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Introduction 

The concept of participation describes a wide range of activities, and research into it has a 

history as old as sociology itself.  Simmel, Durkheim, de Tocqueville, Sorokin, and many others 

were interested to varying degrees in describing interaction among individuals and the 

engagement of individuals with the larger society.  Since the nineteenth century, however, terms 

have multiplied, and scholars have carved out this concept into specific but overlapping terrains. 

For example, political participation is most frequently used when describing official 

behaviors of citizens in regard to their governments: voting, running for office, writing to elected 

officials, and in other ways exercising political rights or responsibilities (Campbell 2013).  

Public participation, though a related concept, is most often used to refer to feedback which 

citizens give government or business officials about proposed projects (Koch 2013); these often 

relate to topics such as water management, waste management, transportation or urban planning, 

but like political participation this form of “participation” is top-down and reactive.  Civic 

participation in contrast often refers to activity individuals choose in engaging with their 

community, such as work with voluntary associations or other involvement with civil society 

(Campbell 2004 ; Jeong 2013 ; Theiss-Morse and Hibbing 2005).   Though it was long assumed 

that civic participation (if seen as membership in voluntary associations) increases political 

participation (voting), this connection has been recently contested (Jeong 2013).  Civic 

participation is often though not always used synonymously with the term civic engagement.  

Both of these terms are often used to describe individuals’ activities related to civil society.   
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Voluntary associations are often the seen as a locus of civic participation, either 

encouraging individuals to contribute time or money to solving a social problem or engaging 

individuals in social interaction on a broad range of subjects.  An entire subfield with its own 

journals has arisen devoted to the study of voluntary associations.  Some of this literature 

connects with the extensive research on civil society (Dekker and Broek 1998), but research 

focused on civil society theory (Cohen and Arato 1992) or practice does not always focus on 

voluntary associations. Some civil society research overlaps with research on the third sector 

(Van Til 1988), and though the two terms are not synonymous, they are often treated as such in 

the literature.   

The connection between civil society and democracy has been extensively analyzed 

(Paxton 2002), and while most agree that they are mutually associated, much variety of 

experience has also been documented (Stacey and Aksartova 2001).  That is, research has long 

linked civil society with democracy (Edwards, Foley and Diani 2001), but other scholars argue 

that the entire concept must be challenged and re-developed (Alexander 1997).  Other research 

suggests that civic engagement, measured as belonging to voluntary organizations, does not 

contribute to good citizenship or democracy (Theiss-Morse and Hibbing 2005).  Different types 

of voluntary associations (leisure, interest groups, and activist groups) have been found to make 

different contributions to political activity (Van Der Meer, Te Grotenhuis and Scheepers 2009).  

Yet other research makes the connection between social capital and civil society (Valkov 

2009).  Following Putnam’s conflation of social capital with voluntary associations (Putnam 

2000), many studies of social capital, civil society, civic engagement or civic participation 

measure these concepts by counting numbers of voluntary associations or number of people who 

join such groups.  While this knowledge is important, before heralding a decline in civic 
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engagement or social capital or bemoaning a weak civil society, it is important to find out 

whether actual civic participation has declined, or just numbers of formal associations.  This 

paper argues that investigating local, small-scale activity in and through voluntary associations is 

essential to understanding these phenomena, whether termed civic participation, social 

participation, social capital, civil society, or the third sector.  Whether or not voluntary 

associations actually contribute to democracy or political participation therein, the stakes are 

high enough that it is important to understand what associations and participation actually exist.  

Studies about Russia’s level of social capital, civil society, civic engagement, third sector 

activity or voluntary associations have similarly presented mixed results.  Some studies see the 

weakness of civil society in Russia (Crotty 2009), while others paint a more vibrant and 

flourishing picture of the third sector (Buxton and Konovalova 2013).  Earlier research lamented 

the “undeveloped” nature of civil society in Russia (Golenkova 1999), while more recent 

research has presented historical evidence of civil society in tsarist Russia (Buxton and 

Konovalova 2013 ; Skalaban 2007).  Some research points to low levels of social capital in 

Russia (Twigg and Schecter 2003), while other literature suggests enough social capital to 

contribute to the growth of democracy (Marsh 2000).  Some research argued for greater Western 

funding for Russian voluntary associations because they contribute to democracy (Henderson 

2003).  In contrast, one of our previous research projects illustrated that voluntary associations in 

practice do not contribute to democracy because they perpetuate a closed, cell-like social 

structure instead of an open civil society (Spencer 2011), not unlike research elsewhere has 

suggested (Theiss-Morse and Hibbing 2005).  

Debates over the confusion of terminology are beyond the scope of this paper; instead, the 

focus of this paper relates to civic participation in a broad sense, that is, individual engagement 
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or participation in groups or activity in the community, voluntary and spontaneous, from below 

rather than above.   In this research, we seek to describe a broad set of behaviors which occur in 

and around voluntary associations, but which are not necessarily captured only by counting 

formally registered organizations.  That is, we are interested in the wide range of activity or 

participation which surrounds voluntary associations and nonprofit organizations, not merely 

membership therein.  

