action: NGO websites have caused more people become involved in the 

organisations and their issues, and have facilitated networking among the 

organisations. In addition, online campaigning is common, over half of the 

organisations having conducted and/or initiated online campaigns at least a few 

times. Swedish respondents are particularly positive as regards the opportunities 

for networking and online campaigning. In the following sections, we will shift 

from external political action and examine how the Internet is used as a space for 

internal political action, such as promoting the participation and engagement of 

members and/or supporters in NGO activities.  

 

7.3. Participation and interactivity via the Internet 

The various grassroots features provided on the NGO websites in order to 

promote engagement and participation on the part of organisation members and 

supporters represent an important dimension of the Internet as a political space. 

This has been emphasised in earlier chapters, and was examined empirically in 

chapter 6. As mentioned, a distinction can be made between interactive and non-

interactive grassroots features, depending on whether or not they promote direct 

and interactive communication between the organisation and its supporters. 

Interactive grassroots features include activities such as chat rooms and 

discussion forums, blogs and website polls, as well as simpler features such as 

NGO requests for feedback from members and/or website visitors. Non-

interactive grassroots features include activities in which the contacts between the 

organisation and its members are more distant, and based primarily on one-way 

communication, such as action alerts, e-mail petitions and e-mail sign-up lists. As 
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seen in Table 7.16, non-interactive grassroots features are predominant on NGO 

websites. Non-interactive e-mail sign-up lists represent the most widespread 

grassroots feature (provided by 23, or 68 percent of the American NGOs and 17, 

or 53 percent of the Swedish NGOs), while requests for feedback from 

members/website visitors represent the most common interactive grassroots 

feature. These results correspond to those of the previous survey, presented in 

chapters 5–6.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Table 7.16. Grassroots features provided on NGO websites64 
(percentage of responding NGOs per country; more than one 
feature could be selected by the respondents). 

 

Online polls and referenda can be found on 25 percent of Swedish NGO websites, 

compared with only 12 percent of the American websites. Swedish domination is 

also found in the provision of specific discussion forums. Notably, none of the 

American organisations provided such discussion forums on their websites at the 

time of the survey. On the other hand, blogs and chat rooms can be considered 

variants of discussion forums, and are provided by 12 percent of the surveyed 

American NGOs, indicating a certain interest in providing interactive tools on 

their websites.  

Despite the emergence of online action repertoires, Table 7.18 shows that 

offline forms of participation still occupy a strong position in the organisations. 

National differences are found in this respect as well. As mentioned, American 

NGOs base their activities on the efforts of volunteers and private donors much 

                                                
64 Responses to the survey item 2:6, ‘Does the organisation provide any of the following features 
on its website?’ (respondents could select all applicable alternatives). 

 

Grassroots features 

 

USA 

 

Sweden 

 

Norway 

 

Denmark 

E-mail sign-up list 23 (68)  17 (53) 10 (77) 5 (50) 

Requests for feedback 

from the members 

17 (50) 13 (41) 3 (23) 4 (40) 

Online polls/referenda 4 (12) 8 (25) 3 (23) 4 (40) 

Discussion forum - 8 (25) 6 (46) 3 (30) 

Blog 3 (9) 2 (6) - 1 (10) 

Chat room 1 (3) - 3 (23) 2 (20) 
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more than do Scandinavian organisations. More than 90 percent of the American 

NGOs recruit volunteers, compared with 75 percent of the Swedish organisations. 

Another difference between American and Scandinavian NGOs is their propensity 

to organise rallies or demonstrations: only 15 percent of the American 

organisations do this, compared with 59 percent of the Swedish, 69 percent of the 

Norwegian and 60 percent of the Danish NGOs. The Scandinavian organisations 

are also more likely to organise face-to-face meetings than are their American 

counterparts: 81 percent of the Swedish (and an even higher proportion of the 

Norwegian and Danish) organisations arrange meetings with their members, 

compared with 50 percent of the American NGOs. As regards the provision of e-

mail lists to NGO members and supporters, American organisations are 

predominant in this, together with Norwegian and Danish NGOs, while the 

numbers of Swedish organisations are considerably lower. The ability to join a 

campaign via a website is relatively evenly distributed, being provided by 12 

American NGO websites and about the same number of Swedish websites.  

 

 
Table 7.17. Ways of participating in the organisations66 (percent of 
responding NGOs per country). 

 
                                                
65 Examples of ‘other activities’ that were mentioned by the respondents were to ‘[r]eceive action 
alerts over the phone, letter-writing projects in the mail’ (Org. 82); ‘share information, sending 
out information to us and disseminating information that we produce’ (Org. 11); as well as 
‘consumer politics (not buying tropical timber)’ (Org. 78, author’s translation). 
66 Responses to survey item 2:7, ‘There are many different ways that people can participate in 
NGOs. How can people participate in your organisation?’ (the respondent could select more 
than one alternative). 

 

Activities 

 

USA  

 

Sweden  

 

Norway  

 

Denmark  

Volunteer 32 (94 ) 24 (75) 11 (85) 9 (90) 

Donate/make a gift 33 (97 ) 23 (72) 11 (85) 9 (90) 

Join a meeting 20 (59 ) 26 (81) 12 (92) 9 (90) 

Become a member 17 (50 ) 29 (91) 10 (77) 8 (80) 

Join an e-mail list 24 (71) 13 (41) 11 (85) 7 (70) 

Participate in rally/ 

manifestation 

5 (15) 19 (59) 9 (69) 6 (60) 

Join a campaign via 

website 

12 (35) 13 (41) 7 (54) 5 (50) 

Other activities65 15 (44) 9 (28) 5 (39) 3 (30) 
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The respondents were asked whether they observed any major changes over time 

as regards how and the extent to which people could get involved in their 

organisations. A broad range of organisational changes were mentioned, and 

several respondents identified the Internet as a promoter of member involvement. 

Interestingly, many of these respondents represented American organisations; 

some of their answers are quoted below: 

 
Yes. With the introduction of and rapid development in information and 
communication technologies, networking, partnership and solidarity 
building has taken a different shape. A lot of them are now taking place 
online or electronically. (Org. 11) 

 
Since the Internet, e-mail, etc., we have had much more involvement + on a 
much wider scale – more diversity with who gets involved. (Org. 81) 
 
The Internet (especially e-mail) has enabled our widely dispersed members to 
be more intimately involved in our work. (Org. 45) 
 

Other respondents claim that the Internet also has changed how and the extent to 

which people participate in the organisations, with fewer face-to-face meetings 

sometimes resulting: 

 

We are working more with online action alerts + e-mail alerts. We don’t have 
as many interns + volunteers as we used to. (Org. 64) 
 
More people involved in networks and via Internet/SMS, fewer in working 
groups. (Org. 17)67 
 
Methods: fewer face-to-face meetings today, more is handled via e-mail. 
Extent: more people search for information about [organisation X] via the 
Internet, receive information via e-mail and website. (Org. 7)68 

 

Altogether, the Internet appears to have brought about a general increase in the 

number of member contacts. As seen in Table 7.18, postal mail and, to some 

extent, telephone communication are the only modes of contact the use of which 

has decreased significantly among the organisations. This is an interesting result, 

contradicting earlier hypotheses regarding the Internet as representing a zero-sum 

game that merely replaces traditional forms of contact and communication.69 

                                                
67 Author’s translation. 
68 Author’s translation. 
69 Naturally, not all changes in the organisations’ working methods can be related to the 
introduction of new ICTs; financial factors and changing NGO priorities could also explain 
changes in the organisations’ communication methods. 
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Rather than replacing contact with members and supporters, the Internet often 

seems to generate more communication with them. On the other hand, the fact 

that the contacts between the organisations and their members appear to have 

increased after the Internet was introduced does not necessarily mean that these 

contacts have deepened.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Table 7.18. Development of member contacts after website 
introduction (percent of total number of respondents).70 
 

When analysing the survey results country by country (see Table 7.19), it appears 

that most of the Swedish and American NGOs have noticed either an increase or 

no change in the level of face-to-face and telephone contacts with their members. 

Interestingly, the American organisations have also noticed an increase in their 

postal mail contacts and face-to-face activities, such as meetings. In contrast, most 

of the Swedish (and Norwegian and Danish) NGOs report a decrease in the 

amount of postal mail communication, along with no change in the number of 

face-to-face meetings. Without exaggerating the implications of these survey 

results, it is noteworthy that the American NGOs, which have used the Internet 

for online activism and campaigning for several years by now, seem to be 

undergoing a renaissance in the use of more traditional, offline campaign 

methods.  

 

 

 

                                                
70 The survey question was formulated as follows: “In your opinion, has the organisation’s 
web site led to an increase or decrease of the following forms of member contacts?” 

 Increased 

Frequency 

(Percent) 

Unchanged 

Frequency 

(Percent) 

Decreased 

Frequency 

(Percent) 

Face-to-face contacts 40 (45) 34 (38) 6 (7) 

Telephone contacts 39 (44) 26 (29) 18 (20) 

Postal mail 23 (26) 25 (28) 34 (38) 

Rallies/manifestations 13 (15) 49 (55) 4 (5) 

Meetings 27 (31) 39 (44) 10 (11) 
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Activities Changes 

after 

launching 

website 

USA Sweden Norway  Denmark 

Face-to-face 

contacts 

Increased 16 16 6 2 

 Unchanged 13 11 4 6 

 Decreased 1 3 1 1 

Telephone contacts Increased 24 11 3 1 

 Unchanged 5 10 6 5 

 Decreased 4 9 2 3 

Postal mail Increased 16 4 2 1 

 Unchanged 9 11 2 3 

 Decreased 7 15 7 5 

Manifestations Increased 7 3 2 1 

 Unchanged 18 16 9 6 

 Decreased 0 4 - - 

Face-to-face 

activities  

(i.e., meetings) 

Increased 20 5 2 - 

 Unchanged 11 16 6 6 

 Decreased - 5 3 2 

 

Table 7.19. Cross tabulation of changes in NGO activities after launching 
websites, measured by country. 

 

The organisations’ dependency on the Internet as a communications space varies. 

Some NGOs handle almost all their member contacts via the Internet, while others 

rely primarily on postal mail. Organisations with many older members, for 

example, tend to use more diversified forms of contact. Most respondents express 

positive opinions regarding the Internet, and characterise it as ‘essential’, ‘very 

powerful’ and ‘extremely important’. However, several respondents also 

emphasise that the Internet should be regarded as supplementing, and not 

replacing, face-to-face contacts. These results are in accordance with the results of 

the first survey, presented in chapter 5. One respondent declares that e-mail and 

the Internet are frequently used by the organisation, but that the ‘physical aspects 
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of snail mail create a more concrete and engaging contact’71 (Org. 89). Another 

respondent argues: 

 

When possible, e-mail communication is quick and easy. We, however, still 
depend on traditional means of communication more than most as we have 
many older members that are not so tech savvy. Also, we consider a note on 
letterhead paper to hold much more gravitage than just another e-mail. (Org. 
31) 
 

When asked how they value e-mail contacts versus traditional forms of contacts 

with their members, almost all respondents argue that the Internet and e-mail are 

becoming more important to their organisations. The following are typical 

responses: 

 

We are attempting to do more and more information sharing via the Internet. 
It saves a great deal on cost of postage and also reaches a wider audience. 
(Org. 16) 

 
It’s becoming more and more important. Paper mail is still the official route 
because not all members have e-mail, but more information can go out (and 
come in) more quickly via e-mail and [the] web. (Org. 45) 

 

Despite the many grassroots features available on the NGO websites, it could be 

questioned how important the active involvement of members actually is to 

NGOs. The definition of what constitutes member activity naturally varies, from 

mobilised members signing e-mail petitions and forwarding action alerts, to 

deeper involvement and participation in an organisations’ activities and decision-

making processes. The Internet could be key in promoting peoples’ engagement, 

even in hierarchical organisations that base their activities primarily on the 

financial support of donors rather than the active involvement of members. At the 

same time, the grassroots features can give organisations an image of being more 

participatory and grassroots oriented than they actually are. Democratic decision-

making may not be considered suitable or attractive to all kinds of organisations. 

Nevertheless, most respondents agree fully or partly that it is important to have 

members who actively participate in the organisation’s decision-making process. 

The Swedish respondents turned out to be especially positive in this respect, 91 

percent agreeing fully or partly, versus 64 percent of the American respondents, 

                                                
71 Author’s translation. 
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that member participation is important. A relatively high proportion of the 

Americans, 27 percent (9 respondents), disagree that it is important to have active 

members, compared with only 6 percent (2 respondents) of the Swedish. The 

Swedish attitudes regarding the importance of having active members could well 

reflect the long tradition in Sweden of popular mass movements, in which active 

member participation has traditionally played an important role (see chapter 3 for 

a more detailed discussion).72 It should also be noted that the survey responses 

from the Norwegian and Danish NGOs reflect the same emphasis on the 

importance of having active members as was found among the Swedish NGOs. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Table 7.20. Importance of having members who are active 
in the organisations’ decision-making processes (percent of 
NGOs per country).73 

 
The importance of having active members could be related to the question of 

whether the Internet is used to strengthen member influence in the organisations. 

As seen in Table 7.21, most respondents (46, or 52 percent) agree partly that the 

use of their websites and e-mail functions has strengthened member influence in 

the organisations’ decision-making processes. The differences between American 

and Swedish respond-ents, however, are also notable in this respect: 75 percent of 

the Swedish respondents agree fully or partly that the use of websites and e-mail 

has strengthened the role of members in the organisations, compared with only 

45 percent of the American respondents. Almost as many of the American 

respondents (42 percent) disagreed that the use of web sites and e-mail had 

strengthened the influence of members in their organisations.  

 

                                                
72 This might even have resulted in a bias in the Scandinavian survey answers, as many 
respondents may have considered the statement to be value laden, which may in turn have 
prompted them to respond positively.   
73 The survey question was formulated as follows: “It is very important that the members are 
continuously active in our organisation’s decision-making process” 

Importance of 
having active 
members 

USA Sweden Norway Denmark 

I agree fully 11 (32) 16 (50) 5 (31) 2 (20) 
I agree partly 11 (32) 13 (41) 6 (54) 7 (70) 
I disagree 9 (27) 2 (6) 2 (15) - 
Missing 3 (9) 1 (3) - 1 (10) 
Total 34 (100) 32 (100) 13 (100) 10 (100) 
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 Table 7.21. Strengthened member influence via web site and 

e-mail functions (percent of responding NGOs per country).74 
 

In relation to this, two respondents make the following comments about the 

positive effects of the Internet: 

 

Our organization is somewhat hierarchical in its organization. The website is 
a helpful resource for those wishing to join, but does not recruit members by 
itself. It helps to promote our organization and therefore to promote 
solidarity. (Org. 45) 
 
In particular, our forum for girls from ethnic minorities has since long 
developed into a ‘virtual community’ (check it out), and as we have many 
project workers abroad, we expect that systematic offers on blogs will become 
popular.75 (Org. 8) 

 

A somewhat less enthusiastic respondent emphasises: 

 
The contacts between those in a leading position in the organisation have 
become strengthened via ICTs. But not [the contacts] between the ‘top’ and the 
grass roots.76 (Org. 9) 

 

Many respondents express a general interest in developing and using the Internet 

more actively in their organisations. However, common barriers to intensified 

Internet use are, according to most respondents, a lack of financial and human 

resources:  

                                                
74 This survey question was formulated as a statement; “Our web site and e-mail functions have 
considerably strengthened the member influence in our organisation ’s decision-making process.” 
75 Author’s translation. 
76 Author’s translation. 

The web site and 
e-mail functions 
has strengthened 
member influence 

USA Sweden Norway Denmark 

I agree fully 6 (18) 1 (3) 1 (8) 1 (10) 
I agree partly 9 (27) 23 (72) 8 (62) 6 (60) 
I disagree 14 (42) 6 (19) 3 (23) 3 (30) 
Missing 5 (15) 2 (6) 1 (8) - 
Total 34 (100) 32 (100) 13 (100) 10 (100) 
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We lack human resources to develop our website further. (Org. 11)  
 
Lack of time to use it more extensively and perhaps lack of financial resources. (Org. 
20)  
 
Time constraints on members, leaving them little time to be investing in Internet 
communication. (Org. 44) 
 
We use it frequently, it does consume a lot of time, and it does not replace face-to-face 
meetings. It requires good management (staff management). (Org. 69) 
 
Fancy websites cost more money and our funds are limited. Also, […] list services cost 
resources. (Org. 83) 

 

The quoted responses are representative of almost all of the organisations, 

irrespective of country, and confirm the common dilemma of a lack of resources 

in NGOs. Moreover, this corresponds to the results of the previous survey, 

presented in chapter 5. On the other hand, a lack of resources for one activity is 

arguably the result of prioritising other activities in an organisation. The 

following section will examine whether the respondents can observe any political 

effects of using the Internet for political purposes. 

