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It is commonly assumed that people participate more in collective action when they
believe others will. But local activists often say: “I did it because nobody else
would.” Investigation of the differences among 1456 Detroit residents who were
nonmembers, token members, or active members (either currently active or past
leaders) of their neighborhood associations reveals that active members were
significantly more pessimistic than token members about the prospects for
neighborhood collective action, a finding explained by recent theoretical work on
collective action by Oliver et al. (1984). Other findings are that active members
are more highly educated than token members; that past leaders know more people
and have higher interest in local problems,; and that currently active members have
more close ties in the neighborhood, like the neighborhood less, and are less likely to
be homeowners. Contrasts between members and nonmembers are similar to those

“IF YOU DON'T DO IT, NOBODY ELSE WILL”: ACTIVE AND TOKEN

Sfound in previous research.

When many people share an interest in some
collective good, there are often wide dis-
crepancies in the extent to which they contrib-
ute to obtaining it. Some people do nothing at
all, others make only small token contributions
such as signing a petition or paying dues, while
a third group contributes substantial amounts
of time and effort. What explains these dif-
ferences in the willingness to absorb costs in
the provision of local collective goods? Why
are some people willing to make some real
commitment of their time to a cause, while
others give only token support or lip service?
Are those who make the larger commitments
simply those who are more interested in the
collective goal and have more at stake in its
provision? Do they have an unusually great
faith in the willingness of their fellow citizens
to back them in their efforts? Are they people
with a lot of spare time on their hands, looking
for a way to avoid boredom? Are they power-
hungry moguls exploiting community needs as
an avenue to their own advancement?

There is much less research on the question
of explaining active versus token contributions
than one might expect. Much of this is because

* Direct all correspondence to: Pamela Oliver, De-
partment of Sociology, University of Wisconsin,
Madison, WI 53706.

I would like to thank Donald Warren for providing a
copy of his data, Forrest Graves and Thomas Flory for
helping with the data transfer, Mary Brulla and Mark
Nelson for research assistance, and Elizabeth Thom-
son, Sara McLanahan, Annamette Sgrensen, Gerald
Marwell, and John Lemke for their helpful comments
on previous drafts of this manuscript. Partial funding
for this research was provided by the Wisconsin
Alumni Research Foundation.

American Sociological Review,

it is assumed that the motivation to leadership
is relatively unproblematic, that of course
people want to be leaders so that they can have
access to power in an organization. But schol-
ars of voluntary associations (as opposed to
large bureaucratic organizations) know better.
Pearce (1980) compared cooperatives which
employed paid staff with those relying solely
on volunteers. She observed that in employing
organizations, leadership positions were hard
to get and were sought after by the partici-
pants, while in all-volunteer organizations,
leadership positions were easy to get but
avoided by the participants. In all-volunteer
cooperatives, the leaders absorbed high costs
with low compensating rewards. Rich (1980b)
studied a variety of neighborhood organi-
zations; the leaders of organizations relying
solely on volunteers and voluntary contribu-
tions absorbed the high cost of their participa-
tion while personally realizing relatively little
of the collective goals. In short, the active
members of all-volunteer local organizations
are frequently underrewarded workhorses who
provide collective benefits for their often un-
appreciative constituencies. Why do they do it?

This paper reports the differences among
residents of Detroit who were nonmembers,
token members, or active members of their
neighborhood associations. Consistent with
previous research, active members are more
highly educated than token members. But an
additional predictor has not been recognized in
previous research: active members are more
pessimistic than token members about the
prospects for collective action in their neigh-
borhoods. This perhaps surprising finding is, in
fact, quite consistent with what activists often
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say and with recent theoretical work on collec-
tive action.

THEORY AND PREDICTIONS

The concept of collective action provides a
framework for understanding the common di-
lemmas in a wide variety of situations, and
many scholars have treated participation in
community organizations as a form of collec-
tive action (for example, Rich, 1980a,b;
O’Brien, 1974; Henig, 1982; Wandersman,
1981; Smith, 1981; Sharp, 1978; Stinson and
Stam, 1976). The term ‘‘collective action” re-
fers to activities which produce collective or
public goods, that is, goods with the
nonexcludability property that their provision
to some members of a group means that they
cannot be withheld from others in the group
(Olston, 1965:14). People who live in the same
local area share common interests which lead
to the existence of collective goods, both envi-
ronmental, such as floods, wind storms, nox-
ious fumes, or commuter traffic, and social,
such as garbage collection, street repair, police
patrols, and public schools.