In practice, measurement of civil society, third sector or social capital has focused on 

counting formal voluntary organizations, ignoring a range of less formal groups because 

quantitative methods have a hard time measuring nonregistered organizations.  Even returning to 

Putnam’s famous example of bowling leagues (Putnam 2000), if informal, unregistered bowling 

leagues existed, how could a count of formally registered groups tell us whether bowling in 

leagues has actually declined or simply become more informal?   Indeed, some researchers on 

grassroots associations have indeed brought up this point about the need to look at small scale 

activity to gain a better sense of activity in a community (Toepler 2003).   

The measurement issue is particularly significant for Russia: English-language research 

has typically focused on NGOs with Western funding (Hemment 2007 ; Wedel 2001), ignoring a 

wide range of small, grassroots groups which might contribute to civil society but are hard to 

measure because of their informality, though there are exceptions (Spencer 2011).  Russian 

language research has been more inclusive, looking at a wider range of associations (Buxton and 

Konovalova 2013 ; Rimskii 2008) though again most commonly using quantitative research.  

The argument for researching informal associations to better understand civil society is 

analogous to arguments for the need to research the informal economy, not merely the formal 

economy (Portes 1994).  In developing or transition economies, local survival strategies rely 
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heavily on informal economic activity rather than activity measured in the formal economy 

(Busse 2001).  Informality also characterizes more developed economies in hard economic times, 

such as the Great Depression (Boyd 2005), and marginal groups at all times, including minorities 

(Fernandez-Kelly and Garcia 1989), migrants (Light 2004), or rural residents (Halperin 1990). 

Sometimes, especially for the marginalized, a path to entrepreneurship goes through the informal 

economy rather than the formal economy (Williams 2007).  Despite the significance of the 

informal economy, researching it using traditional quantitative methods is difficult at best, since 

those methods require formal lists from which to sample, or collected data to analyze.  

Researching the informal economy requires informal, small scale, qualitative research, 

interviews or ethnography, which can approach the small scale of its actors (Portes 1994).  

Often the distinction between formal and informal economic activity is seen as 

dichotomous: some organizations are registered, while others are not.  Yet observed reality is 

much messier, since any formal organization might have some aspects of its activity registered 

and yet conduct other business informally (a registered business paying part-time workers in 

cash “under the table”, for example).  And businesses which seem to exist entirely in the ‘grey 

economy’ may actually have some countable presence in the formal economy (such as a bank 

account).   

In general, there is an observed association between formal registration and size: individual 

entrepreneurs might manage quite well in the informal economy but most organizations which 

want to operate on a large scale (economically or geographically or both) have some formal 

registration, banks, tax numbers and so on (gangs being a notable exception, but they are 

notoriously geographically bounded (Pih et al. 2008)).  This parallels the noted correspondence 

between elements of a bureaucracy and the size of the group.  As Simmel noted, group size 
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shapes how the group functions and the nature of its leadership (Simmel 1971).  Weber’s 

features of an “ideal typical” bureaucracy (formal written rules, paid employees, separation of 

work and personal life, etc) (Weber 1968) describe organizations better the larger the size of the 

organization.  Smaller groups need fewer rules, fewer managers, and have incorporate fewer 

strangers for whom written rules are essential.  Bureaucracy is often associated with formal 

organizations, less bureaucracy with informal organizations.   

More research on civil society should include a range of organizations, from large to small 

in size and from more to less formally organized.  Such a range of groups and activities need to 

be studied the way in which informal economy is best studied, through qualitative rather than 

quantitative methods.  When groups are not registered with local government officials, or do not 

exist in a written database, which might be used for quantitative analysis so frequently applied to 

civil society studies, then first hand experience or local knowledge must fill in the gaps.  Most 

often, this local knowledge comes through local key informants or emerges from in-depth 

interviews.  This research seeks to contribute to the literature on voluntary associations, civil 

society, social capital, and civic participation through a qualitative study of formal and informal 

voluntary associations in contemporary Russian society.  

Research Methods 

The local setting for this research project is Novosibirsk, Russia, where one of us has a 

full-time appointment and both of us have previously conducted research (Spencer 2009 ; 

Spencer 2011) (Skalaban 2007 ; Skalaban 2011).  Novosibirsk is a large urban setting (over 1.7 

million inhabitants) at the crossroads of western Siberia.  It is served by a major international 

airport, an important hub on the Trans-Siberian railroad, and is a regional center both political 

and economically.  Novosibirsk has been since Soviet times a center of the military-industrial 



Participation in Associations in Russia  7 

complex, and is the largest logistical center east of the Urals.  Though many military factories 

now stand idle, a city that might have faced a post-industrial crisis has instead thrived on science 

and technology, and Novosibirsk continues as one of the largest centers of educational and 

scientific potential in all of Russia.  Akademgorodok (Academic Village), an outlying region of 

Novosibirsk, hosts the Siberian Branch of the Russian Academy of Sciences and Novosibirsk 

State University.  More than twenty major state universities and institutes in the city attract local, 

regional and international students, from migrants from Central Asian republics to children of 

wealthy oil magnates.  Novosibirsk is a rapidly growing local and regional commercial center, 

has a strong banking sector, some international investment, and various high technology 

industries, particularly software programming.  

Research for this paper was conducted from February to May 2011, together with a team of 

undergraduates in a research methods seminar.  Students collaborated with us in designing and 

refining the interview guide, and students were trained on conducting in-depth interviews.  The 

students who chose this research project also had some interest in the study of voluntary 

associations and associational life and provided valuable local knowledge in suggesting some of 

the youth groups we included in this research.  Students transcribed all interviews, which lasted 

from 30 to 90 minutes, and analysis of these transcripts serves as the basis for the following 

analysis.  