 

7.4. Increased political influence through the Internet? 

Having come this far in the analysis, it could be asked what difference the Internet 

as a political tool and space has actually made to the organisations. Do the 

respondents, for example, believe that the Internet has increased the social and/or 

political influence of their organisations? It turned out that 28 (31 percent) of the 

respondents agree fully that the political and social influence of the organisations 

has strengthened due to increased Internet use, while 36 respondents (40 percent) 

agree partly. Some minor national differences can be found in this respect, as 67 

percent of the American respondents agree fully or partly, compared with 78 

percent of the Swedish respondents. Nevertheless, the general impression is clearly 

that the use of ICTs has increased the organisations’ social and political 

importance 
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Table 7.22. Strengthened influence on social/political issues through 
the use of ICTs/the Internet (percent of responding NGOs per 
country).77 

 
 

The mobilising potential of the Internet is an interesting aspect when it comes to 

changes in the perceived political and/or social influence of NGOs. When the 

respondents were asked whether there have been any major changes over time in 

how people can become involved in the organisation’s work, many of them cited 

the opportunities for mobilising created by the Internet: 

 

Yes. With the introduction of and rapid development in information and 
communication technologies, networking, partnership and solidarity 
building [have] taken a different shape. A lot of them are now taking place 
online or electronically. (Org. 11) 
 
The Internet (especially e-mail) has enabled our widely dispersed members 
to be more intimately involved in our work. (Org. 45) 
 
Many previously passive members became active when e-mail lists and the 
web were introduced. (Org. 60)78 
 
Increased use of the Internet in mobilisation, no other changes.79  
 
Since the Internet, e-mail, etc., we have had much more involvement + on 
much wider scales – more diversity [in] who gets involved. (Org. 81) 
 

To examine the dimension of political influence in somewhat greater detail, a 

principal component analysis was conducted. Two dimensions appear from the 

component matrix (Table 7.23). The first can be characterised as a ‘new politics’ 

dimension, as there is a correlation between perceived political influence and 

having broad and active Internet use at various levels in the NGOs. For example, 

                                                
77 The survey question was formulated as follows: “Using ICTs/the Internet has strengthened 
our organisation’s influence in social/political issues.”  
78 Author’s translation. 
79 Author’s translation. 

Strengthened 
NGO influence on 
social/political 
issues 

USA Sweden Norway Denmark 

I agree fully 12 (35) 10 (31) 4 (31) 2 (20) 
I agree partly 11 (32) 15 (47) 6 (46) 4 (40) 
I disagree 7 (21) 7 (22) 2 (15) 4 (40) 
Missing 4 (12) - 1 (8) - 
Total 34 (100) 32 (100) 13 (100) 10 (100) 
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there is a relationship between those organisations that have strengthened their 

political influence by using the Internet, and organisations that have conducted 

Internet campaigns and coordinated joint activities with other NGOs. The ‘new 

politics’ component corresponds to the new politics approach to Internet use, 

introduced in chapter 2, as the respondents have not only invested resources in 

online activism and campaigning, but also strengthened member influence in the 

organisations’ decision-making processes via their websites.  

The second component can be argued to represent an ‘involvement’ 

dimension’, as the variables related to each other here deal with aspects of member 

involvement. Organisations that recruit people to their activities via the Internet 

also recruit new categories of members via their websites. From the perspective of 

political influence, it is interesting to note that the Internet seems to broaden the 

number of members and/or supporters. On the other hand, a third variable that 

is negatively correlated with the other two variables in the component matrix is 

the importance of active member participation in organisational decision-making. 

This negative correlation suggests that member influence is not relevant to 

organisations that have managed to broaden their member bases via the Internet. 

Moreover, this assumption can be compared to the survey results, presented in 

Table 7.20, which indicated that the importance of active member involvement 

varies greatly among the organisations.  
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Table 7.23. Rotated component matrix (rotation converged in three 
iterations). Extraction method: principal component analysis; rotation 
method: varimax with Kaiser normalization. 

 

In sum, the Internet seems to have increased the organisations’ perceived influence 

on social and/or political issues. As indicated by the principal component analysis, 

there is a relationship between the active organisational use of ICTs/the Internet 

and self-perceived increase in influence due to ICT/Internet use. From a critical 

point of view, it could be argued that many NGOs tend to exaggerate and/or 

overestimate their political influence, and that the results of the principal 

component analysis should be analysed with some caution. The following section 

will examine how background variables such as size and age are related to the 

survey results, apart from the national differences so far presented in the chapter.  

 

 
                                                
80 Extraction values are shown in the column; initial values: 1 for all variables, extraction 
method: principal component analysis. 

Component  

  1 2 Communalities80 

Using ICTs/the Internet has strengthened the 
organisation’s influence on social/political 
issues 

0.787 0.179 0.652 

 
Website and e-mail have considerably 
strengthened member influence in the 
organisation’s decision-making process 

0.737 –0.172 0.573 

 
Has the organisation directed Internet 
campaigns (i.e., e-mail petitions, action 
alerts) towards political decision-makers? 

0.654 0.028 0.428 

 
Using ICTs has promoted networking with 
and/or coordination of joint activities with 
other NGOs 

0.621 –0.042 0.387 

 
Using ICTs/the Internet has involved more 
people in the organisation’s activities 

0.530 0.508 0.539 

 
It is very important that the members be 
continuously active in the organisation’s 
decision-making 

0.389 –0.723 0.674 

 
The organisation recruits new categories of 
members via the website 

0.117 0.710 0.518 
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7.5. Additional explanations of variations in Internet use  

Although the present survey uses an explicitly comparative approach in analysing 

how NGOs use the Internet as a political space, we should recall the results of the 

previous survey, presented in chapter 5, which suggested that background 

variables, such as organisational size and age, may affect how organisations use 

the Internet for political purposes. Having analysed the data in the present survey 

from a comparative perspective, it would be interesting to consider the importance 

of NGO size and age in the present survey as well.81  

 

7.5.1. NGO size and Internet use  

As indicated by the results of the previous survey and content analysis, presented 

in chapters 5–6, organisational size can play an important role in how extensively 

NGOs use the Internet as a political space. Large organisations often put more 

effort into developing their websites, while smaller organisations may consider it 

too costly to develop their websites to include a broad range of grassroots 

features. Similar patterns of Internet use are also evident in the present survey 

data. Most of the large organisations update their websites daily (Table 7.24), 

while semi-large organisations are predominant in weekly updating, and small 

organisations in monthly or less-frequent website updating. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Table 7.24. Cross tabulation of NGO size and frequency of  
   website updating. 

 

                                                
81 The possible relationship between the organisations’ aims/target issues and their Internet use 
is another aspect that has been examined, but without arriving at any clear results. Since many 
categories of NGOs are included in the survey, and relatively few organisations are included in 
each category, this aspect would need a larger dataset to be fully examined. 

Website update 
frequency 

Small 
NGOs  
( <500) 

Semi-large 
NGOs  

(500–5000) 

Large 
NGOs  

(≥5000) 
 Daily 2 (14) 7 (30) 16 (70) 
  Weekly 1 (7) 9 (39) 5 (22) 
  Monthly 7 (50) 4 (17) 2 (9) 
  Every six months or 

more frequently 2 (14) 2 (9) - 

  Every six months or 
less frequently 2 (14) 1 (4) - 

Total 14 (100) 23 (100) 23 (100) 
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Organisational size also affects the features provided on the websites. Overall, 

more features/activities, including more interactive ones, are provided on the 

websites of the semi-large and large organisations than on those of the smaller 

organisations. The provision of discussion forums represents an example of this: 

only one small organisation has a discussion forum, compared with six of the 

semi-large and eight of the large organisations. This could be because discussion 

forums are more resource intensive to provide and maintain than are other 

Internet features, since they require a moderator to function properly. Lack of 

resources could also explain why none of the small organisations provides online 

polls; it could also be that polls are less relevant to small NGOs, in which member 

opinions are more likely to be known directly by the staff. On the small NGO 

websites, the most common feature is the e-mail sign-up list, found on seven (50 

percent) of the websites, followed by requests for feedback from members and 

website visitors, found on four (29 percent) of the websites. Although a similar 

pattern of website features is found in the large and semi-large NGO websites, 

interactive features such as discussion forums, blogs and chat rooms are more 

common, particularly in the websites of large organisations. These results differ 

somewhat from those of the previous survey, in which the differences between the 

NGO websites in the provision of participatory features were small, compared to 

the differences between the websites in the provision of informational features, 

where organisational size seemed more important.  

 

Grass root 
features on 
NGO websites 

 
 
Small NGOs 

 
 
Semi-large NGOs 

 
 
Large NGOs 

Discussion 
forum 

1 (7) 6 (26) 8 (35) 

Blog 1 (7) 1 (4) 3 (13) 
Online 
polls/referenda 

- 3 (13) 13 (57) 

Chat room - 1 (4) 4 (17) 
E-mail sign-up 
list 

7 (50) 11 (48) 19 (83) 

Requests for 
feedback from 
members 

4 (29) 8 (35) 12 (52) 

 
Table 7.25. Grassroots features on NGO websites 
(percent of total numbers in each category). More than 
one feature could be selected by the respondents. 
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Most of the organisations have organised politically targeted Internet campaigns 

several or at least a few times; as seen in Table 7.26, the organisations are 

relatively evenly distributed between the three categories of size, though with a 

slight dominance of large and semi-large NGOs. 

  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Table 7.26. Cross tabulation of organisational size and 
prevalence of Internet campaigning directed towards 
political decision-makers. 

 

As regards the perceived usefulness of ICTs in networking with other 

organisations, small and semi-large organisations turned out to be the most 

positive. This seems a logical result, in the sense that smaller organisations may be 

more dependent on cooperation and networking in order to reach out with their 

messages (Table 7.27).  

 
 

Using ICTs has promoted 
networking with and/or 
coordination of joint 
activities with other NGOs  

Small 
NGOs 
(fewer 

than 500 
members) 

Medium-
sized NGOs 
(500–5000 
members) 

Large 
NGOs 
(5000 

members or 
more) 

 I agree fully 3 (21) 9 (39) 5 (16) 
  I agree partly 6 (43) 8 (35) 9 (39) 
  I disagree 4 (29) 3 (13) 8 (35) 
 Missing 1 (7) 3 (13) 1 (4) 
Total 14 (100) 23 (100) 23 (100) 

  
Table 7.27. Cross tabulation of NGO size and level of interaction 
with other NGOs (percent of organisations in each category). 

 

Another difference that can be related to organisational size is how the 

respondents perceive the websites’ suitability for campaign purposes. As seen in 

Table 7.28, smaller NGOs are more negative than larger organisations in this 

respect.  

Has your 
organisation directed 
Internet campaigns 
towards political 
decision-makers? 

Small NGOs 
(fewer than 
500 
members) 

Semi-large 
NGOs  
(500–5000 
members) 

Large NGOs 
(5000 

members or 
more) 

 Yes, several times 3 (21) 7 (30) 7 (30) 
  Yes, a few times 5 (36) 9 (39) 8 (35) 
  No, never 6 (43) 7 (30) 8 (35) 
Total 14 (100) 23 (100) 23 (100) 

162



 

Suitability of website 
for campaigning 

Small NGOs 
(fewer than 

500 
members) 

Semi-large 
NGOs  

(500–5000 
members) 

Large NGOs 
(5000 or 

more 
members) 

 8–10 1 (7) 7 (30) 8 (35) 
  5–7 5 (36) 6 (26) 10 (44) 
 1–4 6 (43) 6 (26) 3 (13) 
 Missing 2 (14) 4 (17) 2 (9) 
Total 14 (100) 23 (100) 23 (100) 

 
Table 7.28. Suitability of website for online campaigning, rated 
on a scale of 1–10, by NGO size (percent of organisations in 
each category). 

 

 

In sum, organisational size seems to play a relatively important role in how the 

studied NGOs use the Internet. The differences, however, are most apparent as 

regards website contents and updating. In contrast, the respondents’ opinions 

and perceptions of the Internet seem less dependent on NGO size. For example, 

the extent to which the organisations believe that they have strengthened their 

influence on social and/or political issues is relatively evenly distributed, 

irrespective of organisational size. 

 

   
Using ICTs/the Internet has 
strengthened organisational 
influence on social/political 
issues 

Small NGOs 
(fewer than 

500 
members) 

Semi-large 
NGOs  

(500–5000 
members) 

Large NGOs 
(5000 or 

more 
members) 

 I agree fully 5 (36) 2 (9) 7 (30) 
  I agree partly 4 (29) 13 (57) 9 (39) 
  I disagree 5 (36) 5 (22) 6 (26) 
 Missing 0 3 (13) 1 (4) 
Total 14 (100) 23 (100) 23 (100) 

 
Table 7.29. Cross tabulation of strengthened political influence 
with NGO size (percent of organisations in each category). 

 

It should again be clarified that NGO size was measured in terms of number of 

members; several of the organisations are not member-based and hence could not 

be included in this measure. This means that the above differences in Internet use 

in relation to organisational size may be less pronounced at a more general level.   
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7.5.2. NGO age and Internet use 

The results of the previous survey indicated that older organisations tend to be 

somewhat more traditional in their Internet use than the newer organisations, as 

they use the Internet primarily for information purposes and to complement 

traditional NGO activities. A tendency towards traditionalism in the older 

organisations is also evident in the present survey data, although the differences 

between organisations are somewhat smaller here than in the previous survey. As 

discussed earlier, it could be questioned whether NGO age merely represents 

another measure of NGO size, as old NGOs can typically be assumed to be larger 

and more established than new NGOs. However, this is not an obvious 

relationship; as seen in Table 7.30, 13 (39 percent) of the old NGOs are large, 

while seven are semi-large and six are small. In other words, the old NGOs 

represent a relatively broad spectrum of organisational size, as do the semi-new 

and new NGOs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 7.30. Cross tabulation of organisational age and size. 

 

Interestingly, old NGOs are dominant in the provision of most grassroots website 

features, such as chat rooms, discussion forums, online polls and requests for 

feedback, and so cannot be considered particularly traditionalist in this respect. 

Overall, it is also clear that the distribution of NGOs with respect to age and 

provision of grassroots features is more even than was the case in relation to 

organisational size (see the results in Table 7.31 and 7.25, respectively).  

Cross tabulation of 
NGO age and size 

Old NGOs 
(pre 1969) 

Semi-new 
NGOs  

(1970–1989) 
New NGOs 
(post 1990) 

 Small NGOs  
(<500 members) 

6 (18) 7 (23) 7 (28) 

  Semi-large NGOs  
(500–5000 
members) 

7 (21) 9 (30) 6 (24) 

  Large NGOs 
(≥5000 members) 

13 (39) 5 (17) 4 (16) 

 Missing 7 (21) 9 (30) 8 (32) 
Total 33 (100) 30 (100) 25 (100) 
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Provision of grassroots 
features on websites 

Old NGOs  
(pre 1969)  

Semi-new NGOs 
(1970–1989)  

New NGOs  
(1990 and 
later)  

E-mail sign-up list 20 (61) 19 (63) 15 (60) 
Requests for feedback from 
members 

15 (45) 11 (37) 10 (40) 

Online polls/referenda 10 (30) 5 (17) 4 (16) 
Discussion forum 8 (24) 5 (17) 4 (16) 
Blog 2 (7) 2 (7) 2 (8) 
Chat room 4 (12) 1 (3) 1 (4) 
 
Table 7.31. Cross tabulation of grassroots features on websites and 
NGO age (percent of NGOs in each age category).  

 

 
Internet campaigns are relatively common among all of the organisations, as seen 

in Table 7.32. The semi-new and new NGOs are the most frequent users, while 

the older NGOs use the Internet for campaign purposes somewhat less frequently.  

   
 

Has the organisation directed 
Internet campaigns towards 
political decision-makers? 

Old 
NGOs  
(pre 
1969)  

Semi-new 
NGOs  
(1970–
1989)  

New NGOs  
(1990 and 
later)  

 Yes, several times 7 (21) 12 (40) 7 (28) 
 Yes, a few times 12 (36) 8 (27) 8 (32) 
  No, never 14 (42) 10 (33) 10 (40) 
Total 33 (100) 30 (100) 25 (100) 
 

Table 7.32. Cross tabulation of Internet campaigns and NGO age. 

 

An evident difference in relation to organisational age is the extent to which 

NGOs organise face-to-face meetings with their members and/or supporters, as 

illustrated in Table 7.33. Older organisations are more likely to arrange meetings 

for their members. In addition, all the old NGOs agree either fully or partly 

regarding the importance of their members being continuously active in the 

organisations’ decision-making processes. In contrast, of the semi-new and new 

organisations, only nine (30 percent) and four (16 percent), respectively, of the 

respondents disagree. 
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Table 7.33. Mode of participation in the organisation 
measured by age (percent of NGOs in each category; more 
than one option could be chosen). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
Table 7.34. Importance of member participation in 
organisational decision-making, cross tabulated with 
NGO age. 

 

Most of the NGOs, irrespective of their age, believe that ICT/the Internet has 

strengthened their political influence. Overall, it could be concluded that the 

organisations use the Internet as a political space, relatively independently of their 

age. It could also be concluded that the old NGOs included in this survey do not 

use the Internet in more traditional and less innovative ways than do the newer 

organisations. 

How can people 
participate in the 
organisation? 