Neighborhood organizations are explicitly
formed to address these collective goods. Sur-
veys of neighborhood organizations find that
they address a wide variety of collective goods,
such as housing, general city services, various
types of crimes, street safety and traffic prob-
lems, recreation, senior citizen needs, educa-
tion, unemployment, health services, commer-
cial revitalization, redlining, highway con-
struction, drug abuse, planning, tenant issues,
and pollution (Green, 1979; National Commis-
sion on Neighborhoods, 1979; Oliver, 1980b).

From our theoretical understanding of col-
lective action, four general factors can be ex-
pected to determine varying levels of involve-
ment in neighborhood organizations. The first
two are the basic economic factors of interests
and costs. Very simply, we expect that larger
contributions will come from people who value
neighborhood collective goods more or who
experience lower costs from their contribu-
tions. A third factor, social ties among group
members, is stressed by sociologists such as
Fireman and Gamson (1979), Tilly (1978), and
Granovetter (1973).

The fourth general factor concerns predic-
tions about others’ behavior, specifically pes-
simism about the prospects for collective ac-
tion by others. In some situations, notably in
“large groups” (Olson, 1965), any individual's
contribution is too small to make a noticeable
difference in the level of the collective good, so
everyone's contribution is irrational no matter
what anyone else does. But in ‘“‘small groups,”
such as the active members of a community
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organization, individual contributions do make
a noticeable difference (Rich, 1980b) and pre-
dictions about others’ behavior are relevant.
People who believe others will provide the
collective good are motivated to ride free;
people who do not believe others will provide
the collective good are motivated to provide
the good themselves or do without.

More specific predictions can be developed
for each of these four factors in turn, beginning
with pessimism about others’ behavior.

Pessimism About Others’ Collective Action

It is commonly assumed that people are more
willing to participate in collective action if they
believe that others will. But if you ask someone
why he or she agreed to chair a fundraising
drive or be recording secretary of a local orga-
nization, a common answer is: “If I don’t do it,
nobody else will.” That is, activists are often
quite pessimistic, believing it unlikely that they
will be able to rely on the efforts of their
neighbors.

Recent work on collective action by Oliver
et al. (1984) argues that there is an interaction
between beliefs about others’ willingness to
contribute to collective action and the charac-
ter of the collective good. Optimism about
collective action by others makes a person
more willing to contribute when contributions
have an accelerating impact on the collective
good. But when there are diminishing marginal
returns to contributions, pessimism about
others’ actions, not optimism, makes a person
more willing to contribute. Contributions have
diminishing marginal return when jobs are rel-
atively finite, or when the earliest contribu-
tions have the biggest impact. Keeping an or-
ganization’s checkbook, arranging to rent
games for a school fair, or preparing a news-
letter have this property: once the job is being
done at all, additional contributions produce
smaller (although not zero) increments in the
collective good. If the job is being done, there
is little marginal payoff for helping out, and
free riding is likely.

Local activism often exhibits this property of
diminishing marginal returns. Thursz (1972)
stresses that successful community organi-
zations do not require mass participation, cit-
ing Alinsky’s claim that participation by 3 per-
cent of a community would ensure success of a
community organization. Bolduc (1980) pro-
vides a typical case study of a neighborhood in
which only a dozen residents participated
actively in the neighborhood organization al-
though it was viewed as a legitimate represen-
tative body by the majority of residents. Since
active members and leaders of local voluntary
organizations absorb high costs for low re-
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wards, it stands to reason that they are more
likely to make this sacrifice when they believe
no one else will.

Private incentives (Olson, 1965; Oliver,
1980a) could minimize the impact of this factor,
but it is unusual in voluntary community action
for the incentives for participation to be large
enough to make a person want to absorb the
costs of involvement. The incentives for active
participation in community organizations are
usually found to be psychological, including
social contacts, deference or respect, self-
actualization, learning new skills, or feeling a
sense of accomplishment (Smith, 1981; Salem,
1978; Rich, 1980b; Sharp, 1978).