Selection of organizations was based on purposive sampling, based on the following 

criteria: length of existence of the organization (more or less than five years); degree of formality 

of the organization (so that both formally registered and unregistered groups were represented); a 

range of spheres of activity (culture, sport, religion, social work, legal rights, etc) were 

represented; and whether groups were oriented toward their own members or toward the larger 
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society.  Within each organization, interviews were conducted initially with the current leader of 

the group, and then with individuals who in the view of the leader could be classified into one of 

three categories: “activist” (very active member), “support group” (member who provides some 

support but not as involved), and “inactive” (a member who had ceased activity or left the 

group).  In total, 19 groups were studied, in which we attempted to obtain four interviews (one 

from each category of member) for each group.  Because research has suggested the significance 

of the Internet for participation in associations (Kavanaugh et al. 2005), we also included groups 

organized around websites as part of our study.  

Results 

In this paper, the neutral term ‘group’ or ‘association’ is used instead of “organization,” 

since not all the groups were institutionalized enough to be considered formal organizations.  

Table 1 indicates the groups included in this research, categorized by level of formality and by 

orientation to self or others.  In this research, we consider “formal” those associations which are 

officially registered with the government, which includes the requirement of having by-laws 

(ustav) and certain key offices filled (president, secretary, etc), and adhering to other laws and 

rules of the Russian Federation.  Informal, therefore, designates those groups which although 

coherent enough to promote themselves either as clear set of people or arranged around a 

specific activity or event, are not registered with local authorities.  Some may have a type of by-

laws or designated roles, but without registration they are not eligible for certain legal 

recognition or most official funding sources.  Names of organizations are pseudonyms to retain 

confidentiality of informants.  (Table 1 about here).  The spheres covered in this research include 

social work (helping orphans, women in difficult situations, or poor families with many children, 

3 groups); sport (one group); culture (4 groups); religion (3 groups); business or economics (2 



Participation in Associations in Russia  9 

groups); ecology (2 groups); legal rights (1 group); public safety (1 group); and local self-

governance (2 group).  About half (10) of these associations and informal small groups appeared 

or opened a branch in Novosibirsk within the last 5 years.  Two of our 19 groups are Internet-

based groups that also receive backing from other formal structures (another civic organization 

for one, a business sponsor for another).  Three informal groups also rely heavily on the internet 

as their primary community—one has a business sponsor, while the other two arrange events but 

have no organized group.   Notice that many more are formally registered groups than 

unregistered groups; we do not believe that this is a proportional representation of participation 

in this city, but rather indicates that even with local knowledge, in a large city it is difficult to 

find unregistered, informal grassroots associations.   

Who Participates 

Who participates? Research has suggested that political participation is associated with 

social class, that in the US, higher social class are more likely to participate (Dahl 1961 ; Olsen 

1973).  Civic participation has been linked to city size—residents of cities that are too large are 

less likely to participate (Tavares and Carr 2013).  Research from Brazil suggests that youth 

involvement in social activity often begins with cultural events, moving on to involvement in 

larger social issues (Butler and Princeswal 2010).   

Among our interviewees, both leaders and members, we observed some demographic 

tendencies.  First, as we noted in previous research (Spencer 2011), many voluntary associations 

are staffed and run by women, many of them middle-age or older.  This is not uncommon 

elsewhere in Russia: many groups and associations in the third sector are groups of women 

seeking solutions to social problems (Hemment 2007 ; Sundstrom 2002).  Some of this Russian 

pattern has to do with the social problems which were culturally viewed as “women’s domains,” 
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including orphans, disabled children, elder care, and mothers of soldiers.  In part it is also related 

to the job losses faced by women more than men during years of economic transition in Russia 

and other postsocialist countries (Gimpelson and Lippoldt 2001 ; Glass 2008); women were the 

first to lose work, and some of them found replacement work (paid or unpaid) in the third sector.  

Given this gender pattern of the past twenty years, what was surprising was that we found 

participation by an increasing number of men, especially among younger leaders and young 

volunteer members.  In our research, we found that men were more apparent in groups related to 

business or economics, sports, or ideology (the three religious groups).  Among youth groups, 

men and women were more equally represented, and young men were more common in the 

informal or marginal cultural groups.  

The other notable but not surprising fact was that almost all the leaders and volunteers have 

higher education or are students in universities.  In Russia, the third sector is a sector of the 

middle class, as measured by educational level, not necessarily related to income.  This 

connection between third sector organizations and the middle class has been noted in other 

research (Jakobson and Sanovich 2011).  

Another interesting tendency we noticed was the voluntary “return” of some leaders in 

their 40s from business to socially significant projects or associations in the third sector.  To 

borrow the distinction between necessity entrepreneurs and opportunity entrepreneurs from the 

management field (Williams 2007), if some people joined voluntary associations out of 

“necessity” when they lost their jobs, we see others becoming “opportunity” joiners, voluntarily 

leaving business to start or manage a project in the third sector.  These “returning” leaders, men 

and women, had successful business careers and brought that business experience with them to 
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their voluntary associations.  Together with the younger generation, they contribute to bringing 

the managerial language and goal-orientation of the business world to a part of the third sector.  