Old NGOs  
(pre 1969)  

Semi-new 
NGOs  
(1970–
1989)  

New 
NGOs  
(1990 and 
later)  

 Volunteer 27 (82) 26 (87) 22 (88) 
  Join an e-mail list 22 (67) 19 (63) 14 (56) 
 Join an Internet 

campaign 
13 (39) 13 (43) 11 (44) 

 Join a meeting 29 (88) 21 (70) 16 (64) 
 Join a rally/ 

manifestation 
15 (45) 11 (37) 13 (52) 

 Become a member 23 (70) 21 (70) 19 (76) 
 Donate/make a gift 26 (79) 28 (93) 21 (84) 
    

It is important that 
the members be 
continuously active in 
the organisation’s 
decision-making 
process 

Old 
NGOs  
(pre 
1969)  

Semi-new 
NGOs  
(1970–1989)  

New 
NGOs  
(1990 and 
later)  

 I agree fully 13 (39) 8 (27) 12 (48) 
  I agree partly 18 (55) 11 (37) 8 (32) 
  I disagree - 9 (30) 4 (16) 
 Missing 2 (6) 2 (7) 1 (4) 
Total 33 (100) 30 (100) 25 (100) 
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Using ICTs/the Internet 
has strengthened the 
organisation’s influence 
on social/political issues 

Old 
NGOs  
(pre 
1969)  

Semi-new 
NGOs  
(1970–1989)  

New 
NGOs  
(1990 and 
later)  

 I agree fully 9 (27) 11 (37) 8 (32) 
  I agree partly 14 (42) 12 (40) 10 (40)  
  I disagree 7 (21) 6 (20) 7 (28) 
 Missing 3 (9) 1 (3) - 
Total 33 (100) 30 (100) 25 (100) 

 
Table 7.35. Cross tabulation of perceived political 
influence and NGO age (percent of organisations in 
each category). 

 

In sum, organisational size appears a much more important factor than 

organisational age in accounting for an organisation’s Internet use for political 

purposes. It is naturally possible that these results might have turned out 

differently had the survey included more organisations. Nevertheless, both 

surveys conducted here identify organisation’ age as a background variable of 

relatively little importance to how the Internet is used as a political space.  

 

7.6. Political cultures on the Internet – Discussion  

The comparative data presented in this chapter suggest that aspects of political 

culture and/or national political context seem to be important determinants of 

how the organisations use the Internet as a political space. One example is the 

cited differences in member roles, as many of the American NGOs base their 

activities on financial support from donors. Individual membership is less 

common among the American than the Swedish NGOs. The American 

respondents also seem to consider the active participation and involvement of 

members in the organisations’ decision-making to be less important than do their 

Swedish counterparts. Unlike the Swedish respondents, many of the American 

respondents disagree that the use of ICTs has strengthened the role of members in 

their organisations. On the other hand, the American respondents are more 

satisfied than their Swedish counterparts regarding the possibilities for involving 

more people via the Internet. Another notable difference between the American 

and Swedish respondents is their relationship to political decision-makers; the 

American NGOs are considerably more eager than the Swedish organisations are 
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to display independence from political decision-makers, as indicated, for example, 

by the number of ‘apolitical’ American NGOs. The American respondents’ 

definition of their organisations as apolitical and/or politically neutral is 

interesting, since proclaimed independence from political decision-makers could 

itself be considered a political act. A quotation from the website of one of the 

surveyed American NGOs illustrates this point: 

 

Unlike many other nonprofit organizations, [Org. X] does not rely on any 
funding from governmental grants. Our support comes entirely from private 
individuals, associations, foundations, and businesses who entrust us with 
resources so that we can fulfil our […] mission.82 

 

It is doubtful whether a Swedish NGO would have proclaimed a similar 

independence from the government on its website. Overall, the survey results 

suggest that the American NGOs have focused on broader and more superficial 

online involvement, which may make it easier to draw people in. The Swedish 

organisations, while more likely to provide advanced grassroots features such as 

discussion forums on their websites, at the same time are more critical of the 

Internet’s potential as a political space. The differences in Internet use between 

American and Swedish NGOs possibly stem from the fact that the Swedish 

organisations are influenced by the popular mass movement tradition, which calls 

for broad involvement and participation on the part of members, even in 

decision-making processes. This has contributed to organisational cultures and 

attitudes in which active member involvement is considered crucial, also on the 

Internet. Overall, political culture appears to be more important than 

organisational size or age in seeking to understand NGO Internet use for political 

purposes. Organisational age does not seem to affect NGO Internet use to any 

great extent. As regards organisational size, the survey results are by and large as 

expected, in the sense that larger NGOs have better-developed Internet use than 

do smaller NGOs. As mentioned, several NGOs are missing from the size measure 

as they are not member based; nevertheless, the present survey results confirm in 

several respects the findings of the previous survey, as well as the findings of 

previous research. The implications of the findings of this survey will be further 

discussed in chapter 9. The following chapter will categorise the surveyed 
                                                
82 Website accessed and quotation copied on 3 March 2008. 
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organisations and related them to the four approaches to Internet use introduced 

in chapter 2. Apart from examining what approaches are most common among 

the NGOs, we will also analyse how the Swedish and American organisations 

surveyed in this chapter can be related to the four approaches to Internet use. 
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8. Four NGO approaches to Internet use 
In what follows, the comparative perspective on political uses of the Internet by 

NGOs will be developed further by examining how the survey data can be related 

to the four approaches to Internet use delineated in chapter 2. A main concern 

here is whether there are any notable patterns or differences between how 

American and Swedish/Scandinavian NGOs are distributed between the four 

approaches to Internet use. If not, are any other characteristics shared by 

organisations that use the Internet in similar ways? The analysis is based on the 

comparative survey data presented in the previous chapter, and the four 

approaches to Internet use that will be examined are the top-down, bottom up, 

new politics and traditionalist approaches (Figure 8.1). The level of advocacy and 

interactivity in the organisations’ Internet use form the point of departure for the 

four approaches. Accordingly, the coexistence of low levels of both advocacy and 

interactivity in NGO Internet use is classified as a traditionalist approach. In 

traditionalist NGOs, the Internet is not used primarily as a space for political 

action and interaction, but rather to supplement the organisations’ offline 

activities. This stands in contrast to the new politics approach, which includes 

organisations with high levels of both advocacy and interactivity in their Internet 

use. Organisations that combine a high level of advocacy with a weak level of 

interactivity fall into the top–down approach. The top–down approach represents 

a kind of elite activism, in the sense that such Internet use is oriented towards 

non-interactive tools such as action alerts or e-mail petitions, while the member 

role can be characterised as primarily supportive. The bottom–up approach, 

finally, is found in organisations in which member participation plays an 

important role. In the bottom–up approach, the level of advocacy in the 

organisations’ Internet use is low, while the level of interactivity is high. 

 

 

 

171



    

          Level of advocacy 

 

              

Level of  
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Figure 8.1. Four NGO approaches to Internet 

use. 

 

The new politics approach represents the most radical use of the Internet as a 

political space, as it includes high levels of both internal and external political 

action.83 Analysis of the distribution of organisations between these four 

approaches should deepen our understanding of how the Internet is used as a 

political space by NGOs. Two additive indexes for advocacy and interactivity were 

used to categorise the organisations according to the four approaches to Internet 

use, and are briefly described in the following section, together with the primary 

results in relation to the perspective of national political contexts.84 

 

8.1. Indexes for advocacy and interactivity 

One purpose of constructing the indexes was to clarify the differences between the 

surveyed organisations with respect to the advocacy and interactivity dimensions. 

Responses to selected survey items regarding advocacy and interactivity earned 

scores of 0–2, depending on the precise response. The scores could then be added 

and related to the four approaches to Internet use. The maximum scores 

achievable by the NGOs were 12 points on the advocacy index and 9 points on 

the interactivity index. It turned out that most respondents achieved a score of 4–

                                                
83 As mentioned in chapter 2, my use of the term ’new politics’ is limited to the use of ICTs: it 
denotes NGOs’ inclination to use ICTs in a highly active manner, both in relation to external 
and internal communication. ‘New’ is thus used in a much more restricted and precise sense 
than in the discourse of ‘new social movements’, in which ‘new’ has a much wider and 
ambiguous meaning. 
84 For a detailed description of the index construction, see chapter 4.  
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Weak Traditionalist 
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7 on the advocacy index, as indicated in Table 8.2. The table also indicates that 

American NGOs dominate the top category with scores of 10–12, although they 

have a high overall variance in the advocacy index. In contrast, the Swedish 

NGOs, which are more strongly represented in the middle categories, had scores 

of 4–6 and 7–9. Overall, the Swedish organisations have a higher level of 

advocacy activity, as indicated by the fact that only five of the Swedish 

organisations (16 percent) have scores of 3 or less on the advocacy index, 

compared with 10 (30 percent) of the American NGOs.  

 

   
Score on 
advocacy index USA Sweden Norway Denmark 

 10–12 7 (21) 2 (6) 1 (8) 2 (20) 
  7–9 7 (21) 12 (38) 6 (46) 1 (10) 
  4–6 10 (29) 13 (41) 5 (39) 6 (60) 
  1–3 9 (27) 5 (16) 1 (8) 1 (10) 
  0 1 (3) 0 0 0 
Total 34 (100) 32 (100) 13 (100) 10 (100) 
 
Table 8.2. Cross tabulation of scores on advocacy index 
and distribution of NGOs by country. 

 

Considerably fewer organisations achieve high scores on the interactivity index 

(see Table 8.3), irrespective of their national political context. Only one NGO 

reaches the maximum score of 9 on the interactivity index, while most achieve 

scores of 2–4. The Scandinavian organisations have a somewhat stronger level of 

interactivity than the American organisations: 63 percent of the Swedish 

organisations achieved scores of 3–5 on the interactivity index, compared with 44 

percent of the American organisations. It should also be noted that five of the 

American NGOs (15 percent) achieved scores of zero on the interactivity index, 

compared with none of the Swedish organisations and only one of the 

Scandinavian NGOs in total.  
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Table 8.3. Cross tabulation of scores on advocacy 
index and distribution of NGOs by country. 

 

When combining the scores each NGO achieved on the interactivity and advocacy 

indexes, the results are distributed as follows in Figure 8.4. The figure clearly 

shows that the combination of low scores for interactivity and high scores for 

advocacy is most common among the organisations, irrespective of their national 

political contexts. In contrast, very few organisations are characterised by the 

bottom–up approach or the new politics approach. In fact, only one organisation 

achieves top scores on both the advocacy and interactivity indexes. Thus, most of 

the organisations are characterised by top–down and traditionalist approaches to 

Internet use.  

 

Score on 
interactivity 
index USA Sweden Norway Denmark 

 6–9 - 1 (3) - 1 (10) 
 3–5 15 (44) 20 (63) 9 (69) 5 (50) 
 1–2 14 (41) 11 (34) 3 (23) 4 (40) 
  0 5 (15) - 1 (8) - 
Total 34 (100) 32 (100) 13 (100) 10 (100) 
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Figure 8.4. Cross tabulation of NGO scores on the interactivity (vertical 
axis) and advocacy (horizontal axis) indexes. 

 

Apart from the national differences, it could be asked whether any other 

variations are found in the two indexes. We will therefore continue the analysis 

with a short examination of the importance of organisational size and age, in 

relation to their approaches to Internet use.  
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8.2. Internet approaches related to NGO size and age  
The relationships between the NGO size and scores on the interactivity and 

advocacy indexes, respectively, are illustrated in the tables below. Large and semi-

large NGOs score the highest on the interactivity index (Table 8.5), although it 

should be noted that none of the small NGOs achieved scores of zero on the 

index.  

 

Score on 
interactivity 
index 

Small 
NGOs 
(<500) 

Semi-large 
NGOs 

(500–5000) 

Large 
NGOs 

(≥5000) 

 9 - - 1 (4) 
  6 - - 1 (4) 
  5 - 3 (13) 3 (13) 
  4 2 (14) 7 (30) 6 (26) 
  3 5 (36) 3 (13) 4 (17) 
  2 2 (14) 7 (30) 6 (26) 
  1 5 (36) 1 (4) 2 (9) 
  0 - 2 (9) - 
Total 14 (100) 23 (100) 23 (100) 

  
Table 8.5. Cross tabulation of NGO scores on 
interactivity index in relation to organisational age 
(percent of total number of organisations in each 
category).  

 

The importance of organisational size is also reflected in the advocacy index 

(Table 8.6), in which larger organisations dominate the higher scoring categories. 

It should, however, be noted that the differences between the organisations are 

smaller in the advocacy index, as several small NGOs have oriented their websites 

towards advocacy features. Overall, the Internet seems to have been prioritised for 

advocacy purposes by most of the organisations, while the use of the Internet for 

interactivity purposes varies more, as illustrated in Table 8.4. Financial aspects are 

naturally decisive in this respect, as simple grassroots features often are less 

expensive to create and maintain, and therefore easier for small NGOs to add to 

their websites.  
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Table 8.6. Cross tabulation of NGO scores on 
advocacy index in relation to organisational age 
(percent of total number of organisations in each 
category).  

 

If we shift the focus from organisational size to organisational age, and set this 

variable against the index scores, we see the clear domination of old NGOs among 

organisations scoring 5 points or more on the interactivity index (Table 8.7). 

Most organisations, irrespective of size, however, achieved scores of 3–4 points, 

placing them in the middle of the index. For the advocacy index, the differences 

between the organisations are smaller, though here too the old NGOs are 

represented in the top-scoring categories (Table 8.8). The presence of top-scoring 

old organisations in both indexes is interesting, and underlines the survey finding 

that old organisations are not necessarily the most traditionalist of the surveyed 

NGOs.  

Score on 
advocacy index  

Small NGOs 
(<500) 

Semi-large 
NGOs 

(500–5000) 

Large 
NGOs 

(≥5000) 

 12 - - 1 (4) 
 10–11 1 (7) 1 (4) 3 (13) 
 8–9 1 (7) 4 (18) 3 (13) 
 6–7 3 (21) 8 (35) 4 (18) 
 4–5 5 (35) 4 (18) 7 (30) 
 2–3 3 (21) 4 (17) 5 (22) 
  1 1 (7) 2 (9) - 
  0 - - - 
Total 14 (100) 23 (100) 23 (100) 
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Score on 
interactivity 
index  

Old NGOs 
(pre 1969) 

Semi-new 
NGOs 

(1970–1989) 
New NGOs 

(≥1990) 

 9 1 (3) - - 
 6 1 (3) - - 
  5 6 (18) 1 (3) 1 (4) 
  4 6 (18) 6 (20) 9 (36) 
  3 9 (27) 5 (17) 5 (20) 
  2 4 (12) 10 (33) 6 (24) 
  1 5 (15) 4 (13) 3 (12) 
  0 1 (3) 4 (13) 1 (4) 
Total 33 (100) 30 (100) 25 (100) 

 
Table 8.7. Cross tabulation of NGO scores on 
interactivity index in relation to organisational age 
(percent of total number of organisations in each 
category).  

 
 

Score on 
advocacy 
index  

Old 
NGOs 

(pre 
1969) 

Semi-new 
NGOs  
(1970–
1989) 

New 
NGOs 

(≥1990) 

 12 1 (3) - - 
 10–11 2 (6) 6 (20) 3 (12) 
 8–9 5 (15) 5 (17) 4 (16) 
 6–7 7 (21) 6 (20) 8 (32) 
 4–5 11 (33) 9 (30) 5 (20) 
 2–3 4 (12) 4 (13) 4 (16) 
  1 2 (6) - 1 (4) 
  0 1 (3) - - 
Total 33 (100) 30 (100) 25 (100) 

 
Table 8.8. Cross tabulation of NGO scores on 
advocacy index in relation to organisational age 
(percent of total number of organisations in each 
category).  

 

 

To summarise, organisational size seems to be a relatively significant background 

variable, as illustrated by the fact that large NGOs are dominant in both 

indexes.85 As regards organisational age, it turned out that old NGOs achieve 

higher scores on the interactivity index, while the age seems to play a less 

important role in the advocacy index. Having examined the distribution of 

organisations with respect to national political context, as well as their size and 

                                                
85 As several NGOs are excluded from the size measure since they are not member-based, we cannot be 
certain as to whether the index results related to NGO size actually are as pronounced as they seem here.  
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age in relation to the advocacy and inter-activity indexes, we will now turn to a 

more qualitative analysis of the organisations’ approaches to Internet use. In what 

follows, 8–10 of the organisations that achieved the highest combined index 

scores, typical of each of the four approaches to Internet use, will be analysed in 

relation to the open-ended answers, reflections and comments the respondents 

made in the survey.86 Does this information give any additional clues as to the 

motives for each organisation’s approach to Internet use? 

 

8.3. NGOs with a top–down approach to Internet use 

As stated earlier in this chapter, organisations characterised by a top–down 

approach to Internet use, that is, combining high levels of advocacy and low levels 

of interactivity, are the most common among the surveyed NGOs. This prevalence 

may relate to the fact that many of the organisations included in this study are 

working to promote different kinds of social or political change. This means that 

they are communicating in various ways with political and/or corporate decision-

makers regarding their issues of interest, in order to bring about political change. 

Such organisations may be more likely than other NGOs to consider it important 

to use the Internet for external political purposes than to interact with members. 

Notably, several of the top–down-oriented NGOs combine very high levels of 

advocacy with very low levels of interactivity. Such pronounced differences in 

index scores are less common in the other three Internet-use categories of NGOs. 

At the same time, only 2 of the 10 top–down NGOs examined here combine high 

scores on the advocacy index with scores of zero on the interactivity index. In 

other words, the use of interactive website features is found in most of the NGOs, 

although they are not as common as advocacy features. A slight majority (6 of 

10) of the top–down organisations is American, as illustrated in Table 8.9.  