Interest in the Collective Good

A person’s level of interest in the collective
good should always have a positive effect on
participating in collective action, but the
strength of this impact may vary. We may dis-
tinguish subjective interest, as indicated by
statements of concern about neighborhood
problems, from objective interest, as indicated
by demographic characteristics.

Concerning subjective interests, several
studies and literature reviews indicate that
various attitudinal measures which tap what
can be thought of as the person’s concern
about the collective good are important pre-
dictors of participation in community organi-
zations (McKenzie, 1981; Uzzell, 1980;
Nanetti, 1980; Parkum and Parkum, 1980).
However, these studies do not distinguish
among levels of participation. One study which
concerns leaders specifically (Rich, 1980b)
argues that psychological incentives, not con-
cern about the collective good, are the best
predictors of the willingness to be a leader in an
all-volunteer neighborhood organization..

The relevant “objective” interest for neigh-
borhood organizations is being a homeowner.
Homeownership is likely to distinguish mem-
bers from nonmembers, but is less likely to
distinguish active from token members. The
correlation with membership is high because
renters are quite unlikely to belong to neigh-
borhood organizations, but too little variance is
left to distinguish active from token members.
In theoretical terms, gross-category member-
ship is relevant for defining the population at
risk, but not for determining the level of con-
tribution a person is willing to make.

Costs

It seems obvious that active members of local
organizations absorb higher costs of action
than do token members (Pearce, 1980; Rich,
1980a,b). Token members presumably absorb
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higher costs than nonmembers, although the
difference may not be great. It is difficult to
make comparisons across people of the costs
of action, but it is possible to draw inferences
about such costs by making assumptions about
the nature of various actions and the effects of
people’s life circumstances.

Education and income. One of the most
well-documented correlations in social science
is the positive correlation between socioeco-
nomic status and all forms of political or orga-
nizational participation (see, e.g., Verba and
Nie, 1972; Smith and Freedman, 1972), in-
cluding participation in community organi-
zations (see Parkum and Parkum, 1980; Vedlitz
and Veblen, 1980; Verba and Nie, 1972; Smith
and Freedman, 1972). This finding has been
explained in cost-benefit terms by many au-
thors, perhaps most forcefully by O’Brien
(1974, 1975). The explanation is grounded in
the high costs of participation for the poor.
O’Brien argues that poor people are too con-
cerned about survival to have time for leisure
activities, that their failure to participate in
community organizations is not due to
“apathy” but to an acute case of the free-rider
problem in which the costs of participation far
outweigh the individual’'s share of the collec-
tive good.

Psychological costs are also relevant in this
context. Organizational activity usually re-
quires skills that are more common among
educated people, such as public speaking,
Roberts Rules of Order, understanding techni-
cal explanations, or knowing how to call City
Hall. This means that the cost of such activities
is much higher for less-educated people.

These cost considerations should hold true
both for distinguishing members from non-
members, and for distinguishing active mem-
bers from token members of community orga-
nizations.

Free time. Free or discretionary time is often
posited as an important factor in collective
action (McCarthy and Zald, 1973). The
stereotype of the community volunteer as a
bored housewife or retiree is common. Cer-
tainly this is a plausible account in cost-benefit
terms, since the opportunity cost of an invest-
ment of time is lower for a person with more
free time.

Since we lack direct measures of free time,
we may make plausible inferences about free
time from certain demographic characteristics.
Other things being equal, people who are em-
ployed full time should have less free time than
those who are not. Free time is also
doubtlessly negatively related to the number of
children one has.