Orientation to Resources 

The previous several years have been difficult for voluntary associations in Russia.  Legal 

changes under Putin (as Prime Minister and as President) have seen foreign funds severely 

curtailed for support to voluntary associations, with much suspicion and harassment of 

associations which had any foreign connections (Christensen and Weinstein 2013).  This was 

accompanied by a significant increase in the number and amount of grants available through 

municipal and federal agencies for socially significant activities, so that in principle, there are 

funds for some voluntary associations to replace foreign grants (Henderson 2011).   However, 

government grants are for specific issues (solving “socially significant” problems) and thus not 

available to groups focused on different activities.    

A difference was observed among leaders and organizations by their basic orientation to 

sources for resources, seen in four broad categories in Table 2 (Table 2 about here).  Groups and 

their leaders are oriented to obtaining resources from municipal, regional or federal government; 

from business sponsors or partners; from foreign organizations; or from other local associations, 

such as civil society foundations or neighborhood funds set up for the purpose of sponsoring 

local voluntary associations.   

As shown in Table 2, most of the groups (5 of 7) seeking government grants or contracts 

pursued that as a sole strategy, with only two groups combining this with some other source of 

funds.  Competition is especially strong among organizations oriented to government authorities 

(neighborhood, city, region). Such organizations work most frequently with one, or rarely two, 

levels of government, since there is a sentiment, as in the words of one interviewer, that «others 
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do not love us.»  There is stiff competition for grants, but also for influence over target groups.  

Often competition is less inter-organizational than interpersonal in nature, and is viewed as a 

competition between specific leaders.  This in turn leads to a reliance on informal lobbying using 

personal influence.   Leaders of associations oriented to government grants are not as active in 

the search for additional resources from other sectors.  However, a few groups understand the 

need to diversify sources resources: steps in this direction include introducing membership fees, 

or seeking support through establishing friendly relations with commercial projects  

In contrast, no group or association sought business partners as a sole resource strategy 

(as shown in Table 2), but only in combination with other sources of funds.  This makes sense in 

the local context where business sponsorship of voluntary activity is a recent innovation.  Some 

businesses are starting to fund their own charitable or social projects (such as donations to 

orphanages, or neighborhood street parties), but sponsoring independent voluntary associations is 

still new.  In cases where associations receive support from commercial organizations 

(businesses), these businesses are located and operated in the same local social setting as the 

associations, and/or their leaders (or team of leaders) share similar views about the social 

problems as the leaders of the social associations.  

As expected given the changing political climate, groups which are oriented toward 

Western funding have diminished, and while some groups do still seek such outside sources, 

many of them also pursue business or civil society support locally as well. Finally, it is 

interesting to note the number of associations oriented to other associations as donors; it 

demonstrates that the neighborhood funds or local charitable foundations are being seen as 

legitimate sources of resources, especially for small scale events and projects focused on specific 

neighborhoods.   



Participation in Associations in Russia  13 

For local observers, the distribution of which groups seek which kind of funding is not 

surprising.  Groups focused on solving traditional social problems primarily pursue government 

grants, while those focused on economic topics or ecology (“new” causes) seek business partners 

or sponsors.  Many of the informal groups were focused primarily on other associations or 

groups for funding; partly because of their topics, and partly because if a group is not formally 

registered it is harder to apply for grants or find formal business sponsors.  

The limited access to resources from international foundations has resulted in the fierce 

competition among local groups for internal resources, whether municipal or business.  The 

quest for stability under these conditions has resulted in two fundamentally different strategies.  

The first strategy, characteristic of “older” associations (either longer since founding or focused 

on traditional social problems), focuses on obtaining scarce government grants, through 

traditional means of cultivating personal relationships with municipal leaders.  Personal public 

appearances of the leader fuel these close personal connections in government offices of various 

levels, incorporating the leader and by extension the group into traditional vertical relations of 

patronage-clientelism common to the Soviet system (Fitzpatrick 1998).   In contrast, the second 

strategy, pursued more often by “new” associations, focuses not only on business donations but 

also on a diversification of sources and orientation across sectors.  Leaders focus not on their 

own publicity or personality, but the publicity of the projects.  Leaders adopt the language of 

managers and the business community, leading gradually to a change in their own orientation 

and discourse (see below).   

Either as a condition of receiving a grant, or imitating other successful groups who 

received grants, voluntary associations come to mimic grant-giving organizations, in the 

processes of the isomorphism of organizational fields (DiMaggio and Powell 1991).  What 
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emerges then, from the competition for resources from diverse sources is not the shaping of 

single nonprofit organizational field (Wernet 1997), but the separation of voluntary associations 

in this setting into two separate organizational fields: one operating under government patronage, 

the other operating in business partnerships.  Russian voluntary associations imitating 

government relations is not new to the post-Soviet period: volunteer associations worked closely 

with government in the Soviet era (Belokurova and Vorob'ev 2011 77), and the Tsarist era as 

well (Buxton and Konovalova 2013 ; Skalaban 2007). What is new in this setting are the newer 

groups, especially of young professionals, who avoid the traditional government patronage 

practices in favor of “business-like” practices engaging with “partners” on “projects,” imitating 

successful businesses rather than government structures.  