                                                
86 The number of organisations included as most typical of each approach to Internet use ranges from 8 to 
10; this is because more NGOs were characterised by the top–down and traditionalist approaches, while 
fewer were characterised by the new politics and bottom–up approaches.  
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NGO nation of 

domicile 

Total score on 

advocacy index 

Total score 

on 

interactivity 

index 

USA 11 1 

Norway 9 0 

USA 9 0 

Sweden 10 2 

USA 10 2 

Norway 12 4 

Sweden 11 3 

USA 11 4 

USA 11 4 

USA 11 4 

Table 8.9. Distribution of NGOs with a top–
down approach to Internet use with respect to 
index scores and nation of domicile. 

 

The top–down organisations’ relationships with political decision-makers vary, 

but can usually be described as both oppositional and cooperative, depending on 

the issue: 

 

We criticize positions or decisions of political decision-makers that are anti-
women, anti-people but we [try] to find ways of cooperating with them if we 
can see that they are sympathetic to women and other marginalized groups or 
if we can work with them to advance women and other marginalized groups’ 
interests. (Org. 11) 

 

It is important to bear in mind that a top–down approach to Internet use is not 

necessarily formulated in a top–down manner in an organisation; rather, it could 

emerge from sensitivity to how an NGO’s members and/or supporters prefer to 

involve themselves in the organisation. Overall, the respondents from top–down 

organisations favour communication via the Internet and e-mail over 

conventional forms of contact: 

 

We use e-mail and Internet-based communication a lot because it is faster and 
more economical. But we’re also aware that a lot of people do not have 
access to these technologies. That’s why we use a combination of new ICTs 
with radio […] and print publications. (Org. 11) 
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All or most of our communication is done over the e-mail because it is faster, 
less costly, and more efficient, since we can reach people anywhere in the 
world. (Org. 2) 

 
As a valuable portion of our work, but not more valuable than direct mail. 
But definitely easier. (Org. 24) 

 
This is the primary means of communication with our members. (Org. 36) 

 
It is important because of the opportunity it creates for extensive and fast 
communication. [It is] a supplement, and absolutely cannot replace or be 
compared to personal contacts. (Org. 34)87 
 

 
As many as 9 of 10 respondents from the most typical top–down NGOs believe 

their organisations have increased their political influence through using the 

Internet. In contrast, opinions are divided regarding the importance of active 

member participation in organisational decision-making: four respondents agree 

fully, while one agrees partly and three disagree that this is important. Opinions 

are also divided regarding the website and e-mail functions, and whether they 

have strengthened member influence in the organisational decision-making: three 

respondents agree fully, while three agree partly and three disagree that such 

influence has increased. In other words, active members are not considered 

particularly important in top–down organisations, so their websites are not 

oriented towards facilitating member influence or participation, in line with the 

characteristics of top–down activism.  

 

8.4. NGOs with a bottom–up approach to Internet use 

As was illustrated in Table 8.4, the bottom–up approach to Internet use, which 

combines high levels of interactivity and low levels of advocacy, represents an 

unusual combination in NGO Internet use. Only one organisation fits neatly into 

this category, by achieving scores of 5 on the interactivity index and of 0 on the 

advocacy index. The other eight organisations that were characterised by a 

bottom–up approach display relatively small differences in their index scores: in 

most cases they score only 1 or 2 points more on the interactivity index than on 

the advocacy index. The average scores of these organisations are also relatively 

modest for both indexes, ranging from 1 to 6. This could be taken as an 

indication that bottom–up organisations are, for various reasons, not particularly 
                                                
87 Author’s translation. 
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interested in using the Internet as a political space, at least not for advocacy 

purposes. From a broader perspective, the scarcity of studied organisations 

characterised by a bottom–up approach suggests that organisations promoting 

various kinds of social and/or political change do not seem particularly interested 

in developing interaction with their members.  

 

NGO nation of 

domicile 

Total score on 

advocacy index 

Total score on 

interactivity 

index 

USA 0 5 

Norway 4 5 

Sweden 5 6 

USA 2 4 

Sweden 1 3 

Sweden 2 3 

USA 2 3 

Sweden 3 4 

Norway 3 4 

 
Table 8.10. Distribution of NGOs with a bottom–
up approach to Internet use with respect to index 
score and nation of domicile. 

 

It should be noted that only three of the nine organisations characterised by a 

bottom–up approach are American, the rest being Scandinavian. Regarding the 

different ways of participating in organisations listed in the survey questionnaire, 

two respondents from bottom–up NGOs made the following claims: 

 

The Internet (especially e-mail) has enabled our widely dispersed members to 
be more intimately involved in our work. (Org. 45) 
 
Communication via e-mail/Internet is the most recent contribution within 
information. (Org. 4)88 

 

The opinions of respondents from bottom–up organisations regarding Internet 

communication versus more conventional forms do not differ much from those 

                                                
88 Author’s translation. 

182



of other respondents. Nonetheless, they hold somewhat more moderate 

expectations of the Internet: 

  

We reach a minor part of our members via the Net/e-mail. At the same time, 
we are more accessible to non-members who are looking for information via 
the Net. (Org. 4)89 

 
We have no particular routine for member communication via e-mail. We 
depend on them to look up information on our website by themselves. (Org. 
39)90 

 

The greatest barrier to more intensive Internet use by the bottom–up 

organisations is, as with other NGOs, lack of financial resources. Furthermore, 

relatively large proportions of older members with low levels of Internet access are 

also mentioned by several of the bottom–up respondents, and help explain why 

these organisations have not invested in more than average levels of interactive 

website features. Few of the bottom–up respondents believe that the Internet has 

strengthened their organisations’ influence on social and/or political issues: five 

respondents disagree, one agrees partly, while the remaining three do not respond 

to the item. In contrast, as many as eight of the nine bottom–up respondents 

agree fully that it is important that members take active part in the organisations’ 

decision-making processes.91 The importance of the website in this respect, 

however, varies: six respondents agree partly that website and e-mail functions 

have considerably strengthened member influence in the organisations’ decision-

making processes, while three disagree. Aforementioned factors, such as a large 

number of older members, possibly with low levels of Internet access, and a lack 

of financial resources in the organisations could account for this.   

 

8.5. NGOs with a new politics approach to Internet use 

As stated earlier, relatively few organisations with a new politics approach to 

Internet use, i.e., with high levels of both advocacy and interactivity, were found 

among the surveyed organisations. Only one organisation achieved top scores in 

both indexes, i.e., 9 on the interactivity index and 11 on the advocacy index. The 

                                                
89 Ibid. 
90 Ibid.  
91 One respondent agrees only partly. 
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other nine organi-sations that were characterised by a new politics approach have 

more moderate levels of activity, achieving scores of 4–5 on the interactivity index 

and 7–8 on the advocacy index.  

 

NGO nation of 

domicile 

Total score on 

advocacy index 

Total score on 

interactivity index 

Denmark 11 9 

Norway 9 5 

Norway 9 5 

Sweden 9 5 

Sweden 8 4 

USA 7 5 

Sweden 7 5 

USA 7 4 

USA 7 4 

Sweden 7 4 

 
Table 8.11. Distribution of NGOs with a new 
politics approach to Internet use with respect to 
index score and nation of domicile. 

 

Also notable was the fact that only three of the new-politics-oriented 

organisations are American, while seven are Scandinavian. This corresponds to 

the tendency, noted earlier, for the surveyed American organisations to be more 

oriented towards elite activism and top–down Internet approaches, while the 

Scandinavian organisations are somewhat more oriented towards participatory 

features in their Internet. Accordingly, the general level of Internet use in the new-

politics organisations is broad, as indicated by some of the respondents: 

 
Since the Internet, e-mail, etc., we have had much more involvement + on a 
much wider scales – more diversity with who gets involved. (Org. 81) 
 
We put a lot of effort into recruiting members, who hopefully will work as 
volunteers on our issues. (Org. 6)92 

 

Like the respondents from the top–down organisations, the respondents from 

organisations with a new politics approach generally express more positive 

                                                
92 Author’s translation. 
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attitudes towards communication via e-mail and the Internet than towards 

traditional forms of contact: 

Very convenient, fast and efficient. We still use the traditional phone calls 
and letters, but our audience has increased. (Org. 81) 
 
We would like the members to use our ‘first class’ more than they do today, 
to promote exciting discussions in the organisation. We also endeavour to 
facilitate member use of the website and make it easy for them to post 
information on upcoming events, etc. (Org. 6)93 

 

As regards the future development of NGO websites, the respondents from the 

new politics NGOs are somewhat more positive than are respondents from other 

organisations: 

 
Yes, both necessary and possible! (Org. 6)94 
 
Yes, the website is under ongoing development. We have plans for a 
discussion forum. (Org. 37)95 
 
Absolutely, we keep on working to improve our website. (Org. 43)96 

 

The respondents are also favourable regarding Internet use for political purposes: 

five respondents agree fully that the use of ICTs/the Internet has strengthened 

their organisations’ influence on social and political issues, while the remaining 

five agree partly. The same pattern of answers can be found as regards the 

importance of active member participation in the organisations’ decision-making, 

where five respondents agree fully and five agree partly. Likewise, regarding the 

importance of member participation via NGO websites, five respondents agree 

fully that the website and e-mail functions have strengthened member influence in 

the organisations’ decision-making processes, while five agree partly. In other 

words, none of the new politics organisations disagrees regarding the political 

importance of the Internet or regarding the importance of having active members, 

in line with the characteristics of the new politics approach. 

                                                
93 Author’s translation.  
94 Author’s translation. 
95 Ibid. 
96 Ibid. 
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8.6. NGOs with a traditionalist approach to Internet use 

The traditionalist approach to Internet use combines low scores on both the 

interactivity and advocacy indexes. In traditionalist organisations, the Internet, 

for various reasons, does not play a particularly important role as a political 

space. These organisations primarily use their websites to provide information 

about their missions, while most of their activities take place offline. The eight 

organisations best characterised by the traditionalist approach achieved scores of 

0–3 on both indexes. This pattern of index scores is similar to those of the other 

Internet approaches, in the sense that the lowest scores are found on the 

interactivity index; the traditionalist organisations, however, achieve somewhat 

higher scores on the advocacy index.  

 

NGO nation of 

domicile 

Total score on 

advocacy index 

Total score on 

interactivity index 

Denmark 1 1 

USA 1 2 

USA 2 0 

USA 2 0 

USA 2 2 

USA 2 2 

USA 3 0 

USA 3 1 

 
Table 8.12. Distribution of NGOs with a 
traditionalist approach to Internet use with respect 
to index score and nation of domicile. 

 

All but one of the eight traditionalist NGOs were American, and interestingly, 

most of them (6 organisations) define themselves as being politically neutral. Not 

using the Internet as a political space could be considered a logical result of an 

‘apolitical’ approach, although it should be added that the organisations’ issues 

appear far from apolitical to an outside observer. On the contrary, their rejection 

of governmental ties can be considered a political act in itself, marking their 

distance from political decision-makers. Nevertheless, communication with 

members via e-mail and the Internet is highly valued even among the traditionalist 

organisations: 
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We use the Internet when addresses are available. Faster and less expensive. 
(Org. 72) 

 
We are moving to expand the number of supporters who wish for e-mail 
and internet communities. We hope to move away from “snail mail” 
newsletters […]. (Org. 74) 
 
Extremely valuable since we are spread broadly and many members have 
personal access to the Internet. (Org. 44) 
 

The traditionalist organisations, however, have more modest ambitions regarding 

their Internet use than do the other organisations. This is illustrated by the 

following comments: 

 

Website is primarily for information + contact with other organisations. (Org. 70) 
 
The Internet is an important tool, but not the primary form of 
communication with our members. Most of our members are over 60 years 
old. (Org. 48) 
 
We don’t do campaigns – but we do report on other people’s campaigns. 
(Org. 70) 

 
We are not politically driven. We use our energies to encourage self-help in 
project locations. (Org. 72) 

 

The barriers to more active Internet use mentioned by the traditionalist 

respondents do not differ appreciably from those mentioned by respondents 

from other types of organisations, and include lack of time, current e-mail 

addresses and financial resources. In other words , there are no signs that 

traditionalist organisations face more severe and/or different difficulties than do 

other organisations in actively using the Internet as a political space. Rather, an 

organisation’s general level of interest and priorities regarding the Internet as a 

political space seem to be more influential. This is also reflected in the 

traditionalist organisations’ perceived level of political influence: five respondents 

disagree that the use of ICTs has strengthened their organisations’ influence on 

social and/or political issues, while two agree partly.97 The answers vary more as 

regards the importance of member influence in the organisations: one respondent 

agrees fully that members should be active and ongoing participants in the 

organisation’s decision-making, while three agree partly, three disagree, and one 

does not respond to the item. The NGO websites do not play a significant role in 

                                                
97 One of the traditionalist NGO respondents did not respond to the item. 

187



this respect: one respondent agrees partly that NGO websites have considerably 

strengthened member influence in the organisation, while five disagree and two do 

not respond to the item.  

 

8.7. Top–down activism rather than new politics – Discussion  

As seen above, NGOs with a top–down approach to Internet use are generally 

most common. This, in combination with the small numbers of organisations 

characterised by a bottom–up approach, strengthens the impression gained in 

earlier chapters that the Internet is used primarily as a space for external political 

action, rather than for participatory activities involving members. Organisations 

with pronounced new politics approaches to Internet use are relatively 

uncommon among the surveyed organisations; as mentioned, only one 

organisation achieves top scores for both advocacy and interactivity. The other 

organisations that have oriented their work close to the new politics approach to 

Internet use are not top scoring in the indexes, but have a more moderate, albeit 

broad level of activity as regards both advocacy and interactivity. As pointed out 

earlier, this is not surprising, since NGOs often have limited resources to spend on 

their websites and Internet use. In organisations characterised by a new politics 

approach, therefore, the broader range of advocacy and interactivity features 

provided on their websites is compensated for by a more moderate level of 

Internet activity, indicated by typical scores of 4–5 on the interactivity index and 

7–9 on the advocacy index. Also notable was the dominance of Scandinavian 

organisations among those characterised by a new politics approach to Internet 

use: of the 10 most typical new politics organisations, 7 were Scandinavian while 

only 3 were American. This, in combination with the fact that a slight majority of 

the top–down and traditionalist organisations are American, indicates that the 

American organisations are less likely to provide interactive features on their 

websites. Even though the top–down approach to Internet use is dominant 

among the surveyed organisations, there is still a tendency for the Swedish NGOs 

to provide a somewhat broader range of grassroots features on their websites.   

The size and age of the organisations in relation to their index scores reflect 

the survey results reported in the previous chapter, in the sense that large 

organisations are dominant and achieve high scores on both the interactivity and 
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advocacy indexes, while smaller NGOs achieve lower scores. As regards 

organisational age, it should be noted that the old NGOs are more interactive 

than newer organisations, while the differences are less pronounced in relation to 

the organisations’ scores on the advocacy index. Overall, however, national 

political context seems to be a highly important factor in seeking to explain NGO 

Internet use, although organisational size or age are not unimportant either. The 

distribution of organisations with respect to nation of domicile for the most 

typical NGOs in each Internet use category exemplifies this. As mentioned, 

Scandinavian organisations are dominant among the bottom–up- and new-

politics-oriented organisations, while the American organisations tend to be more 

characterised by the top–down or traditionalist approaches to Internet use. It was 

also interesting to find that the respondents’ attitudes to the Internet as a tool for 

increasing the organisations’ political influence were so well aligned with the 

approaches of their organisations. More specifically, 9 of the 10 most typical top–

down-oriented organisations believed that their organisations had achieved 

increased political influence via the Internet. Of the 10 most typical new-politics-

oriented organisations, 5 respondents agreed fully and 5 partly that the Internet 

was useful for strengthening the organisations’ political influence; in contrast, 

respondents from the bottom–up organisations were more negative: 5 of 9 

respondents from the bottom–up organisations disagreed, while 1 agreed partly. 

Likewise, among the respondents from the 8 traditionalist-oriented organisations, 

5 disagreed and 2 agreed partly that the Internet had contributed to increasing 

organisational effectiveness in dealing with social/political issues.  

It should come as no surprise that organisations working for social/political 

change have oriented their Internet use primarily towards external political action. 

As suggested earlier, incentives to strengthen political influence may be stronger 

than those to develop internal contacts and interaction with members. Moreover, 

simple grassroots features such as action alerts and e-mail petitions are less 

expensive and easier to administer than are fully interactive features. Although 

websites arguably represent a relatively inexpensive way to develop member 

contacts and internal democracy in organisations, the studied organisations seem 

to prioritise external political uses of the Internet, rather than developing and/or 

deepening contacts with members and/or supporters. Many respondents also 
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state that they do not consider the Internet to be a suitable arena for interaction, 

and that it functions best in supplementing traditional, offline activities. The 

distribution of organisations among the different categories of Internet use 

arguably follow from this. In some cases, the relatively weak level of interactivity 

could also be regarded as an effect of the organisation’s member base. If only a 

few of the organisation’s members and/or supporters have Internet access and do 

not visit their organisation’s website particularly often, this is likely to be reflected 

in the organisation’s website contents. The following, final  chapter will continue 

the discussion of approaches and strategies of Internet use, relating it to the 

results of the empirical parts of the study (chapters 5 through 8). 
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9. Politics on the Net – an NGO perspective 

Previous chapters have analysed how NGOs use the Internet for external and 

internal political purposes, in the USA and Sweden/Scandinavia. In this final 

chapter, the main results will now be brought together and related to the initial 

aim and research questions, and to broader aspects of the relationship between 

ICTs and politics from a NGO perspective. To begin, we will briefly review the 

empirical results presented in chapters 5 through 8. This will be followed by a 

discussion of whether we can speak of a political space for NGOs on the Internet, 

and, if so, how this political space should be characterised. Subsequently, we will 

take a closer look at the importance of national culture in influencing NGO 

political action: How important is the cultural aspect relative to the supposed 

converging effects of globalising Internet use? Finally, the question of how and to 

what extent the Internet affects and changes politics will be touched on. 