As plausible as the free-time account is, es-
pecially for women’s behavior, and especially
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considering recent publicity about the decline
in volunteerism as women have entered paid
employment, there is some contrary evidence.
Several studies have found positive correla-
tions between employment and voluntary
community participation among women, espe-
cially less-educated women (Flynn and Webb,
1975; Schoenberg, 1980; and several unpub-
lished studies cited by Schoenberg, including
Schoenberg and Rosenbaum, 1979; Dab-
rowski, 1979; and Holmes, 1979). These
studies argue that the skills and self-confidence
obtained from paid employment are necessary
for a woman to feel willing to engage in com-
munity participation. Having children was a
positive predictor of participation in at least
one older study (Wright and Hyman, 1958),
although Ahlbrandt and Cunningham (1979)
report that it did not predict participation in
neighborhood organizations in six Pittsburgh
neighborhoods.

Social Ties

In the substantive literature on neighborhoods,
a major theme is the social solidarity or social
integration within a neighborhood (see, e.g.,
Warren and Warren, 1977). It is usually as-
sumed that this factor is an important element
in a neighborhood’s ability to act collectively in
response to some threat, although this as-
sumption is rarely subject to test. Sociologists
such as Tilly (1978), Fireman and Gamson
(1977), Granovetter (1973, 1982), and Snow et
al. (1980) stress the importance of social ties
for collective action. Tilly (1978) distinguishes
feelings of identity or solidarity from network
ties. Granovetter (1973, 1982) and Duff and Liu
(1972) distinguish weak ties of acquaintance
from strong ties of friendship, arguing that
weak ties are important for collective action.

Social ties may be thought of as indicators of
subjective interest in the neighborhood, as
factors influencing the availability of solidary
incentives for participation in collective action,
or as factors reducing the cost of action by
making communication easier. All these
theoretical interpretations yield the same em-
pirical prediction, that social ties will generally
have a positive effect on collective action.
None distinguishes theoretically between
active and token contributions. In this paper,
the effects of social ties are assessed without
attempting to determine the best theoretical
interpretation of these effects.

METHODS AND PROCEDURES
Sample

The analysis in this paper is based upon data
originally collected in Detroit neighborhoods in
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1969 under the direction of Donald Warren;
more details on data collection and sampling
procedures may be found in Warren (1975).
Twenty-eight elementary school attendance
areas within the central city of Detroit were
sampled purposively; sixteen of these were
qver 90 percent black and twelve were over 90
percent white. Individuals were randomly
sampled within neighborhoods. The 1456 re-
spondents included in the analysis were of the
majority race in their neighborhood and were
missing information on less than six of the
original variables in the analysis. Cases missing
information on a variable were assigned the
mean for interval variables and the median for
ordinal variables, a procedure which is conser-
vative since it tends to attenuate correlations.

Measures of Dependent Variables

The three dependent dummy variables are
types of participation in neighborhood im-
provement organizations: membership, ac-
tivism, and leadership. Each reported organi-
zational membership was classified by type of
organization; ‘‘neighborhood improvement as-
sociation” was an original response category.
The handful of people who were members of
more than one neighborhood organization were
simply coded as members, as there were too
few of them to analyze. For each organi-
zational membership, the respondent was
asked “How active have you been in the past
three years?”’ The codes active and not active
were entered for each of the years 1966, 1967,
1968, and 1969. The variable employed in the
present analysis contrasts those who were
active in any of the four years with all others.
Leadership was indicated by the answer to the
question: “Have you ever held an office or
position of leadership in any of these groups? If
yes, which ones?”’!

Measure of Predictions About
Others’ Collective Action

Respondents were asked to indicate on a five-
point scale from “‘certaintly will”’ to ‘‘certainly
won't” their assessment of ‘““how ready you
think your neighbors would be to help each
other in various situations.” Two were collec-
tive: “If the principal of the local school was
doing a very poor job, how much could you
count on your neighbors for help in doing
something about it?’ and “If the city were to
announce a project that would hurt this neigh-

! The two former neighborhood organization lead-
ers who were not currently members of neighbor-
hood organizations (Table 1) were dropped from the
analysis of leadership.
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borhood, and some of the neighbors tried to
organize a protest, how would the others feel
about joining?” The analyzed variable is an
index created by summing these two items.

Measures of Interest in the
Collective Good

Membership in the appropriate objective inter-
est groups is indicated by whether the person
owns or is buying (as opposed to rents) his or
her home.