Cultures of Participation 

In the transcripts, we analyzed the language and values which members and leaders 

evoked to explain their participation and reasons for encouraging others to participate.  Leaders 

and members expressed sentiments which could be roughly grouped into categories: an “ethical-

normative basis” or a “creative-project basis” for participation.  Table 3 shows how groups 

broadly speaking were similar to one or another of these types.   These different discourses 

reflect specific values, norms and practices, that is, specific “cultures” of participation.  

In the first category, leaders evoke an ethical-normative or value foundation to explain 

participation.  This appears most often in organizations which either have existed a long time or 

engage in activities with strong ethical or moral components.  Leaders in this category use a 

more pedagogical discourse relying on terminology from the Soviet era.  The leader, 

representing a guide, a “nurturer” (vospitatel), or a “shepherd,” aims at the transfer of moral 

values, focuses on the construction of relations, and emphasizes the education or nurture 
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(vospitanie) of the target group with whom their group works.  In such groups, the motivation of 

the leader and members most often carries a moral and ethical character. Such organizations 

typically appear to have a multi-functional character: even if they focus on a target group 

(believers, women, sportsmen, etc), they may plan a wide range of activities, encompassing the 

whole person or the whole life of target individuals.   

A second category demonstrates a project or functional approach, emphasizing rationally-

based participation, noticeably incorporating managerial discourse into their explanations.  This 

occurs more commonly within new organizations, or associations of young people, whether the 

association is oriented to solving problems, planning events, or the realization of other team 

ideas.  Activity for these associations is structured like a social “project,” presented in the 

framework of giving a solution to a problem. These associations aim at solving concrete 

problems for specific target groups (women who abandoned newborns; young families having 

three or more children; large families ready to build themselves a house; a group of likeminded 

individuals, desiring to realize a socially significant idea, etc).  They tend not to organize around 

the ‘whole person’ of the target population but focus instead on concrete tasks.  For these groups, 

the basis for activity is understanding a problem and collecting sets of solutions for solving the 

problem.   

In these latter associations, we observed the tendency toward a “rebranding” of social 

terminology, especially among young professionals.  We observed in these groups a mistrust and 

avoidance of the use of words the government uses, such as “charity”, “socially significant 

problem”, and so forth, as well as a tendency toward managerial terminology and practices of 

commercial organizations.  Such associations take a more distant approach to relations with the 

government.  Often, financial support from government sources do not form the core of their 
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resources, and so their affiliation with government is established merely on a contractual basis, 

and they only turn to government with an interest in partnership in specific projects.  

It is important to note that among the organizations we studied, the normative bases 

presented by leaders (either ethical or functional) do not always correspond with the normative 

basis of activists or other group members.  A leader alone or with a team of specialists might 

work in the framework of a project discourse, while at the same time rank-and-file members or 

other specialists in the group might act in the framework of ethical-normative discourse.  Such 

disconnect requires that the leader either changes his or her strategy of participation within the 

association, or eventually tension and conflict arises in the relationship of leader and team or 

between the leader and rank-and-file members.  

Relations Between Leaders and Groups 

In regard to relations within a voluntary association, we observed specific patterns in how 

leaders and members described the role of the leader in the group.  In some groups, the leader is 

considered part of the “we”, while in other groups, the leader/follower relationship is described 

either by the leader or the followers (or both) as separate units travelling together, that is, “I’m 

with them” or “they’re with me.” This pattern overlaps with the previous pattern of normative 

discourse in a very interesting way, as illustrated in Table 4.  (Table 4 about here.)  All of the 

groups exhibiting strong ethical-normative discourse described the leader as included in the 

“we,” and emphasized group identity over project orientation.  The best metaphor for these types 

of groups is a “collective” related to the Soviet use of that word (Kharkhordin 1999 ; Spencer 

2011).  However, groups which displayed the project-functional approach were split across two 

different categories of leader’s position in the group.  One set of associations expressing a project 

value orientation thought of their leader as part of the “we” of the group, but in emphasizing 
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projects over identity, relate more to a “team” metaphor.  In the other set of associations with the 

project orientation the leader was described as being “I’m with them” or “they’re with me.”  

Instead of a team or a collective, these associations are best thought of as networks of 

individuals, much like network forms of organizations in the workplace differ from traditional 

workgroups (Podolny and Page 1998) .  The network forms we observed were frequently 

informal groups, while the formally organized associations were more likely to express a “we” 

identification.  

Roles of Leaders and Models of Groups 

From the interviews, we were able to distinguish four basic strategies of participation by 

leaders with the corresponding understanding of the nature of the group.  Sometimes all the 

group members agree on the nature of their group, while in other situations there is disagreement 

as to what model the group will or should follow.  The four main strategies we observed are: 

leader as the head of a social establishment; leader as entrepreneur; leader as expert consultant; 

or leader as ideologue.  Each of these was also affiliated with a specific approach to cooperation 

with government. 

Leader as head of a social establishment.  This is characteristic, more often, for groups 

functioning as a service provider, including services for members of the association.  These 

leaders strive to integrate themselves or become integrated both into professional organizations 

and into the system of government and municipal establishments active in their particular sphere.  

They actively participate in developing and fulfilling social programs sponsored by local 

government agencies.  Leaders and members think of such a group as a “social establishment,” 

fully embedded in hierarchical relations with government offices.  Because such groups are 

organized to solve “socially significant” problems, leaders look for professionals or specialists 
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rather than accepting ordinary volunteers.  To obtain a certain level of professionalism of 

leadership and staff, active members are delegated a part of the service functions in connection 

with the target population with whom they work.   