 

9.1. Empirical findings 

The first survey focused on how the Internet is used for political activism and 

campaigning by primarily American NGOs, and found that the Internet plays a 

prominent role in most studied organisations as a political tool and space. Not 

surprisingly, the Internet is particularly highly valued for its utility in information 

dissemination. Most of the organisations, however, also use the Internet 

frequently in online activism and campaigning. The open-ended responses 

indicated that the respondents consider the Internet to be most useful when 

combined with other, more traditional forms of non-partisan political activities. 

This supplementary function of the Internet varies depending on the kind of 

activity considered: while the Internet is used as a supplement in mobilisation and 

campaign activities, it functions more as a substitute in information 

dissemination. Another finding of the first survey was the domination of top–

down, one-way communication, from the organisations to their members and/or 

supporters. The provision of interactive grassroots features, such as discussion 

forums, chat groups or Internet communities, was overall relatively weak on the 

NGO websites. Notable in this respect, however, was that although larger 

organisations dominated in the use of interactive grassroots features, these 
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features could also be found among smaller NGOs with more limited economic 

resources. This indicates that the provision of grassroots features is not 

determined simply by how much money an organisation can spend on its website, 

but also on how important it considers contacts with members and/or 

supporters. That most surveyed NGOs claim to update their websites frequently 

suggests that the Internet in general is assigned a high priority by these 

organisations.   

The survey was followed by a content analysis of the surveyed 

organisations’ websites, in which the participatory aspects of the organisations’ 

Internet use were examined more closely. Three categories of activities were 

examined in the content analysis: baseline, core and advanced organisational 

activities.98 The results of the content analysis did not identify any major changes 

in the NGOs’ Internet use over the two years between the survey and the content 

analysis. Most of the NGO websites were still oriented towards baseline activities, 

while the use of advanced organisational activities was less evident. Not 

surprisingly, organisational size seems to be a relatively important factor 

influencing the provision of baseline activities, as large organisations tend to have 

better-developed and more sophisticated websites. Notably, however, this 

relationship seems to be less important to the organisations’ provision of 

participatory activities. A test of the organisations’ responsiveness to e-mail 

requests was also conducted, in which 17 (28 percent) of the organisations 

responded to the e-mail request within the two weeks the test lasted. This could be 

considered a relatively weak result, given that most of the organisations update 

their websites daily and have salaried staff for this purpose. On the other hand, 

several organisations receive a great many e-mails and may have difficulties 

responding to them in time. Nevertheless, the results of the responsiveness test 

raise the question of whether the studied organisations have either sufficient 

resources or resolve to handle and, possibly, develop the interactive dimensions of 

their Internet use.  

                                                
98 The baseline category comprised activities such as recruiting new members and providing 
contact information for website visitors, while the core category included opportunities for 
members and website visitors to participate in campaigns or volunteer for the organisation. The 
third category, advanced organisational activities, included interactive activities such as chat 
rooms and online discussions. (Based on Gibson and Ward 2000.) 
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The results of the first survey raised the question of whether Scandinavian 

organisations conceive of and use the Internet in ways similar to those of their 

North American counterparts. A second, comparative survey was therefore 

undertaken to explore this matter.99 The comparative survey indicated that there 

indeed are differences in the organisations’ use of and attitudes to the Internet 

that can be related to their national political contexts. For example, several of the 

American NGO representatives expressed general scepticism towards politics and 

politicians, while many Swedish NGO representatives were notably more trusting. 

These differences were also reflected in the organisations’ positions on whether to 

accept governmental funding, most American NGOs refusing such funding, while 

Swedish organisations were more likely to accept it. The Net seems to be most 

important for external political purposes among both Swedish and American 

NGOs, in particular, in facilitating mobilisation and campaign activities, and in 

networking between organisations. Using the Internet for internal political 

purposes is less common among both Swedish and American NGOs, though 

some differences between them are still evident. Besides these overarching 

similarities in Internet use, the survey indicated that the American organisations 

have oriented their Internet use towards broad and relatively superficial 

involvement on the part of their members and/or supporters. In contrast, while 

the Swedish organisations provide more interactive grassroots features on their 

websites, they are more sceptical regarding the importance of these features 

compared with face-to-face activities. Overall, the Internet seems to have 

strengthened the organisations’ political influence: a principal component analysis 

indicated a correlation between active Internet use by organisations, and increased 

political influence.  

The comparative survey data were then re-structured to form two additive 

indexes and related to the top–down, bottom–up, traditionalist and new politics 

approaches to Internet use.100 Examining the distribution of organisations in each 

of these categories revealed that the American NGOs are predominant in the top–

down and traditionalist approaches to Internet use, while the 
                                                
99 Responses were achieved primarily from American and Swedish respondents, and the analysis 
was therefore limited to these countries.  
100 In the index analyses, Norwegian and Danish organisations appeared among the ‘most 
typical’ organisations in some of the approaches to Internet use among NGOs, and were 
therefore included in the analysis in chapter 8.  
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Swedish/Scandinavian organisations more frequently apply the bottom–up and 

new politics approaches to Internet use. These results underline the findings of the 

comparative survey, and indicate that the importance of political culture may be 

greater than has previously been found in research into ICTs and politics. In the 

following section, the empirical results will be related to the question of whether 

we can speak of the Internet as a political space for NGOs, and, if so, how this 

political space should be characterised.  

 

9.2. The Internet as a political space  

Various observers have cited the potential of the Internet to lower the barriers to 

political engagement and participation, as regards both external and internal 

political action (Warkentin 2001, Hoff 2002). As seen throughout this study, 

there is a general tendency for the studied organisations to use the Internet 

primarily for external political purposes, such as information dissemination, 

political activism and campaigning. Through their websites, the organisations 

have achieved a permanent contact space with members and supporters, where 

they can disseminate information about their issues and distribute reports and 

documents for further reading. Moreover, the organisations can use the Internet 

to establish and maintain contacts to promote networking with other 

organisations, groups and networks. Many respondents also emphasise the 

Internet’s importance in mobilising activists and in networking with other 

organisations. As regards participatory activities, several respondents are 

ambivalent towards using the Internet to replace face-to-face meetings and 

interaction. The tendency to orient the organisations’ Internet activities primarily 

towards external political purposes can therefore be considered an effect of this 

ambivalence. 

It could be questioned whether the level of advanced participatory features 

should be regarded as weak, or simply as an expected result. As touched on 

earlier, providing advanced participatory features on NGO websites demands 

considerable resources. Given that many NGOs base their ICT use on volunteer 

efforts, the dominance of simple, top–down-oriented grassroots features is not 

surprising. Several respondents also state that the use of advanced participatory 

features, such as discussion forums, on the websites is not prioritised in the 
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organisations they represent. The weak result of the responsiveness test moreover 

raises the question of whether the organisations are actually able to realise the 

interactive potential of the Net, as a website that does not respond to requests 

from visitors might endanger organisational credibility in the longer run. In other 

words, there is a clear discrepancy between the Internet’s potential as a political 

and/or democratic tool and its actual use. Even though different organisations 

may have different levels of interest in involving members and supporters in their 

activities, an Internet optimist could argue that relatively simple and inexpensive 

website features can be used to promote grassroots engagement and participation 

even in hierarchical and top–down-oriented organisations. Nevertheless, the low 

levels of interactivity in organisations’ Internet use are often explained by the fact 

that such interactivity is too resource-intensive and impersonal, and that it does 

not help the organisations to reach out to new groups of members and/or 

supporters. Some respondents also emphasise that the interactive features 

provided on the websites tend to be used by only a few people, and sometimes in 

unpleasant ways.  

The fact that this study focuses on NGOs that explicitly aim for different 

kinds of social and/or political change has probably affected the outcome in the 

sense that the selected organisations have oriented their Internet use primarily 

towards external political action. The organisations’ incentives to use the Net 

primarily to communicate their standpoints and promote political change may 

thus be stronger than their incentives to develop internal contacts and interaction 

with members and/or supporters. Possibly, investigating other kinds of NGOs 

would have rendered different results. On the other hand, it should be noted that 

the tendency to orient Internet use towards external political purposes, and 

towards broader rather than deeper forms of participation, is dominant not only 

among NGOs, but also can be found among political parties (Löfgren 2001, 

Lusoli and Ward 2004). It is therefore possible that the provision of simple 

grassroots features and top–down information channels found in the studied 

NGO websites reflects a more general trend in politically oriented organisations 

online. An additional explanation to the tendency to orient the NGO websites 

mainly towards external activities might be that it takes time to get to know, and 

start using the Internet for more interactive purposes in the organisations.  
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Based on the information gathered from the studied organisations, it could 

be concluded that the Net represents a powerful tool and space for mobilisation 

and coordination, but is less useful in interaction, discussion and other more 

advanced grassroots activities. Interestingly, however, the relevant open-ended 

responses indicate that many respondents automatically seem to regard the use of 

online activism and campaigning as complements to their offline campaigning, 

and therefore as relatively unproblematic. As regards online discussions and other 

interactive features, in contrast, it is striking how often the Net is discussed as if it 

should represent a substitute for face-to-face contacts and meetings. This 

assumption casts the interactive features in a more controversial light, as few 

respondents believe that the Internet can actually replace face-to-face interaction.  

Does the orientation towards external political action of the NGOs mean 

that the Internet cannot be considered a full-fledged political space? The answer to 

this depends on our expectations regarding the Internet in relation to civic 

engagement. Should political uses of the Internet at best be expected to imitate the 

conduct of politics in the real world? Or can we accept limitations or alternative 

views of how politics works online? In a way, this question is also related to 

whether we expect the Internet to be a complete substitute for the offline political 

world. At least, it should be noted that the orientation towards the external 

political use of the Internet is not unique to the NGOs examined here. For 

example, a survey of political party activists in the UK found a generally high level 

of Internet activity in their parties, but with a relatively weak level of interactivity 

(Lusoli and Ward 2004). Although the Internet offers many new opportunities 

for participation , Lusoli and Ward argue that  

 

[t]echnologies are currently also facilitating more individualised (and 
arguably) more passive forms of participation. […] Overall, therefore, new 
media technologies could foster a looser kind of relationship between citizens 
and parties. […] technologies may help parties survive declines in 
membership and activism without necessarily reinvigorating local grass-roots 
democracy. (Lusoli and Ward 2004: 467) 

 

Thus, the same pattern of online participation can be found among political 

parties as well as among the NGOs examined here. In terms of similarities between 

the studied organisations and political parties, most are arguably relatively well 

established and professionalised, and may hence be more likely to use the Internet 
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for relatively specific, instrumental purposes. A study of more loosely connected 

issue-based networks or social movement groups might therefore have rendered 

different results. An alternate perspective is that the orientation towards external 

political action on the Internet is part of an ongoing trend in political 

participation, in which citizens are less loyal to political parties and NGOs and 

have less time for and/or interest in participating in time-consuming political 

discussion. In other words, it may be easier to mobilise people to take more 

concrete action regarding various political issues, either online or offline, than to 

invite them to participate in online discussion forums. This could explain why 

online activism is more popular among Internet users than is participation in 

discussion forums.101 At a broader level, this sets the organisations’ Internet use in 

a supply-and-demand perspective, and indicates that the provision of grassroots 

features depends more on the users’ preferences than on the organisations. 

Various arguments supporting this perspective are found in our present era of 

late-modern politics, which is claimed to be based on more individualised and 

loosely connected political action than before (Beck 1992, Giddens 1994, 

Micheletti 2003). Whether this assumption regarding the preferences of NGO 

activists and supporters is correct exceeds the scope of the present study, and 

would require considerable amounts of data to be examined in more detail. Still, 

previous research offers some support for this view, claiming, for example, that 

 

[w]hilst much of the academic and media focus of e-participation has been on 
e-enabled interactive discussion, i.e. bulletin boards, chat rooms, etc., these 
types of e-participation are the ones less favoured by participants (Lusoli and 
Ward 2006: 75–76). 

 

Observers of developments in ICT and politics seem, in other words, to be more 

enthusiastic about the Internet’s potential to supply interactive grassroots 

features, than the actual users of these features. It seems as though similar 

tendencies are evident in participation in both NGOs and in conventional 

politics. Citizens, ‘netizens’ and activists appear to have less time or interest to 

                                                
101 Another example that warrants mention, although it has not been examined in this study, is 
the current rapid development of the web-based network FaceBook. Apart from connecting with 
new and old friends via the FaceBook network, its users can initiate or choose to participate in 
a ‘cause’. One such cause, initiated by a FaceBook user in Autumn 2007, within a few days was 
able to gather thousands of people in Stockholm to protest street violence. 
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devote to reflecting on or discussing political standpoints (Putnam 2000, Putnam 

2002). The fact that the Internet is said to lower the barriers to political 

participation does not seem significant in this respect. NGOs may provide 

interactive features on their websites, but this does not necessarily mean that their 

members and/or website visitors will start to interact. An investigation of Internet 

use among British citizens, concluded that 

 
[t]he online population is most predisposed to engage in cause-oriented 
forms of activism, characteristic of petitioning, demonstrating, and contacting 
the media over single-issue politics, and civic-oriented activities such as 
belonging to voluntary associations and community organizations. (Norris 
and Curtice 2004: 10–11)  
 

Internet use for primarily external political purposes, and to complement offline 

political action, supports the assumption that the Net has not substantially 

changed NGO working methods. To most NGOs, the Internet seems to represent 

a useful, yet additional space they can use to spread information about issues, 

conduct campaigns and recruit new members, in more or less the same ways as 

they previously did offline. This could be considered a stable institutional pattern 

that, combined with relatively weak interest on the part of members and website 

visitors in using more advanced grassroots features, contributes to a modest 

development in innovative uses of the Internet. Taken together, these tendencies 

arguably support the aforementioned reinforcement hypothesis, which claims that 

the Internet is likely to strengthen pre-existing differences between organisations. 

Does this mean that we can speak of ‘politics as usual’ on the Internet, to use the 

words of Margolis and Resnick (2000)? This would probably be stretching the 

argument too far. To begin with, the arguments of Margolis and Resnick are 

primarily related to conventional forms of politics, as noted by Dahlgren (2005). 

There is also reason to believe that civil society groups and organisations still use 

the Internet more intensively and in more innovative ways than do political 

parties. One reason for this is that NGOs have less formalised contact spaces 

from which to conduct political action. It should also be noted that the fact that 

political parties, and several of the studied NGOs, adapt and change their 

working methods relatively slowly in response to technological innovations does 

not necessarily imply that other kinds of groups and organisations will behave 

similarly. For example, the Open Source movement and hacktivists (political 
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hackers) represent activists who have emerged relatively quickly in direct response 

to the possibilities offered by the Internet (Arquilla and Ronfeldt 2001; Jordan 

2002, 2007; Söderberg 2007).  

Contrary to early expectations regarding Internet use for political purposes, 

the empirical data indicate that the Internet has not replaced offline political 

action, but rather facilitated its organisation. At an everyday level, the Internet 

seems to be most useful as a supplementary tool and space, primarily used for 

information dissemination and online activism. Particular ways of using the 

Internet as a political space, however, may depend on aspects such as 

organisational size and age. Moreover, as shown in this study, another important 

aspect seems to be the national political culture in which organisations act. 

Altogether, the examined differences in how the studied organisations have 

oriented their Internet use in the USA versus in Sweden/Scandinavia raises the 

question of whether it is at all valid to treat the Internet as a coherent political 

space; how this space is defined varies not only between different kinds of 

organisations, but also between different national political contexts. Our 

discussion of the Internet as a political space does not end here, but will continue 

in the following section, where the cultural dimension will be added to the 

analysis. 

 

9.3. The prevailing importance of national political culture 

An explicit purpose of this research has been to examine whether any national 

differences are found in how NGOs use the Internet as a political space for 

internal and external purposes. The global nature of the Internet raises the 

question of whether it is being used in similar ways by different organisations 

around the world, or whether differences in political culture are reflected in 

NGOs’ Internet use. Based on the empirical data from this study, political culture 

seems more important in shaping how NGOs organise their Internet use for 

political purposes than has been found in previous research. Altogether, the 

results for the age and size variables are as expected and in line with previous 

findings.102 A mentioned weakness of the size variable in the present study is that 

                                                
102 For example, large NGOs can devote more resources to their websites and provide more 
interactive features on them than smaller organisations can. 
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it does not cover all of the organisations, as many of the American NGOs are not 

member based.103 This, in turn, makes comparisons between the organisations 

less certain. The age variable, on the other hand, covers almost all of the 

organisations in the survey, but its importance to the organisations’ Internet use 

seems relatively modest. In contrast, the results for the political culture variable 

reveal a new dimension of the Internet as a political space that went unnoticed in 

the first  survey, which was based primarily on American NGOs. Since most 

previous research in the ICTs and politics field has been conducted within 

particular national political contexts, in which the political culture variable cannot 

be tested, this can be considered one of the more important findings of this study. 