Subjective interest in neighborhood im-
provement is measured with a composite index
based on six variables. The first variable is the
number of ‘‘problems’ the respondent said
existed in his or her neighborhood.? The other
five variables are the level of dissatisfaction
with five city services (parks and playgrounds,
sports and recreation centers, police protec-
tion, garbage collection, schools), each having
four levels of response from generally satisfied
to very dissatisfied. Principal-axis factor
analysis with varimax rotation identified only
one significant dimension; all other factors
were of roughly equal weight and unique to a
variable. The analyzed variable is the weighted
regression factor score.

Costs

Education and income. Education is coded as
years of formal education. Income was as-
sessed with the 1960 Census groupings; each
category was assigned its midpoint, and the
variable was treated as interval.

Free time. Respondents employed full time
were contrasted with those who have no paid
employment or only part-time employment.
Respondents were coded for the presence or
absence of children under age 18 in the house-
hold.

Measures of Social Ties

The analyzed variables are three indices tap-
ping important dimensions of social ties: posi-
tive affect or liking for the neighborhood; the

2 These were: racial strife; people not keeping
their houses up; unemployment; wild teenagers; na-
tionality or religious conflict; people not knowing
how to get along in the big city; pressure to keep up
with the Joneses; young children not supervised
properly; ““it’s no use trying” attitude toward solving
local neighborhood problems; conflicts between
older and younger children; people with strange be-
havior; fear of street crime; militant pressure groups;
police harassment; traffic and noise; lack of police
services. Several analytic approaches failed to reveal
any interesting subdimensions, factors or clusters
within these items, so the count of all yes answers is
treated as a single variable.
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number of acquaintances one has in the
neighborhood; and the extent of one’s close
ties of friendship or kinship in the neighbor-
hood.

To create these indices, eight variables were
subjected to factor analysis:

(1) The person’s liking for the neighbor-
hood, measured with a composite index
created by summing four questions. The first
asked, **At your present time in life, how close
are your neighbors to what you think neighbors
should be like?”” and was recorded on a four-
point scale from ‘‘very close’ to ‘“‘not close at
all.” The second asked, ‘‘In general, how do
you feel about this neighborhood?’ with four
responses ranging from good to very poor. The
third and fourth used four responses from “like
very much” to “dislike very much” for “your
own block™ and ‘‘the people living right
nearby.”

(2) Another measure of positive affect, how
close the person’s neighbors were to their
ideal.

(3) An index created by summing the re-
sponses to questions on the perceived likeli-
hood that one’s neighbors would engage in five
kinds of “‘personal’ helping: keeping an eye on
children; caring for a child while away for a
week; helping you when sick; keep an eye on
the house for a month; lend you a few dollars.

(4) A measure of the person’s perception of
being like other people in the local area. Re-
spondents were asked, ‘‘In general, would you
say you and your neighbors share the same or
different views on the following matters: best
way to raise children, religious beliefs, atti-
tudes about race problems, political attitudes,

goals for children, way to enjoy leisure time,

kind of person to have as a friend, how to
furnish a house in good taste, how to get ahead
in the world.” An index was constructed by
subtracting the number of “different” answers
form the number of “same” answers.

(5) The number of “weak’ ties: the number
of neighbors the person knows ‘‘well enough so
that you might spend half an hour or so with
them now and then.” Responses for separate
questions for ‘‘on this block™ and ‘‘in this area
but not on this block™ were summed.

(6) A measure of somewhat stronger ties:
how often the person gets together with
neighbors “at their home or yours,” ranging
from never to daily.

(7) A measure of the strong ties of
friendship: whether at least one of the person’s
three closest friends is in the neighborhood.

(8) A measure of the strong ties of kinship:
the proportion of the person’s relatives in the
Detroit area who live in the immediate neigh-
borhood: all, most, about half, only a few, or
none.
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The factor analysis reveals only one * signifi-
cant” dimension for these variables, a gener-
alized satisfaction with the neighborhood.
However, the three-factor solution produced
theoretically meaningful dimensions, so the
three weighted-regression factor scores were
used in the analysis to allow specification of
the relationship between social ties and local
collective action. The variables which loaded
high on the first factor were the liking index,
whether the neighbors are ideal, the personal
helping index, and the attitude-similarity
index; this factor score is called the Liking for
Neighborhood Scale. The most important vari-
able in the second factor is the number of
people known, with visiting with neighbors and
believing the neighbors would give personal
help also loading on this factor; this factor
score is called the Acquaintances Scale. Hav-
ing one’s closest friends in the neighborhood is
the only variable which loads highly on the
third factor, with having relatives in the neigh-
borhood having a moderate loading; this factor
score is called the Close Ties Scale.