Leader as ideologue or as organizer of possibilities for self-expression.  These types of 

leaders are seen as sources of ideas and they actively participate in communication with like-

minded individuals on-line or off-line.  The specific charismatic qualities of the leader are 

especially significant. These associations are oriented toward informing and forming public 

opinion in society about a problem or event. Characteristic of these groups is lower professional 

competences among the majority of participants.  Government is a factor considered in the 

design of events or choosing a type of activity but relations with government are more likely 

instrumental in character than hierarchical.  

Leader as expert or consultant.  In this category, the characteristic expectation is not of 

professionals working for a fee but for professional competencies in one sphere or another.  Such 

leaders seek to be recognized as the experts on a particular subject and expect to conduct 

informational or consultative functions in local communities or the Internet on their subject.  

Such leaders are active in a range of informational spheres.  Groups associated with such leaders 

are viewed as resource centers, or centers of consultants or experts on a subject.   Government 

for these leaders is subject to social or civil control.  

Leader as entrepreneur.  These leaders usually emphasize a technologically realizable 

project, presented as a start-up for further realization, similar to a business project but oriented to 

the social sphere.  In presenting a solution to a social problem, there is characteristically a greater 

demand for partners and professionals to develop and advance the project, rather than for 

unqualified volunteers.  At the same time, the leader and group members demonstrate a high 
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level of social responsibility.  The project is not a means of earning money, but rather a 

“technology” for solving a concrete social problem.  But in other ways, these entrepreneurial 

third sector associations or “social startups” are similar to their for-profit start-up counterparts: 

they are wholly goal-oriented, yet seek social approval to gain funding for their project or new 

idea. Characteristic of these associations is the rebranding of social terminology, avoiding “old” 

terms and using “new” or imported terms.  Government is seen as yet another instrument for 

solving a problem, simply one of several partners in certain steps toward its solution, not a major 

client.  

Summary These four leadership strategies and related models of voluntary associations 

demonstrate a diversity of local third sector groups, in particular the development of different 

“cultures of participation,” or distinct norms, values and language for social activity.  This 

qualitative research on small scale formal and informal groups illustrates a vitality and 

differentiation of forms and types of social participation which macro-level studies focusing only 

on large formal organizations have hitherto overlooked.  It is evident that large-scale formally 

organized nonprofit organizations are not the primary institutional mechanisms of social 

participation or expression of social activity in contemporary Russia.  

Institutionalization 

We observed a process of institutionalization in two directions in these associations; first, 

the reproduction of cooperative activity in a fixed form (“social technology”); second, 

formalization, or creating a formal organization on the basis of an informal group.  First, 

reproduction of cooperative activity in a fixed form, is most frequently realized in short-term, 

event forms of participation—social events and other types of events in the spheres of social aid, 

social-cultural, and ecological spheres.  A relatively simple, reproducable algorithm, or “social 
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technology,” is formed, which facilitates continuing action despite the change of a leader.  While 

it is attractive for the reproduction of one association or another, the successful experience of 

social participation in one context emerges as a blueprint for encouraging participation in another 

setting.   

Reproducing this new “social technology” does not always depend on the goal-oriented 

activity of the leader, but more often is determined by the social significance and the 

attractiveness of the given event for other individuals or groups.  The technology might appear 

without the activity of the leader in another place or in another social or normative setting.  The 

majority of the leaders and members we interviewed also participate in other ways in the 

community, and support or cooperate with other associations and small groups either online or 

face to face.  

The second strategy of institutionalization is formalization, the creation of a formal 

organization on the basis of an informal small group.  The role of the leader is especially 

meaningful at the early stages of the activity of an association, but with formalization the role of 

the leader does not weaken, but strengthens and takes on a more concrete character.  Over time, 

the leader's role may be preserved, if the association exists on the basis of unique resources of 

the leader him/herself (abilities, competences, connections).  In contrast, if in the association 

there is a team which is interested in activities, or if the association institutionally becomes 

incorporated into an already existing organizational system, the leader’s role may weaken over 

time.  

Professionalization 

In a number of these voluntary associations, institutionalization is accompanied by the 

process of professionalization. This appears especially clearly in the activity of associations 
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oriented to the solving of social problems of their members or offering social services to a certain 

target group.  Leaders of these associations more often than others are oriented toward 

cooperation not so much with socially active members or teams of like-minded individuals, but 

with professionals or specialists in the given sphere.  Correspondingly, such leaders construct 

relationships either hierarchically, such as in government institutions or municipal services, or 

the leader demonstrates greater identification with outside professionals, and less with the 

association itself.  

In contrast to leaders, activists and members counted as “group of supporters”, identify 

themselves more broadly with professional associations also working with the given target 

group.   In interviews, they more frequently than leaders carve out and communicate problems 

and concerns while appealing to norms and values of larger professional associations or target 

groups.  

Internet-based groups 

Leaders in internet-based groups fill one of two primary roles: as active authoritative 

participants, functioning as consultants or experts or as moderators or organizers of the website.  

The authority of the active participant is determined not by personal qualities or charisma but 

whether it corresponds to specific criteria, for example competence, expertise on a topic the 

association considers important.  In a number of instances, expertise can become formalized 

through setting up rankings based on advice of other experts.  