National political culture seems, at least for the time being, to be more salient in 

explaining NGOs’ Internet use for political purposes than any possible 

converging effects of globalisation on online political action. Although there is a 

general tendency to orient the NGO websites towards external political action, 

notable differences can still be found between organisations in Sweden and in the 

USA. For example, the American NGOs generally have less interactive websites 

than do the Swedish NGOs. They also more often have a top–down or 

traditionalist approach in their Internet use. Furthermore, the empirical data 

indicate that American NGOs have oriented their Internet use primarily towards 

more superficial forms of involvement, i.e., action alerts or e-mail petitions, while 

the provision of interactive features on their websites is considerably more limited. 

Although all the studied NGOs generally emphasise external political action, 

Swedish organisations tend to have a higher level of interactivity on their websites. 

Their Internet use can therefore, more often than is the case with their American 

counterparts, be characterised as manifesting new politics and bottom–up 

approaches. It could be that interactive grassroots features are more frequently 

provided on Swedish NGO websites because the legacy of popular mass 

movements is still relatively strong in the surveyed Swedish NGOs.104 

Characteristic of these movements has been their emphasis on collective decision-

                                                
103 In the survey on online activism and campaigning, 19 NGOs (32 percent) dropped out from 
the size measure. In the comparative survey, 16 (47 percent) of the American NGOs dropped out 
from the size measure, together with 8 (25 percent) of the Swedish NGOs.  
104 In relation to this, it should be stated that 10 (31 percent) of the surveyed Swedish NGOs are 
old (founded before 1969), while another 10 (31 percent) are semi-old (founded 1970–1989), 
so most of the organisations are at least 19 years old.  
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making and on the responsibility of civil society organisations to function as 

‘schools in democracy’ (for a more detailed discussion of this issue, see chapter 3). 

The stronger emphasis on participatory grassroots features might explain why 

the Swedish NGO representatives are more critical regarding the usefulness of the 

Internet as a political space, as it is often more difficult to engage people in 

activities launched from such a platform.  

The critical reader would perhaps argue that most politics is still nation 

based, and that the overriding importance of political culture should come as no 

surprise. Although this view is justified, it does not exclude the emergence of 

converging political action repertoires for NGOs online. Given the high 

expectations of the Internet and its usefulness for civil society actors at a global 

level, as well as the various successful global campaigns the Internet has already 

facilitated, one might ask why the Internet is not used more actively for global 

political purposes by the NGOs studied here. Answering this question, however, 

is beyond the scope of this study, as it is the everyday use of the Internet that has 

been the focus here, not extraordinary mobilisations for global campaigns. 

Moreover, most of the studied organisations are not international and do not 

operate at a global political level. Overall, the empirical results suggest that the 

cited examples of international actions, such as the MAI campaign or the 

international demonstrations against the war in Iraq, are still relatively rare and 

exceptional, and that Internet use has not brought about any major changes in 

NGO working methods.  

The dominance of American and British research into ICTs and NGO 

political action (McCaughey and Ayers 2003; Arquilla and Ronfeldt 2001; Lusoli 

et al 2002; Lusoli and Ward 2004, 2006) has contributed to a common 

understanding of how NGOs use the Internet for political purposes. Since the 

USA is in several respects an international trendsetter, not least in media issues, it 

could also be assumed to be a trendsetter as regards political communication. For 

example, chat groups, communities and political blogging have rapidly spread 

from the USA and become popular phenomena in the Scandinavian countries as 

well. The decision to compare Internet use in American versus 

Swedish/Scandinavian NGOs in this study was made because Internet use is 

widespread among citizens of all of these countries, and because the technological 
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opportunity structures are relatively similar. Despite these similarities, however, 

the results of the study indicate that differences in political and social movement 

culture affect how the Internet is actually being used as a political space by NGOs. 

Against the background of the role of the USA as a trendsetter in political uses of 

the Internet, it was somewhat surprising, but naturally all the more interesting, to 

find that the Swedish organisations seem to use the Internet more actively than do 

their American counterparts, as regards both internal and external political 

action.  

Another difference, related more to social movement cultures, is that the 

Swedish organisations examined here have a more cooperative, consensus-

oriented relationship with political decision-makers than do their American 

counterparts, which in several cases define themselves as politically neutral or 

apolitical. It has been claimed that member-based organisations have a stronger 

Internet presence than do other organisations, as well as a clearer emphasis on 

recruitment and fundraising on their websites (Bosso and Collins 2002: 110). The 

fact that member-based organisations are more frequently represented among the 

Scandinavian organisations investigated here could explain some of the 

differences found between American and Swedish NGOs in this study. On the 

other hand, precisely the fact that more member-based organisations found their 

way into the Swedish–Scandinavian than the American sample can be considered 

a political–cultural result in itself, as it reflects differences that also exist at a 

general level. 

It seems that we are still far from convergence in political action and 

participation on the Internet, at least as regards the organisations examined here. 

It could be assumed, however, that NGO political action directed towards global 

political actors would display considerably more convergence in the repertoire of 

political activities, as evident, for example, in the MAI and Seattle protests, but 

also the World Social Forum, which could be argued to represent ‘islands’ of 

globalised political action. The difficulty in predicting the future in this respect 

arises from the different driving forces set in motion in the development and 

globalisation of politics: on the one hand, the many opportunities for NGO 

political action via the Internet imply that changes in NGO political action 

repertoires could happen relatively quickly; on the other hand, the prevailing 
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importance of national political cultures is likely to slow this development. It is 

possible that the importance of national political culture is more apparent when 

analysing how NGOs use the Internet at a general, everyday level, as was done 

here. However, the precise mechanisms underlying everyday uses of the Net need 

to be uncovered if we intend to cultivate deeper understanding of the Internet as a 

political space. In the final  section, we will approach the question of what 

difference Internet politics actually makes from an NGO point of view.  

 

9.4. Politics on the Net – what difference does it make? 

The fourth research question posed in this study was whether the organisations 

believe that the use of ICT has affected their political influence to any extent, and, 

if so, how. Naturally, the ‘pure’ political effects and impact of ICTs or the Internet 

may be difficult to estimate; doing so would entail investigation not only of the 

attitudes of the senders of political messages (the NGOs), but also of the targets of 

these messages (political and/or corporate decision-makers). From a strict NGO 

point of view, however, the Internet seems to make quite a difference. Up to 70 

percent of the respondents in the comparative survey agree, fully or partly, with 

the statement that using ICTs/the Internet has strengthened their organisations’ 

influence on social and/or political issues.105 Naturally, there are several 

explanations of this level of agreement. For one, organisations that invest 

considerable resources in Internet use for political purposes may be less likely to 

admit that these resources are spent in vain. The results of the principal 

component analysis are notable in this respect; they indicated that organisations 

making broad and active use of the Internet, for both internal and external 

political purposes, also believe that their influence on social/political issues has 

strengthened as a result of their Internet use. This was characterised as a new 

politics approach to the Internet, in which the use of interactive and advocacy 

features are combined in the NGOs. As mentioned, Swedish/Scandinavian NGOs 

are more frequently represented in the new politics category than are American 

NGOs. In addition, the Swedish respondents are somewhat more positive than 

their American counterparts regarding the Internet’s effects on their 

                                                
105 More specifically, 28 respondents (31 percent) agree fully and 36 respondents (40 percent) 
agree partly. 
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organisations’ influence on social and political issues: 78 percent of the Swedish 

respondents agree fully or partly that Internet use has positive effects in this 

respect, compared with 67 percent of the American respondents.  

Nevertheless, it should be noted that whether political use of the Internet 

‘matters’ or ‘makes a difference’ at a more general level is highly relative, and 

depends on the specific cases and organisations considered. In addition, Internet 

use is often combined with offline political activities, making it even more difficult 

to isolate the importance of the Net from that of other political and activist 

efforts. Previous research has found that the Internet can make a significant 

difference for NGOs. For example, large demonstrations and campaigns can be 

more easily organised and coordinated via the Internet. The Net can also facilitate 

an organisation’s ability to reach out to more people in less time. At the same 

time, however, NGOs cannot know whether their potential supporters and/or 

members have actually read the information they have disseminated via the Net, 

or whether they also are willing to take action. This underlines the importance to 

NGOs of being visible in many places at the same time: in the streets, in the press 

and on the Internet. The Internet arguably has the potential to make the most 

dramatic difference by reinforcing offline political activities, which in turn can 

attract attention to NGOs in the conventional news media, in a kind of virtuous 

circle. The propensity of NGOs to use the Internet primarily for external political 

action but also for networking suggests that many of the studied organisations 

have a considerable stand-by potential for political action at a 

transnational/global level regarding their issues of concern. This potential may not 

be realised in their everyday work, but can still be assumed to represent a 

powerful force, once it is put into action.106 The extent to which organisations will 

use the Internet for political purposes, and their gains from doing so, can be 

expected to vary in the future. It is also likely that NGOs of the kind examined 

here, a large majority of which also exists offline, will not use the Internet as 

actively as Net-based groups and networks. Even so, the stand-by potential of 

                                                
106 The idea of ‘stand-by potential’ for political action among the NGOs has been borrowed 
from Erik Amnå (2008, Amnå and Zetterberg, forthcoming), whose study of the propensity for 
political participation by young people concluded that they have considerable ‘stand-by 
potential’ for political action.  
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these organisations implies that we are far from ‘politics as usual’ on the Net, at 

least not from an NGO point of view.  

Another question arising from this study is where political discussion 

involving these NGOs and their members and/or supporters has gone, if it is not 

found on the Internet? Overall, the absence of political discussion in the studied 

organisations is notable. Perhaps this is because several of the surveyed 

organisations are activist oriented, and have limited interest in and insufficient 

financial resources for discussion and deliberation. Nevertheless, activist 

organisations may also need to reflect on their activities, and where is the space 

for such reflection and deliberation if not on the Internet? A pessimist would 

conclude that the general absence of political discussion on NGO websites reflects 

our times, in which many people have declining interest in and time for political 

discussion, deliberation and reflection (Putnam 2000). According to this point of 

view, phenomena such as ‘armchair activism’ and ‘mouse click activism’ are 

symptomatic of a relatively superficial use of the Internet for political purposes. 

From a somewhat less pessimistic perspective, these developments arguably 

indicate that the Internet cannot simply replace any kind of political action. While 

some political action has shifted to the Internet, other types of action are still 

better suited to other forums than digital ones.  

In the end, many interesting issues could not be included in the present 

research, and remain to be examined. For example, it would be interesting to shift 

the focus from NGOs to less formal civil society groupings, such as issue-based 

networks (e.g., the Global Justice Movement and the World Social Forum), to 

examine whether the Internet is used more extensively in these surroundings than 

the formal, and for the most part well-established NGOs that have been examined 

here. Moreover, comparing how the Internet is used by international NGOs 

and/or networks at both a global and national political level might further 

contribute to our understanding of the importance of national political cultures 

for the organisations’ Internet use. In this respect, more extensive statistical 

investigations than those that have been undertaken in the present study might 

turn out to be valuable. The future will show to what extent national political 

cultures will continue to affect political uses of the Internet among NGOs, or, if 

parallel forces such as the development towards a global civil society will become 
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more influential on NGO uses and perceptions of the Net. In either way, the 

Internet is likely to play a significant role as a political space for many NGOs also 

in the foreseeable future.  
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Svensk sammanfattning 

 

Politik på Nätet  

– Ideella organisationers erfarenheter och användning av Internet 

som ett politiskt rum 
 

Inledning  

Under det senaste dryga årtiondet har många ideella organisationer107 i allt större 

utsträckning börjat använda Internet för att organisera sig politiskt och för att 

sprida sina budskap. Åtskillig medial uppmärksamhet har fästs vid ett antal 

större protestaktioner som organiserats och koordinerats på global nivå av 

organisationer och nätverk inom det civila samhället. Även om Internet långtifrån 

utgör den första informations- och kommunikationstekniken som används för 

politisk aktivism (föregångare kan bland annat spåras både i faxen och i de 

telefonkedjor som användes för att mobilisera aktivister på sjuttiotalet), markerar 

ändå Nätet något kvalitativt nytt genom sin möjlighet att snabbt nå ut till många 

personer med uppmaningar till olika former av politisk handling.108 Denna 

Internet-baserade aktivism är intressant mot bakgrund av de många för-

hoppningar som knutits till ny informations- och kommunikationsteknik (IKT) 

och dess betydelse för att vitalisera medborgares politiska engagemang och 

deltagande, samt, i förlängningen, befästa och stärka det demokratiska politiska 

systemet. I litteraturen kring IKT och dess betydelse för politiskt deltagande och 

demokrati har det i flera fall påpekats att grupper inom det civila samhället har 

möjlighet att dra särskilt stor nytta av den nya tekniken i detta avseende (Castells 

1996). Eftersom dessa grupper oftast agerar utanför mer etablerade, 

institutionella politiska kanaler kan de ha mycket att vinna på att mobilisera, 

organisera och koordinera politiska protester och manifestationer via Nätet. 

                                                
107 Ideella organisationer brukar också beskrivas som icke-statliga organisationer, utgående från 
den engelska termen NGOs (non-governmental organisations) som också är den som används i 
denna avhandling. På svenska framstår dock NGO-termen som något otymplig, varför jag 
istället här använder mig av beteckningen ideella organisationer.  
108 Även om Internet sätts i speciellt fokus i denna avhandling bör det tilläggas att det inte utgör 
den enda tekniken som är intressant utifrån ett politiskt-aktivistiskt avseende. Under senare år 
har exempelvis mobiltelefoner genom SMS-utskick på kort tid mobiliserat stora mängder 
aktivister till politiska manifestationer av olika slag. 
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Ytterligare en fördel med Internet för icke-statliga aktörer är att det underlättar 

informationsspridning och –tillgänglighet, samt bidrar till att koppla samman 

människor med likartade intressen i olika typer av diskussionsfora och 

mötesplatser (communities). Mot bakgrund av detta, samt det faktum att ideella 

organisationer under de senaste årtiondena har vuxit markant i antal, både 

nationellt och inter-nationellt, och även kommit att spela en mer betydelsefull roll 

som politiska aktörer, framstod det som särskilt intressant att studera dessa 

grupper inom ramen för denna avhandling.  

 

Avhandlingens syfte och frågeställningar 

Det övergripande syftet med avhandlingen är att studera hur olika typer av ideella 

organisationer, i varierande nationella politiska kontexter, betraktar och 

använder sig av Internet som ett politiskt rum. Mer specifikt studeras i 

avhandlingen dels hur organisationerna använder sig av Internet för externa, 

utåtriktade politiska syften (external political purposes), såsom nätbaserad 

aktivism och kampanjer, dels för interna, deltagarorienterade politiska syften 

(internal political purposes), för att främja kontakten med och engagemanget hos 

sina medlemmar, till exempel via nätbaserade diskussionsforum och chat-

grupper. En viktig fråga för avhandlingen är också att undersöka om 

organisationerna använder sig av Internet på någorlunda likartade sätt i olika 

länder, eller om variationer uppträder som kan relateras till organisationernas 

politiska kultur, alternativt till deras storlek eller ålder.109 Ytterligare en fråga som 

studeras i avhandlingen är om organisationerna anser att deras Internet-

användning har påverkat deras politiska inflytande i någon utsträckning, och i så 

fall på vilket sätt.  

De nationella politiska kontexter som studeras mer specifikt i avhandlingen 

är den svenska och den amerikanska. Tanken med att jämföra Sverige och USA 

tog sin utgångspunkt i att tidigare forskning främst fokuserat på hur 

amerikanska och brittiska organisationer använder Internet för politiska syften 

(se t ex McCaughey and Ayers 2003, Hajnal 2002, Webster 2001, Lusoli et al 

2002), medan Internet- användningen inom svenska ideella organisationer 
                                                
109 De senare aspekterna är vad som hittills fokuserats på i tidigare forskning, medan betydelsen 
av nationella politiska kontexter för ideella organisationers Internetanvändning inte har 
undersökts i någon större utsträckning. 
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knappt studerats alls.110 Detta kan tyckas paradoxalt med tanke på att både 

medborgarnas tillgång till och användning av Internet är mycket hög i denna del 

av världen.111 Trots att USA och Sverige skiljer sig åtskilligt från varandra med 

avseende på bland annat storlek, heterogen respektive homogen befolkning och 

inte minst politiskt system, finns det också flera likheter att ta fasta på. Såtillvida 

har både USA och Sverige livaktiga civilsamhällen med en mycket hög 

organisationsgrad. Dessutom förekommer i båda länderna en utbredd Internet-

användning. Med tanke på att USA i flera avseenden fungerar som något av en 

förebild och trendsättare, både inom medieanvändning och på andra områden, 

restes frågan hur ideella organisationer i de båda länderna förhåller sig till att 

använda Internet för interna och externa politiska syften.  

Efter det inledande kapitlet, som introducerar forskningsfältet samt 

presenterar avhandlingens syfte och frågeställningar, utvecklas det teoretiska 

ramverket för avhandlingen i kapitel 2 och 3. Dessutom definieras i dessa kapitel 

ett antal begrepp av betydelse för avhandlingen. Bland annat definieras politik 

som de aktiviteter som utförs av aktörer inom såväl som utanför etablerade 

politiska strukturer, syftande till olika typer av politiska och social förändring, 

inom ramen för ett demokratiskt politiskt system. Vidare tar definitionen av 

Internet som ett politiskt rum sin utgångspunkt i Nätet som ett virtuellt rum, där 

instrumentella och kommunikativa handlingar kan utföras av aktörer inom 

(bland annat) det civila samhället, med syftet att åstadkomma politisk/social 

förändring.  