Control Variables

Race and gender were controlled in the
analysis. There is substantial evidence. that
blacks participate more in community organi-
zations than whites (Warren, 1975, 1974,
Ahlbrandt and Cunningham, 1979; London and
Hearn, 1977, Phillips, 1975). In addition, men
have been found to be more active in some
areas of community participation and women
in others (Parkum and Parkum, 1980).

Preliminary analyses found no significant
effects for .age, length of residence in the
neighborhood, and marital status, so they are
excluded from the reported analyses. People in
the broadly defined ‘“middle ages” of 35-60
have often been found to be more active (Par-
kum and Parkum, 1980), although Edwards
(1977) reports finding no age effect on general
social involvement, and McPherson and
Lockwood (1980) use time-series data to dem-
onstrate that the age difference ariscs because
memberships accumulate over time, with
younger people having higher rates of member-
ship. There is usually a positive correlation
betwen the length of time a person has lived in
a local area and involvement in community
activities (Bell and Force, 1956; Ross, 1972;
McKenzie, 1981; Parkum and Parkum, 1980).
There is no reported finding that marital status
has any significant effect on community par-
ticipation.

Preliminary analysis also controlled for the
number of other organizational memberships
to determine whether active members of
neighborhood organizations were simply
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“joiners.” Other memberships is highly corre-
lated with membership in neighborhood orga-
nizations but, among members, not with being
active. The only effect of including this vari-
able on the other parameters in any equation
reported below is to make income nonsignifi-
cant as a predictor of membership.

Mode of Analysis

Since the dependent variables are dichotomies,
probit analysis is an appropriate statistical tool.
The contrast between members and nonmem-
bers is assessed with the total sample. The
contrast between token members and active
members is assessed with the subsample who
are members of the appropriate organization.
This mode of analysis plausibly assumes that
people are first selected to membership in an
organization and, once members, face further
selection for becoming active.

RESULTS

Table 1 shows the distributions of the depen-
dent variables and their interrelations. Nine-
teen percent of the respondents were members
of neighborhood improvement associations at
the time of the survey. Of the members, 22
percent said they had been a leader or officer of
such a group, and 27 percent said they had
been active in the group in at least one of the
past four years. Thirty percent of the past lead-
ers were currently active in their organizations,
and 25 percent of those currently active had
been leaders.

The means and standard deviations for all
the independent variables are given in Table 2.

Table 3 shows the coefficients for a probit
analysis of membership and, among members,
of the two kinds of active participation. The
findings for membership are reasonably con-
sistent with previous research. Members are
significantly more likely than nonmembers to
be black, to have higher incomes, to own their
homes, to score high on the subjective interest
scale, to know many of their neighbors, and to
believe their neighbors would respond collec-
tively to a collective problem. The fact that
those with relatively few friends or relatives in
the neighborhood are more likely to be mem-
bers is perhaps inconsistent with the theoreti-
cal literature but somewhat consistent with
McCourt’s (1977) findings.? The negative coef-

3 McCourt’s (1977) study of about 30 women in a
white working-class Chicago neighborhood found
that having one’s own parents in the neighborhood
had no effect on level of participation in the neigh-
borhood organization, while having one’s husband’s
parents in the neighborhood had a strongly negative
effect.
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Table 1. Frequencies and Interrelations Among Types of Participation in Neighborhood Organizations

Percent of Row Group in Column Group

Number Current Member Past Leader Currently Active
Total Sample 1456 19% 4% 5%
Members 278 22% 27%
Leaders 64 97% 30%
Currently Active 76 100% 25%

ficient for having children is counter to Wright
and Hyman’s (1958) work, but somewhat con-
sistent with free time as an explanation for
involvement.