Because of this, internet-based associations depends less on a leader than one in the off-

line setting, but they also are less stable.  The existence of an association is limited to the 

framework of the existence of the sites; the activity of the activist experts does not have a 

systematic character, as one of the informants noted, the experts “are nearly always just for 
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themselves.”  As our informants noted, people often enter as active participants or as experts in a 

socially oriented small group, who are already active members of other internet associations, 

already having their own name and history in the internet.  

In such type of associations, participation occurs through providing information and 

consultation and forming public opinion.  Active authoritative members of the association are 

capable of transmitting norms and of influencing motivations and value orientation of 

participants through communicating on the website. But such associations see a distance in 

relationships among participants along with a low level of social control, which does not 

compensate for the lack of trust among active participants or the organizers of the site.  Group 

identity and affiliation with the leader is weakly formulated and is expressed as “they’re with 

me” or “I'm with them” instead of a sense of “we.”  

Informants in internet-based groups notice difficulty in cooperation only in on-line 

environments.  As one participant describes it, “in order to do something together, sometimes 

you have to meet.”  Therefore, associations oriented toward some form of social participation 

usually cooperate in both on-line and off-line contexts.  Although group composition may have a 

changeable character, the group stability is determined by the leader, his/her level of activity and 

the attractiveness of the ideas he/she transmits. Among associations existing less than five years, 

a change in leadership combined with the preservation of successful dynamic development 

occurred only once (informal association).   

Institutional Sustainability 

An important question for all small or new groups is whether the association is stable or 

can survive the succession of leadership if the founder leaves (Haveman and Khaire 2004).  

Given that in this setting many groups are closely associated with the personality of the leader, 
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how does the presence of the particular leader influence the stability of these associations?  In 

Table 5, associations are categorized by whether they could survive a change in leadership, or 

whether their existence is dependent on presence of that specific leader, according to answers 

given in interviews by leaders or members of the groups in question.  

Analysis of the interviews demonstrated first that organizations which are formally 

organized, if they have already existed at least five years, are more likely institutionally stable 

and would survive the departure of the original or present leader.  But here, it is more likely the 

association’s years of existence which plays the greater role because formally registered 

organizations operating less than five years still are more reliant on the specific leader. Our 

analysis indicates that the personality of the leader was particularly significant in the early stages 

of institutionalization of small groups and associations, although this significance was different 

for small groups in on-line vs off-line contexts.  This factor is less significant for Internet groups, 

where organizers of network communication maintain the of rules of cooperation and the 

moderation of communication about themes interesting to the group.  

For the groups we studied, associations have preserved stability only if they become 

affiliated with a particular system and gain institutional support outside of the third sector, that 

is, from government or business sectors.  Not only does the length of time matter for institutional 

sustainability, but of the groups we identified as not depending on the particular leader, most of 

them either appear as a local chapter of a national or international organization, or are 

institutionally established or primarily supported by the state.  

Likewise, the majority of associations existing less than five years, are either in the 

process of constructing a system of social and cultural institutions, working with municipal and 

government offices (seeking city contracts, or preparing a change of status), or appear only as 
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social projects, supported by commercial or civic organizations (informal associations).  Only 4 

associations (2 informal, 2 formal), regardless of other types of resources, exist, for the most 

part, through the support of other interested groups, that is, themselves civic associations.  It 

should be noted that two of these are located in Akademgorodok—a compact and self-identified 

neighborhood, preserving its own identity despite many changes in the larger city, while the 

other two are low-expense youth-organized event-projects.   

It is important to mention that for some newer associations, the question of overall 

organizational survival might be irrelevant from their point of view.  Some of these, especially 

informal associations, are intentionally project-based, that is, from the beginning they set 

themselves the task of solving a problem or organizing one or more events, with no intention to 

continue existing at the end of the task or event.  This point of view must also be considered 

when evaluating voluntary associations’ stability, longevity or survival—some may choose not 

to survive.  For the new project-based culture of participation, whether organized in online or 

offline environments, the factor of sustainability often is not a value in and of itself, but just one 

factors depending on the nature of their task.   

Survivability also appears related to the different cultures of participation discussed 

above.  The variety we observed in different styles of leadership, different discourse bases of 

activity, and different strategies of obtaining resources, suggests the beginning of real diversity 

of voluntary associations in contemporary Russia.  This diversity, instead of being a hindrance to 

the further development of third sector organizations, instead permits civic participation to exist 

under conditions of unpredictable government policy, which swings from support to repression 

and back again.  Against the backdrop of political uncertainty, diversifying resource bases, 

discourse and leadership styles, makes eminent sense for the field or fields as a whole.   
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In the current situation in Russia all these cultures of participation and leadership styles 

achieve stability when they find a home in their own niches.  The “Soviet-style” associations find 

stability working under local government, providing social services for traditional needy groups 

of elderly, invalids, and many children families. The more “managerial” associations choose 

projects that businesses appreciate, even though these projects might be more “innovative” for 

social participation in the Russian context.  Associations become stable and survive when they 

work in their “own” environment and solve “their own” problems, to which their culture of 

participation and leadership styles fits best. 