I kapitel 2 skisseras även i en analytisk modell fyra tänkbara 

förhållningssätt till Internet bland organisationerna, enligt tabell 1, nedan. 

Utgångspunkten för dessa förhållningssätt är de två dimensioner av politiskt 

handlande som berörts ovan, nämligen externa, utåtriktade former av politiskt 

deltagande (advocacy), vilka återfinns på den vertikala axeln, samt interna, 

deltagarorienterade syften (interactivity), vilka återfinns på den horisontella axeln. 

 

 

                                                
110 Se dock Buskqvist 2007. 
111 Det bör dock påpekas att ett flertal studier har genomförts kring IT, politik och demokrati 
utifrån ett institutionellt politiskt perspektiv. Se t ex Hoff 2002, 2004, Hoff och Storgaard 
2005; Ilshammar 2002; Löfgren 2001, 2004; Åström 2004.  
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Grad av utåtriktad politisk handling 
 

 
 
Grad av intern,  
deltagarorienterad  
politisk handling  
 
 

 
 
 
Tabell 1, Fyra tänkbara förhållningssätt 
till Internet bland ideella organisationer   

  
 

Den traditionalistiska ansatsen kan sägas representera en sorts nollhypotes i 

bemärkelsen att organisationer med denna typ av förhållningssätt inte använder 

Nätet i någon större utsträckning för vare sig utåtriktade politiska aktiviteter eller 

interna, deltagarorienterade aktiviteter. Detta kan jämföras med top down-

ansatsen, där organisationernas fokus ligger på externa, utåtriktade aktiviteter 

medan graden av deltagarorienterade aktiviteter är låg. Motsatsen till detta 

förhållningssätt kan återfinnas hos bottom up-ansatsen, där graden av 

utåtriktade politiska aktiviteter är låg, och organisationens tyngdpunkt inom 

Internetanvändningen istället ligger på deltagarorienterade aktiviteter. New 

politics-ansatsen, slutligen, innefattar de organisationer som har en hög grad av 

både utåtriktade politiska aktiviteter och interna, deltagarorienterade aktiviteter. 

Organisationer som använder sig av detta förhållningssätt kan sägas använda 

Internet fullt ut som ett politiskt rum utifrån de dimensioner som diskuterats här, 

och kan också dra nytta av alla de fördelar som framhålls i litteraturen kring IKT 

och politik, genom att både utveckla sina medlemmars engagemang på ett internt 

plan samt, på ett externt plan, utöva politisk aktivism och påtryckningar av olika 

slag.  

Betydelsen av politisk kultur diskuteras i kapitel 3, där det slås fast att den 

amerikanska och den svenska/skandinaviska politiska kulturen skiljer sig åt i 

viktiga avseenden. Bland annat finns en större skepsis gentemot politiken och 

politiska makthavare inom det civila samhället i USA, medan relationen mellan 

stat och civilt samhälle i Sverige/Skandinavien kan betecknas som betydligt mer 

välvillig.   

 Svag Stark 
Svag Traditionalistiska 

ansatsen 
Top 
down- 
ansatsen 

Stark Bottom up-
ansatsen 

New  
politics-
ansatsen 
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Metod och material 

De organisationer som studeras i avhandlingen har valts ut enligt kriterierna att 

de ska verka för någon form av politisk/social förändring inom ramen för ett 

demokratiskt politiskt system, och att de ska vara fristående från kommersiella, 

religiösa och partipolitiska intressen. Avhandlingens empiriska underlag består av 

två enkäter, båda med en svarsfrekvens på omkring 50 procent, vilket kan anses 

relativt tillfredsställande med tanke på att det ofta är mycket svårt att uppnå en 

hög svarsfrekvens i denna typ av enkäter. Den första enkäten genomfördes 2003, 

och baseras på svar främst från amerikanska organisationer (totalt 59 stycken), 

medan den andra enkäten genomfördes 2005 med en explicit komparativ ansats. 

Denna senare enkätundersökning ställdes till organisationer i USA samt i de 

skandinaviska länderna Sverige, Norge och Danmark. De svar som erhölls (totalt 

89 stycken) bestod av en ungefär lika stor andel amerikanska och svenska 

organisationer (34 respektive 32 stycken), medan en mindre andel bestod av svar 

från organisationer i Norge och Danmark (13 respektive 10 stycken). Som en 

följd av detta har analysen av organisationernas Internetanvändning främst 

utgått från enkätsvaren från de amerikanska och de svenska organisationerna. 

Utöver de två enkäterna består det empiriska datamaterialet också av en 

innehållsanalys av webbplatserna tillhörande de organisationer som deltog i den 

första enkäten. I anslutning till innehållsanalysen genomfördes även ett 

responsivitetstest, där ett mejl skickades ut från en fingerad frågeställare för att 

mäta i vilken utsträckning och omfattning organisationerna besvarade det. 

Baserade på enkätsvaren från den komparativa enkäten har även additiva index 

konstruerats, med syftet att renodla och förtydliga organisationernas svar i 

relation till en analytisk modell över fyra tänkbara förhållningssätt till Internet 

som beskrivs mer utförligt nedan. Avhandlingens empiriska del består av kapitlen 

5–8, och i det följande avsnittet redovisas i korthet de huvudresultat som 

framkommit i vart och ett av dessa kapitel.  

 

Analys och resultat 

I den första enkäten, som presenteras i avhandlingens kapitel 5, studeras hur 

Internet används i aktivistiska och kampanjorienterade syften bland (främst) 

amerikanska ideella organisationer. Resultatet av enkäten visade att Internet 
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spelar en viktig roll som politiskt verktyg och rum för organisationerna. 

Möjligheten till snabb och billig informationsspridning är högt värderad, men 

många organisationer använder sig också i stor utsträckning av Internet för 

aktivistiska syften. Flera respondenter pekar på kombinationen av Internet-

aktivism och andra former av protester som ett särskilt framgångsrikt sätt att 

utöva politisk påverkan. Organisationernas tonvikt inom Internetanvändningen 

visade sig ligga på externa, utåtriktade former av politisk påverkan, medan 

interaktiva verktyg som diskussionsforum och liknande var betydligt mer 

sällsynta på hemsidorna. Det faktum att både små och stora organisationer fanns 

representerade bland de organisationer som ägnade sig åt interna, deltagar-

orienterade aktiviteter på sina respektive webbplatser tyder på att andra faktorer 

än de rent ekonomiska kan vara betydelsefulla i detta avseende.  

En webbplatsanalys gjordes därefter av de organisationer som deltagit i 

enkäten, med särskild tonvikt på förekomsten av interaktiva verktyg, vilken 

presenterades i avhandlingens kapitel 6. Webbplatsanalysen genomfördes två år 

efter enkätundersökningen, men någon större förändring visade sig inte ha skett 

under denna tid; resultatet av analysen bekräftade enkätresultaten med avseende 

på den låga andelen interna, deltagarorienterade aktiviteter på organisationernas 

webbplatser. Utöver webbplatsanalysen genomfördes även ett så kallat 

responsivitetstest, vilket innebar att en förfrågan från en fingerad privatperson 

skickades ut till organisationerna för att studera hur snabbt och i vilken 

omfattning de besvarade den. Resultatet av responsivitetstestet kan anses som 

magert utifrån en interaktivitetssynpunkt, då endast 17 (28 procent) av 

organisationerna besvarade mejlet.  

Resultaten från den första enkätundersökningen väckte frågan om svenska 

organisationer resonerar i liknande termer och använder sig av Internet på 

likartade sätt som amerikanska organisationer. En komparativ enkätunder-

sökning formulerades därför och skickades ut till organisationer i USA såväl som 

i de skandinaviska länderna, som beskrivits ovan. Resultaten från den 

komparativa enkätundersökningen visade att en majoritet av organisationerna 

använder sig av Internet för externa, utåtriktade former av politiskt handlande. 

Trots denna generella tendens i enkätsvaren visade det sig emellertid också finnas 

flera tydliga nationella skillnader mellan organisationernas attityder kring och 
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användning av Internet. Medan de amerikanska organisationerna (för övrigt i 

likhet med de amerikanska organisationer som studerades i den första enkäten) i 

många fall har renodlat sin Internetanvändning mot externa, utåtriktade politiska 

aktiviteter, har de svenska/skandinaviska organisationerna överlag ett bredare 

utbud av interaktiva verktyg på sina hemsidor. En klar majoritet av 

organisationerna anser att Internet har bidragit till att stärka deras politiska 

inflytande. I detta avseende är de svenska respondenterna mer nöjda än de 

amerikanska; 78 procent instämmer helt eller delvis i att Internet har påverkat 

organisationens inflytande i sociala/politiska frågor, jämfört med 67 procent (helt 

eller delvis) av de amerikanska respondenterna.  

I avhandlingens kapitel 8, slutligen, relaterades de komparativa enkät-

resultaten till de fyra tänkbara förhållningssätt till Internet som berörts ovan. 

Utifrån två additiva index summerades organisationernas satsningar på externa, 

utåtriktade politiska aktiviteter, respektive interna, deltagarorienterade aktiviteter. 

Vid en jämförelse av de mest typiska organisationerna inom respektive kategori 

framgick att de amerikanska organisationerna dominerade inom den 

traditionalistiska ansatsen samt i top down-ansatsen, medan de svenska 

organisationerna var mer frekvent representerade i bottom up – respektive new 

politics-ansatsen. 

 

Avhandlingens slutsatser i korthet 

Avhandlingens slutsatser visar att Internet överlag spelar en viktig roll som ett 

politiskt rum för de ideella organisationer som studerats här. Framför allt gäller 

detta utåtriktade, externa former av politisk handling. Internet är betydelsefullt 

både för att informera om organisationernas verksamhet och de frågor som de 

driver, men även för mer explicita politiska syften som mobilisering, nätverkande 

och olika typer av kampanjer. Överlag tycks inte Internet ha ersatt mer 

konventionella former av politiskt handlande bland organisationerna, utan 

fungerar snarare som en infrastruktur för att underlätta genomförandet av dem. 

När det gäller interna, deltagarorienterade aktiviteter visar sig många 

respondenter vara mer ambivalenta i förhållande till Nätets användbarhet. Med 

tanke på att diskussionsfora och liknande typer av interaktiva verktyg är relativt 

resurskrävande, och i många fall förutsätter en redaktör, är tonvikten på 
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utåtriktade aktiviteter knappast förvånande. Eftersom många organisationer har 

relativt begränsade budgetar till sitt förfogande kan prioriteringen av en typ av 

aktiviteter förväntas få konsekvenser för i vilken utsträckning man kan ägna sig 

åt andra aktiviteter.  

Betydelsen av nationell politisk kultur för organisationernas förhållningssätt 

till och användning av Internet visade sig vara större än väntat, och kan sägas 

utgöra en av avhandlingens viktigaste upptäckter. Jämfört med de andra två 

bakgrundsvariabler som studerats i avhandlingen, närmare bestämt 

organisationernas storlek och ålder, tycks den nationella politiska kontext och 

kultur inom vilken organisationerna verkar vara av stor betydelse för deras 

Internetanvändning. Organisationernas ålder tycks inte spela så stor roll i detta 

avseende; däremot förefaller deras storlek vara av större betydelse för exempelvis 

hur sofistikerade och väl utbyggda deras webbplatser är.112 När det gäller 

nationella skillnader visade det sig som nämnts att de amerikanska 

organisationerna har en mer explicit tonvikt på externa, utåtriktade former av 

politisk handling på sina hemsidor, medan de svenska/skandinaviska 

organisationerna i större utsträckning har orienterat sina hemsidor mot en 

bredare Internetanvändning, som också inkluderar interna, deltagarorienterade 

aktiviteter. I avhandlingen relateras de svenska/skandinaviska organisationernas 

deltagarorienterade förhållningssätt till arvet från de stora folkrörelserna, som 

traditionellt förespråkat ett brett deltagande, och inom forskningen har 

betraktats som viktiga demokratiskolor (Amnå 2007, 2008).   

Det bör påpekas att de organisationer som studerats här är relativt 

väletablerade och professionaliserade. En studie av andra typer av organisationer 

och/eller nätverk hade troligtvis renderat andra typer av resultat. Det är också 

troligt att betydelsen av nationella politiska kulturer framstår som särskilt stor i 

denna studie, som undersöker organisationernas Internetanvändning utifrån ett 

relativt generellt, vardagsnära perspektiv. Å andra sidan torde just denna 

vardagliga Internetanvändning vara särskilt viktig att ta fasta på för att få en 

djupare förståelse för i vilken utsträckning och hur Internet används som ett 

politiskt rum. Trots det ökande antalet politiska protester som anordnats på 

                                                
112 Det bör dock påpekas att storleksmåttet var svårt att mäta betydelsen av i det datamaterial 
som studerats här, eftersom flera organisationer (framför allt i USA) inte är medlemsbaserade och 
därför inte kan mätas i antal medlemmar i ett enkelt storleksmått. 
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transnationell och global nivå, tycks med andra ord inte Nätet ha ändrat 

organisationernas arbetsmetoder på något mer grundläggande plan. Emellertid 

påpekas i avhandlingen att flera av de organisationer som studerats här tycks ha 

en avsevärd så kallad stand by-potential113 att vid behov mobilisera sina 

medlemmar och/eller supportrar och att agera mer offensivt, på nationell såväl 

som global politisk nivå. Detta antyds bland annat av det faktum att många 

organisationer använder sig av Internet främst för externa politiska syften, samt 

för att nätverka med andra organisationer inom samma fält.   

Avslutningsvis bör det påpekas att Internets betydelse för organisationernas 

möjligheter att åstadkomma politisk förändring i hög grad kan väntas variera 

från fall till fall, och mellan olika typer av organisationer. Eftersom organisation-

erna oftast använder Internet i kombination med andra former av politisk 

påverkan är det svårt att isolera betydelsen av Internet från dessa påverkans-

metoder. Utifrån organisationernas egna utgångspunkter har man istället mest att 

vinna på att synas och höras i så många sammanhang som möjligt; ute på 

gatorna, i traditionella nyhetsmedier och på Nätet. Därför är det också troligt att 

Internet kan vara särskilt betydelsefullt som en förstärkning av traditionella 

politiska aktiviteter, exempelvis för att mobilisera och koordinera politiska 

aktioner, vilket i sin tur ger mer nyhetsutrymme i medierna och i sin tur leda över 

intresserade nya aktivister till Nätet, i ett slags positiv spiral.   

                                                
113 Begreppet stand by-potential har lånats från Amnå (2008, kommande), som bland annat 
använder det för att karaktärisera de ungdomar som avstår från att engagera sig politiskt till 
vardags, men som ändå har en betydande potential att snabbt engagera sig om de anser det 
nödvändigt. I fallet med de ideella organisationer som studeras här, varav flertalet redan har en 
hög politisk aktivitetsnivå, syftar begreppet istället främst på organisationernas potential att 
mobilisera och delta i manifestationer och/eller protestaktiviteter på en global politisk nivå 
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Chapter 5: 

1. NGOs included in the survey on online activism and campaigning, 

conducted in 2003. 

 
 

Name        Country   Numbers of Members 
 
20/20Vision            USA             10000 
Abortion Access Project     USA    
American Civil Liberties Union         USA             10000  
Activist San Diego      USA                        
AIDS Action Committee    USA              2000            
Alliance for the Wild Rockies   USA              1000            
BatShalom              Israel            200  
Black Rhinoceros      USA                    
California Peace Action    USA             50000            
Center for Environmental  
Law and Policy                 USA              350            
Citizen Action of New York    USA             20000            
Code Pink: Women for Peace        USA             10000            
CorpWatch              USA                    
Defenders of Wildlife  
(former: GREEN)       USA             500000            
Digital Freedom Network    USA                        
Drug Policy Alliance New York  USA             8000            
Earth Day Resources     USA              1100            
East Timor Action Network   USA               300 
Florida Consumer Action  
Network         USA             40000            
Friends of Living Oregon Waters      USA              400            
Forest Action Network of  
Nuxalk Territory      Canada         
Free Cuba Foundation    USA               300            
Global Exchange        USA             20000  
Global Response        USA              5000            
Global Network for the  
Prevention of Torture              Bangladesh      
Grass Roots Recycling Network  USA              400            
Health Access California    USA                    
Human Rights Awareness   Italy                     
HumanRightsWatch     USA                    
InterAction            USA                    
International Solidarity  
Movement        Israel              
International Women’s  
Health Coalition      USA                    



Justice Action of Sydney Australia  Australia     10000            
MidEast Web for Coexistence   Israel          1500            
National Abortion and Repro- 
ductive Rights Action League    USA            210000            
National Network to End  
the War Against Iraq      USA            15000            
National Wildlife Foundation   USA             2000000            
National Women’s Health   
Network          USA             8000            
NetAction               USA                   
New Hampshire Peace Action   USA              900            
New Jersey Animal  
Rights Alliance        USA             2000            
North West Ecosystem Alliance    USA            10000            
National Organization  
for Women             USA            500000            
ODHIKAR                Bangladesh                  
Ohio Citizen Action      USA            100000            
OxfamAmerica           USA                    
Pesticide Action Network   
North America                 USA                    
Pesticide Action Network UK          United Kingdom                       
Public Citizen           USA            150000            
Quixote Center  
(Peace and Justice Center)       USA            80000            
Rainforest Action Network    USA            10000            
Sierra Club, New Jersey Chapter   USA            700000            
STITCH – Women organizing  
for Justice in the US and  
Central America               USA             4000 
Student Environmental  
Action Coalition       USA                    
Students for a Free Tibet     USA            13000            
USAction                USA                    
Wildlife Action Group  
of South Africa        South Africa     2000            
Women's Edge Coalition     USA             4600            
Women’s Action for  
New Directions        USA            17000            



2. Survey questionnaire on online activism and campaigning in Non-

Governmental Organisations 

 

On-line Activism and Campaigning 
in Non-Governmental Organisations 

 

 

1. Background 

 
1:1) Name of respondent……………………………………………………........ 
 