Turning to the contrast between active and
token members, only two variables predict
both indicators of active contributions: educa-
tion and beliefs about the neighbors’ willing-
ness to act collectively. First, former leaders
and current activists are more highly educated
than other members. This result is in line with
past research, and is probably due to the kinds
of skills educated people acquire which make
such activities easier (and therefore less costly)
for them. Secondly, both former leaders and
current activists are less optimistic than other
members about the prospects for collective ac-
tion on the part of their neighbors. Presumably
they do not believe they can free ride on their
neighbors’ efforts.

Several factors are different for former lead-
ers than for current activists. Former leaders
are more likely than other members to be
black, to score high on the subjective interest
scale, and to know many of their neighbors. By
contrast, current activists are less likely to be
homeowners, less likely to like their neighbor-
hood, and more likely to have close social ties
with the neighbors they know (although they

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics for Independent

Variables?
Standard

Variable Mean Deviation
Race (white =1, black =0) 427 .495
Education (in years) 10.535 3.369
Income (in $1000s) 9.121 4.493
Has Children .593 .491
Employed Full Time .544 .498
Sex (female = 1, male =0) .466 .499
Homeowner .736 441
Subjective Interest Scale .002 .883
Liking for

Neighborhood Scale —-.001 751
Acquaintances Scale —.001 .651
Close Ties Scale .000 .708
Neighbors’ Likelihood of

Collective Action Scale

(range 2 to 10) 8.069 1.608

a Number of Observations = 1456.

know nonsignificantly fewer of them). The
negative coefficient on homeownership is diffi-
cult to explain theoretically and may be noth-
ing more than a random quirk of these data, but
it remains when controls for age and length of
residence in the neighborhood are included.

Let us review the results for each set of
predictors. The various measures of social ties
in these data have no consistent effects on
active participation, although they do have
some meaningful patterns. First, members
know more people than nonmembers, and
leaders know more people than other mem-
bers, consistent with the ‘“‘weak ties”
arguments. Secondly, members have fewer
close ties in the neighborhood than nonmem-
bers, but currently active members have more
close ties while generally liking the neighbor-
hood less than inactive members. This suggests
that current activism arises not from a gener-
alized collective neighborhood spirit, but
rather from particularistic ties and, perhaps,
even a sense of distance from one’s neighbors.
Wilson (1973) argues that personalized ex-
changes are an important mechanism for pro-
ducing local collective goods, although his de-
scription may apply more to acquaintances
than close friends.

Interests also have mixed effects on active
participation. As expected, members are much
more likely than nonmembers to be home-
owners and to score high on the subjective
interest scale. However, among members, the
only significant positive effect is that of sub-
jective interest on having been a leader. As
discussed above, homeowners are surprisingly
less likely than others to be currently active as
members. We may say that interest in the col-
lective good seems to move people from doing
nothing to doing something, but interests do
not seem to be critical for moving people from
doing less to doing more. There is, however,
some indication that people who take on lead-
ership roles are especially interested in local
issues.

Costs of participation were not measured di-
rectly, but we assumed that people with more
resources would experience lower opportunity
costs than those with fewer resources. Time is
the central resource for active participation in
neighborhood groups, but indicators of free
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Table 3. Probit Analysis of Membership and Active Participation in Neighborhood Organizations

Whole Sample

Members of Neighborhood Groups Only

Membership Has Been Leader Currently Active
Standard Standard Standard
Estimate Error Estimate Error Estimate Error
Race (white) —0.842* 0.100 —0.563* 0.304 -0.017 0.249
Education 0.020 0.014 0.099* 0.034 0.067* 0.031
Income 0.021* 0.011 —0.025 0.024 —-0.021 0.023
Has Children -0.218* 0.087 —0.213 0.197 0.141 0.188
Full-Time Employment 0.008 0.100 —0.020 0.220 —-0.262 0.206
Gender (female) 0.070 0.094 —0.027 0.207 -0.173 0.199
Homeowner 0.564* 0.108 0.205 0.283 —0.996* 0.244
Subjective Interest 0.177* 0.049 0.277* 0.108 —-0.006 0.104
Liking Scale 0.095 0.068 0.093 0.147 —0.246* 0.144
Acquaintances Scale 0.236* 0.073 0.575* 0.170 —0.152 0.162
Close Ties Scale —0.153* 0.061 0.223 0.145 0.251* 0.136
Neigh Act Coll 0.108* 0.030 —0.122* 0.069 —0.139* 0.063
Constant —2.261* 0.293 —-0.837 0.682 1.091* 0.626
G-Square 1205.0 244.1 276.1
D.F. 1443 265 265