Conclusion 

Many of our findings echo recent research on voluntary associations in Russia, but we do 

not claim the findings are unique to this country.  One interesting finding from this study is the 

coexistence of multiple “cultures of participation,” as illustrated in the different leadership styles 

and frames for participation.  Furthermore, both formal and informal voluntary associations in 

this setting do not usually exist on their own but rely on the patronage of government or 

sponsorship of business for their stability.  “Older” groups turn to the government, while 

“newer” groups of younger people or innovative projects copy the business ‘startup’ model.  

This suggests that the overall trend is for more participation in the future to follow the more 

project-functional approach and mimic business language and styles, but because the government 

is not disappearing, neither will groups which seek to establish patron-client ties with it.  

The newest style of participation in Russia today, which can be said to mimic neither 

government nor business, is seen in informal networks and in online spheres, both inside other 

groups and in newer Internet-based groups.  The Internet as a new social space, a new means of 

self-organization and participation, somewhat weakens the significance of government and 
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business influence but cannot remove it completely.  Voluntary associations in Russia are under 

the strong influence of different sectors, government and business, while a new culture of 

participation as such is only beginning to formulate, through informal networks and through the 

Internet.  These new styles we observed are also not unique to this city or to Russia.  The internet 

is rapidly changing the way people interact, including in the third sector (Lszl, Balzs and David 

2005) in various settings around the world, and in this Russia is no exception.  The most 

important conclusion from this research is the emphasis on methodical qualitative studies of 

voluntary associations including informal groups as the best means of understanding the nature 

of participation, voluntary associations, and the civil society and third sector to which they 

contribute.  
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Appendix: Tables  
Table 1: Groups by Formality and Orientation 

 Formal Organizations Informal Associations (including 
internet-based groups) 

Oriented to Members Large Families Club Informal street performers 
 Youth Business Club  
 Sports Club  
 Student Theatre Group  
Oriented to Others Local Church Common Folk Investing 

International Church Ecologically Concerned 
Youth Spiritual Club Legal Defense Association 

 Local Self-Governance Association Informal cultural group 
 Assist the Orphans  
 Women’s Concerns Group  
 Ecology Today  
 Preserve Russian Culture  
 Fund for Local Associations  
 Public Safety Club   
N=19 

Table 2: Orientation to Sources of Resources 
First row: Groups which seek that resource exclusively 

Second row: Seek that resource along with other resources 
Government, 
municipal institutions 

Business 
community 

Western grants, 
international 
associations 

Associations or 
groups 

Assist the Orphans 
Local Self-Governance 

Association 
Preserve Russian 

Culture 
Sports Club 
Student Theatre Group 

 International Church 
 

Informal cultural 
group 

Informal street 
performance 

 

Large Families Club 
Ecology Today 
 

Common Folk 
Investing 

Ecology Today 
Ecologically 

Concerned 
Large Families Club 
Fund for Local 

Associations 
Public Safety Club 
Youth Business Club 
 

Local Church 
Youth Business Club  
Legal Defense 

Association 
Youth Spiritual Club 
 

Common Folk 
Investing 

Ecology Today 
Ecologically 

Concerned 
Local Church 
Large Families Club 
Fund for Local 

Associations 
Public Safety Club 
Legal Defense 

Association 
Youth Spiritual Club 
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Table 3: Value Orientation for Participation as Projected by Leader 
Ethical-Normative  

Basis of Participation 
Project-Functional  

Basis of Participation 
Local church Large Families Club Ecology Today 
International church Assist the Orphans Legal Defense Association 
Youth Spiritual Group Public Safety Club Common Folk Investing 
Sports Club Youth Business Club Informal culture 
Student Theatre Club Ecologically Concerned Informal street performance 
Local Self-Governance 

Association 
Fund for Local Associations 
Preserve Russian Culture 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Table 4: Position of the Leader in the Group 
Identity of 
leader 

We We I’m with them (or) 
They’re with me 

Perceive 
group as 

Collective Team Social network 

Value 
Orientation 

Ethical-Normative Project-Functional Project-Functional 

Group 
priorities 

Group Identity Solve Problems 
Reach a Goal 

Solve Problems 
Communicate with 
Society 

Observed 
in the 
following 
groups 

Local church 
International church 
Youth Spiritual Group 
Sports Club 
Student Theatre Club 
Local Self-Governance 

Association 

Large Families Club 
Assist the Orphans 
Public Safety Club 
Youth Business Club 
Ecologically Concerned 
Fund for Local 

Associations  
Preserve Russian Culture 

Ecology Today 
Legal Defense 

Association 
Common Folk Investing 
Informal culture 
Informal street 
performance 
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Table 5: Institutional Sustainability vs Dependent on Leader 

Length 
of 
existence 

Formal Organizations Informal Associations 
Institutionally 
Sustainable 

Depends on Leader Institutionally 
Sustainable 

Depends on Leader 

More 
than 5 
years 

Student Theatre 
Club 

Local church 
International 

Church 
Sports Club 
Local Self-

Governance 
Association 

Youth Business 
Club 

  0 

Less 
than 5 
years 

0 Fund for Local 
Associations 

Preserve Russian 
Culture 

Public Safety Club 
Youth Spiritual 

Group 
Large Family 

Clubs  
Assist the Orphans 
Ecology Today 

2 belong to larger 
structures: 

Ecologically 
Concerned 

Legal Defense 
Association 

 

2 use technology: 
Informal street 

performance 
Common Folk 

Investing 
 
1 not sustainable: 
Informal street 

culture 
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