1:2) Name of organisation………………………………………………….......... 
 
1:3) Respondent’s position within the organisation …………………….............. 
 
1:4) Respondent’s e-mail address…………………………………………........... 
 
1:5) Aim of the organisation: 
� Environment 

� Peace/Solidarity 

� Women’s issues 

� Human rights 

� Other aim, please specify. ……………………… 
 
1:6) Location of organisation’s headquarters………………………………............ 
 
1:7) Founding year of the organisation………………………………….............. 
 
1:8) Organisation’s approximate number of members........................................... 
 

 

 

2. Internet use 

 
2:1) When did your organisation launch its website? 
 
Year................. 
 
2:2) Approximately how often does your organisation update its website? 
 

� Daily   

� Weekly    

� Monthly    

� Every six months or more frequently  

� Every six months or less frequently  



2:3) In general, how often does your organisation combine Internet campaigns with 
more traditional forms of campaigning? 
 
� Always 
� Often 

� Occasionally 
� Never 
 
Comments............................................................................................. 
 
2:4) Does your organisation provide/organise any of the following on the Internet? 
 
� Electronic newsletters/E-mail lists 

� On-line forums 

� Action alerts 

� Information about upcoming events (rallies, demonstrations, conferences)  
� Chat/discussion groups 

� Cyber community   

� E-mail petitions 

� Fundraising 

� Virtual blockades (denial of service) of target web sites 

� Other, please specify………………………………………. 
 
 
 

3. Activism on and outside of the Internet 

 
3:1) How effective would you consider the following forms of campaigning to be, in 
order to bring about political change? 
 
 
                          Not effective at all     Very effective 

 

Postal letters to decision makers............. �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  

Fax messages to decision makers........... �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  � 

E-mail messages to decision makers....... �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  � 

Demonstrations/rallies........................... �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  � 

Civil disobedience………. .................... �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  � 
 
Comments....................................................................................................................... 
 
 
 



3:2) How important do you consider the following areas of Internet use for your 
organisation? 
 
                          Not important at all     Very important  
 

Information dissemination……………. �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  � 

Recruiting new members…...………… �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  � 

Campaigning........................................  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  � 

Fundraising..........................................  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  � 

Mobilising public opinion……………  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  � 

Organising political protest…………..  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  � 

Networking with other organisations.... �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  � 
 
Communicating with  

members/the public…………………  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  � 
 
 
Comments……………………………………………………………. 
 

 
3:3) How important do you think on-line activism and campaigning will be in the 
future? 
 

� More important than today 
� Less important than today 
� No particular difference from today 
� Do not know 
 
 
 
3:4) What do you consider to be the main benefits (external and/or internal) of the 
Internet for your organisation?  
 
……………………………………………………………................................................. 
……………………………………………………………................................................. 
……………………………………………………………................................................. 
……………………………………………………………................................................. 
……………………………………………………………................................................. 
……………………………………………………………................................................. 
 
 
 
 



3:5) Do you see any risks (external and/or internal) of using the Internet for your 
organisation? 
 
……………………………………………………………................................................. 
……………………………………………………………................................................. 
……………………………………………………………................................................. 
……………………………………………………………................................................. 
……………………………………………………………................................................. 
……………………………………………………………................................................. 
  
 

 
3:6) Can you mention any examples of on-line campaigns that have been particularly 
successful, or, on the contrary, failed their purposes? 
 
……………………………………………………………................................................. 
……………………………………………………………................................................. 
……………………………………………………………................................................. 
……………………………………………………………................................................. 
……………………………………………………………................................................. 
……………………………………………………………................................................. 
 
 
3:7) How many people are working with the organisation’s web site?   
 
 
........................ 
 
 
3:8) Finally, approximately how much does the annual cost for your organisation’s web 
site amount to (including salaries)? 
 
 
......................... 
 
 
 
 
 

Thank you! 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 6: 

Web Site Content Analysis – Coding Scheme 

Information  Organisation’s Points 

Who´s who Present (1), Absent (0)  
Newsletters Present (1), Absent (0)  
Media releases Present (1), Absent (0)  
Event calendar Present (1), Absent (0)  
Frequently Asked Questions Present (1), Absent (0)  
Documents/reports Present (1), Absent (0)  
Links to organisations working with 
similar issues 

Present (1), Absent (0)  

Search engine Present (1), Absent (0)  
Info about the organisation’s mission Present (1), Absent (0)  
Last update of the website Present (1), Absent (0)  
What’s new section Present (1), Absent (0)  

Interactivity 
  

Join e-mail list Present (1), Absent (0)  
Join online campaign/Action alert Present (1), Absent (0)  
Join offline campaign Present (1), Absent (0)  
Membership Present (1), Absent (0)  
Bulletin board One-way (1), Two-way 

(2), Absent (0) 
 

Chat room Present (2), Absent (0)  
Online debate/discussion Present (2), Absent (0)  
E-mail contact One address (1), multiple 

addresses (2), Absent (0) 
 

E-mail feedback E-mail requesting 
comments (2), no 
reference (0) 

 

On-line form/poll  Present (3), Absent (0)  
Online fundraising Present (1), Absent (0)  
Online community/Members-only site Present (2), Absent (0)  
Activism tools, guides and resources Present (1), Absent (0)  

Responsiveness test (measuring speed 
and quantity of answers to e-mailed 
request) 

Speed: Within 24 hours 
(3), up to 1 week (2), up 
to two weeks (1), more 
than two weeks (0) 
 
Quantity of answer 
(word count): More than 
50 words (3), 21-50 
words (2), 5-20 words 
(1), less than 5 words (0) 

 
 

Source: Gibson and Ward (2000). (The coding scheme has been adjusted somewhat to 

suit the purposes of the present study.) 



Chapter 7 

 

NGOs included in the comparative survey, conducted in 2005. 
 
USA 
 

Name of organisation      Numbers of Members 
 
Foundation for Middle East Peace        
The International Society for the  
Preservation of Rainforest               700 
Child Health Foundation            1200 
New Forests Project                2000 
World Resources Institute  
American Movement for World Government     35 
Democratic World Federalists           200 
Sea Shepherd                      15000 
The Ocean Conservancy              170000 
Ashburn Institute      
International Campaign for Tibet  
International Labor Rights Fund    
Pacific Institute for Women’s Health 
Books for Africa                      5000 
World Federalist Movem ent          10000 
Concern America        
International Womens Tribune Center  
Basel Action Network    
International League for Human Rights 
Consumers World Trade               80 
Sacred Earth Network               200 
International Rivers Network             300 
Nuclear Age Peace Foundation          7000 
Students Helping Street Kids International 
Survivors' Rights International 
Citizens for a United Earth 
Global Aids Interfaith Alliance 
Direct Relief International           30 
Esperanto League for  
North America               650 
Wildlife Disease Association          700 
Trees for Life                      3000 
Tibetan Aid Project               11000 
Friendship Force International             21000 
YES Magazine/The Positive Futures Network            21000 



Sweden 
 

Name of organisation      Numbers of Members 
 
Framtidsjorden                  100 
Industrifacket                  80 000 
Peace Quest International               30 
Svalorna                         320 
Global Action Plan      
SOS-Barnbyar 
Kooperation Utan Gränser 
International Aid Services              35 
Peace Brigades International           80 
JIDCA, Jämtlandsgruppen  
för internationellt samarbete          185 
BLLF Sweden                          400 
Colchaj Nac Luum                 500 
ManligaNätverket               2 000 
RKUF                             2 800 
Svenska Afghanistankommittén        3 700 
Pappers                          23 963 
IOGT-NTO-rörelsens  
internationella institut           80 000 
Civilingenjörsförbundet          102 000 
Världsnaturfonden WWF Sverige       138 000 
Internationella Kvinnoförbundet  
för Fred och Frihet, IKFF           1000 
LO-TCO Biståndsnämnd  
Fair Trade Center                20 
NAFIA, Nordiska arbetsgruppen  
ör internationella amningsfrågor       100 
KOMAK                           500 
Palestinagrupperna Sverige         846 
Attac Sverige                    2000 
Miljöförbundet Jordens Vänner        2000 
RFSU                             2000 
Afrikagrupperna                2164 
Föräldraföreningen mot Narkotika       5300 
Rädda Barnen                    85000 
Metall                           370000 



Norway 
 

Name of organisation      Numbers of Members 
 
Den Norske Fredskomité          100 
Handikappforbundet           20 346 
Regnskogsfondet       
Latin-Amerikagruppene i Norge        700 
PRESS – Redd Barna Ungdom         1150 
Kvinner og familie                  7 000 
Norwegian Refugee Council  
PLAN Norge                      95 000 
Utdanningsforbundet            136 000 
Norges Fredsråd        
Fivas – Foreningen for internasjonale  
vannstudier                 
Attac Norge                     3000 
Amnesty International Norge        47 000 

 
 
Denmark 
 

Name of organisation      Numbers of Members 
 
Kvinder Med Handicap            100 
Militærnægterforeningen          110 
Dansk Kvindesamfund           700 
Miljøbevægelsen NOAH                       1300 
Organisationen for Vedvarende Energi      2 700 
Aktion Børnehjælp     
Arbejderbevægelsens Internationale Forum    2 000 
Centralorganisationen af industriansatte             325 289 
Mellemfolkeligt Samvirke           6 388 
Danmarks Naturfredningsforening       135 000 



Perceptions and Use of the Internet as a Political Space 

Among Non-Governmental Organisations 
 
I. Background questions 
 
1:1) Name of respondent............................................................................................... 

1:2) Name of organisation.............................................................................................  

1:3) Aim of the organisation: 

a)  Environment 

b)  Peace/Solidarity 

c)  Women’s issues 

d)  Human rights 

e)  Other aim, please specify. ………………………………………… 
 
1:4) Respondent’s position within the organisation....................................................... 

1:5) Respondent’s e-mail address................................................................................... 
 
 
 
II. About the organisation 
 

2:1) Founding year of the organisation........................................................................... 

2:2) Organisation’s approximate number of individual members (in the USA)................  

2:3) How many people are working in the organisation? (Number of persons) 
a) Salaried staff    � 1-5  � 6-10  � More than 10 

b) Volunteer workers   � 1-5   � 6-10  � More than 10 

c) Interns      � 1-5   � 6-10 � More than 10 

d) Other (please specify),  
.......................................... � 1-5   � 6-10  � More than 10  

 
2:4) When did the organisation launch its web site? (Year) ....................... 
 
2:5) Approximately how often does the organisation update its web site? 
 

a)  Daily  

b)  Weekly 

c)  Monthly 

d)  Every six months or more frequently 

e)  Every six months or less frequently 



2:6) Does the organisation provide some of the following features on its web site? (More 
than one option can be chosen) 

a)  Chat room 

b)  E-mail list (sign-up for) 

c)  Web log 

d)  Discussion forum 

e)  Online polls/referenda 

f)  Requests for feedback and comments from the members 
 
 
2:7) There are many different ways that people can participate in NGOs. How can 
people participate in your organisation? (More than one option can be chosen) 
 

a) � Volunteer 

b) � Join an e-mail list 

c) � Join an Internet campaign (e.g. petition, action alert) 

d) � Join a meeting arranged by the organisation 

e) � Join a rally/manifestation 

f)  Become a member 

g)  Donate/make a gift 

h)  Other (please specify)................................................................ 
 
 
2:8) Have there been any major changes over time, in the ways and the extent to which 
people can involve themselves in the organisation’s work?  
 
........................................................................................................................................... 
........................................................................................................................................... 
........................................................................................................................................... 
 
2:9) NGOs differ in how close they work to political institutions and decision-makers. 
Does your organisation work primarily in opposition to or in cooperation with political 
decision-makers? 
 
........................................................................................................................................... 
........................................................................................................................................... 
........................................................................................................................................... 
 
 
III. Evaluating Internet use in the organisation 

 
3:1) How does your organisation perceive communication with members via e-mail and 
Internet, compared to more traditional forms of contact? 
 
........................................................................................................................................... 
........................................................................................................................................... 
.............................................................................................................................................
......................................................................................................................................... 



3:2) Web sites can be more or less suitable for different kinds of activities. In your 
opinion, how well does your organisation’s web site suit for the following activities? 
 
             Poorly                Very well  

a) As a forum for discussions......................  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  � 

b) Member recruitment…………………….. �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  � 

c) Campaigning……………………………… �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  � 

d) Mobilizing people to take action............  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  � 

e) Networking/cooperating with     

other organisations…………………………. �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  � 
 
 
Comments.............................................................................................................. 
 
3:3) To your knowledge, are there any particular categories of people who involve 
themselves on the organisation’s web site? 
 

a)  Yes (please specify) .......................................................................... 

b)  No, the online involvement is evenly distributed among the members 

c)  Do not know 
 
Comments................................................................................................................. 
 
3:4) Has your organisation directed Internet campaigns (i.e. e-mail petitions, action 
alerts) towards political decision makers? 
 

a)  Yes, several times 

b)  Yes, a few times 

c)  No, never 
 

If your answer in 3:4) is yes, at what political level were the campaigns 

directed?  

a)   Local/regional 

b)  National  

c)   International 



3:5) To what extent do you find the following statements applicable to your 
organisation: 
 
1) “It is very important that the members are continuously active in our organisation’s 
decision making process” 
 

a)   I agree fully  
b)   I agree partly  
c)   I disagree   

 
 
 
 
 
2) “Our web site and e-mail functions have considerably strengthened the member 
influence in our organisation’s decision-making process” 
 

a)  I agree fully  

b)  I agree partly  

c)   I disagree   
 
3) “Using ICTs has promoted networking with and/or coordination of joint activities 
with other NGOs” 

a)  I agree fully  

b)  I agree partly  

c)   I disagree   
 
4) “Our organisation recruits new categories of members via the web site”  
 

a)  I agree fully  

b)  I agree partly  

c)   I disagree   
 
5) “Using ICTs/the Internet has involved more people in our organisation’s activities” 
 

a)   I agree fully  

b)  I agree partly  

c)   I disagree   
 
6) “Using ICTs/the Internet has strengthened our organisation’s influence in 
social/political issues” 

a)   I agree fully  

b)  I agree partly  

c)   I disagree   
 
Comments...........................................................................................................................  



3:6) In your opinion, has the organisation’s web site led to an increase or decrease of the 
following forms of member contacts: 
 

                Increased      Unchanged  Decreased 
 
a) Face-to-face contacts      �    �    � 

b) Telephone contacts      �    �    � 

c) Mail correspondences (letters)   �    �    �  

d) Rallies/manifestations          �    �  

e) Participation in real life activities,  �    �    � 

arranged by the organisation             
 
 
Comments.......................................................................................................................... 
 
 
3:7) Can you think of any barriers for using ICTs/the Internet more extensively within 
your organisation? 
 
........................................................................................................................................... 
........................................................................................................................................... 
...........................................................................................................................................  
 
3:8) Finally, approximately how much does the annual cost for your organisation’s web 
site amount to (including salaries)? ................................................. 

 
Thank you! 



Additional tables, Chapter 7. 

 

Country 

  USA Sweden Norway Denmark Total 

1985 1 0 0 0 1 
1992 2 0 0 0 2 
1994 2 1 0 0 3 
1995 1 1 0 0 2 
1996 3 1 4 1 9 
1997 4 8 0 2 14 
1998 6 3 2 3 14 
1999 3 1 1 0 5 
2000 3 6 1 2 12 
2001 1 3 2 0 6 
2002 2 3 3 0 8 

Year 

2003 0 1 0 0 1 
Total 28 28 13 8 77 

Table 1. Year of launching NGO web site, measured by country 



Chapter 8. 
 
Index on Interactivity and Advocacy 
Name of organisation……………………………………………… 
Country…………………………………………………………….. 
   
INTERACTIVITY POINTS 
2:6)  
Chat room 1/0 
Web log 1/0 
Discussion forum 1/0 
Online polls/referenda 1/0 
Requests for feedback and comments 
from the members 

1/0 

3:5)  
1) “It is very important that the 
members are continuously active in the 
organisation’s decision making 
process” 

2/1/0 

2) “Our web site and e-mail functions 
have considerably strengthened the 
member influence in our organisation’s 
decision making process” 

2/1/0 

TOTAL, Interactivity  
 

ADVOCACY  
2:6)  
E-mail list (sign-up for) 1/0 
2:7)  
Join an e-mail list 1/0 
Join an Internet campaign (e.g. petition, 
action alert) 

1/0 

Other activity 1/0 
3:4)  
Has your organisation directed Internet 
campaigns towards political decision 
makers? 

2/1/0 

3:5)  
3) “Using ICTs has promoted 
networking with and/or coordination of 
joint activities with other NGOs” 

2/1/0 

5) “Using ICTs/the Internet has 
involved more people on our 
organisation’s activities” 

2/1/0 

6) “Using ICTs/the Internet has 
strengthened our organisation’s 
influence in social/political issues” 

2/1/0 

Total, Advocacy  
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