* p<.05, one-tailed.

time—not being employed full time and not
having children—failed to predict such partici-
pation. Members are less likely to have chil-
dren than nonmembers, but neither of these
variables is a significant predictor of leadership
or current activism. Although these factors are
often thought to be more salient for women,
tests for interactions with gender found no sig-
nificant coefficients. Furthermore, there was a
nonsignificant tendency for men’s activism to
be lower when they were employed or had
children, but for women’s to be higher. Thus,
such trends as there are run counter to the
conventional wisdom that community activists
are women who do not have the demands of
jobs or children.

Higher-income people have more financial
resources, and more highly educated people
have cultural resources and skills for organi-
zational participation. Income is a weak pre-
dictor of membership, while education strongly
distinguishes active from token members. This
suggests that the salient resource limiting
active participation is the skills involved,
rather than money or time.

Finally, although members are more op-
timistic than nonmembers about the prospects
for neighborhood collective action, both
former leaders and currently active members
are more pessimistic than token members
about such prospects. As a bit of a check on
the generality of this finding, the same analysis
was performed for parent-teacher associations;
the coefficients for former leadership and cur-
rent activism in PTAs are not significant, but
they are negative. Active participants in com-
munity organizations seem definitely to be

more skeptical of their neighbors’ cooperative-
ness than token members.

CONCLUSIONS

To summarize, two factors consistently distin-
guish active from token contributors to neigh-
borhood organizations: active members are
more highly educated and they are more pes-
simistic about their neighbors’ willingness to
make active contributions. Distinguishing
among the types of active contributors, leaders
are interested in local issues and know many
people, while those currently active have
negative feelings about their neighbors in gen-
eral but have their closest friends or relatives in
the area.

The positive effect of education is well
known, but the significance of activists’ pes-
simism about their neighbors has not been pre-
viously recognized and merits further discus-
sion.

Some of the pessimism effect may be conse-
quence rather than cause. People who get in-
volved in community activities often experi-
ence frustration when they try to get others
involved. Although the numbers involved are
very small, the people in these data who had
been leaders in past years but were not active
in the current year had more pessimistic beliefs
about the prospects for action than other active
members. Optimism about collective action
may be due to simple naivete: many people do
not understand the collective-goods dilemma
and are shocked when they try to organize
collective action.

Experience may teach people about the col-
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lective dilemma. But whether they are pes-
simistic from the start, or become so through
experience, people who make active contribu-
tions have less faith in the collective spirit of
their neighbors than people who are only token
members. This pattern is easily understood
within a general collective-action model.
Active contributors make a noticeable dif-
ference in the provision of the public good.
Furthermore, many local collective goods have
the property of diminishing marginal returns, in
that early contributions have much greater im-
pact than later contributions of the same size.
Under these conditions, rational individuals
take account of the likelihood that the collec-
tive good will be provided through the efforts
of others, and are less likely to contribute the
more they believe others will.

There is a kind of paradox of community life.
People with the greatest sense of collective
identity and positive regard for their neighbors
may not absorb the costs of community ac-
tivism because. they assume that someone else
will take care of the problems. The people who
are willing to absorb these costs are often pre-
cisely those who have less respect and liking
for their neighbors and more of a belief that if
they want something done they will have to do
it themselves. There is often a real tension
between community activists and their com-
munities.

Of course, in some neighborhoods commu-
nity activists are able to mobilize widespread
activism whenever it is necessary and there are
close ties between leaders and residents. But
just as Olson’s (1965) work made us realize that
collective action is problematic, so we need to
recognize that this is an exception to be ex-
plained rather than a natural or likely turn of
events.
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