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This article explores frequencies of participation and nonparticipation in the 15-M protest 

campaign in Spain. Given the nature of this campaign, we focus on democratic dissatisfaction. 

Our findings suggest that, relative to nonparticipants, democratic dissatisfaction is signif-

icantly associated with multiple-time participation, but not with one-time participation. In 

other words, those who participated only once are not substantially more dissatisfied than 

those who did not participate. This is remarkable because the “indignados” label and the 

slogan “Real Democracy Now!” suggest that democratic discontent is a central factor uniting 

15-M challengers. Relying on a general survey with questions on different frequencies of par-

ticipation in the 15-M campaign and on qualitative evidence from two separate rounds of

interviewing, we show that not all those who participated, when compared to nonparticipants,

were in fact that outraged.

Mobilizations spread across the world in 2011. A large and visible number of protests took 

place around the globe, including in South European countries. Many people mobilized 

against the austerity measures that governments advanced in response to the economic crisis. 

Not only were many citizens directly affected by these measures, but they also felt that 

political decisions on how to deal with the crisis were being made without their consent. They 

did not feel represented by the political classes in power. In order to find different ways out of 

the crisis, they insisted on more and better democracy. This was particularly clear in Spain, 

where one of the central slogans of the demonstrations in the spring and summer was “Real 

Democracy Now!” For some scholars, these actions represented the wake of a new generation 

of mobilization, that of antiausterity and Occupy movements (della Porta 2015).  

Despite a growing body of research on the characteristics of protesters in the shadow of 

the Great Recession in Spain,
1
 there is a lack of empirical work that accounts for different

intensities of participation for protesters and compares these to nonparticipants.
2
 As a result, 

while we know that not everybody protests and that some protest more frequently than others, 

we know little about what lies behind this variation. Scholars have long stressed the dangers 

of oversimplifying the participation process into the participation/nonparticipation dichotomy 

(e.g., Barkan, Cohn, and Whitaker 1995; Klandermans 1997; McAdam 1986). However, there 

exists little systematic testing of the determinants of different frequencies of participation, 

especially when it comes to participation within the same campaign. 
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In this study, we aim to fill in this gap by analyzing whether and how nonparticipants 

differ from one-time participants and multiple-time participants in the 15-M campaign that 

gave rise to the indignados movement in Spain, the largest mobilization outside the umbrella 

of traditional intermediary institutions of representation since the country’s transition to 

democracy in the late 1970s. Grounded on available work (e.g., Corrigall-Brown, Snow, 

Smith, and Quist 2009; Klandermans 1997; Viterna 2006), our basic expectation is that 

factors accounting for mobilization into the 15-M vary in patterned ways across groups 

exhibiting different frequencies of participation. Given the plurality and heterogeneity of the 

actors involved in the 15-M, examining the variation in this campaign is especially relevant.  

Our central premise is that the depth of participants’ political grievances likely drives 

different frequencies of participation in the 15-M. Beause discontents about the political status 

quo, specific governmental policies, and the lack of democratic representation and partici-

pation were at the core of the 15-M’s raison d’être, we focus on dissatisfaction with 

democracy. Following the well-established finding that democratic dissatisfaction is posi-

tively associated with the likelihood of protest involvement, we delve deeper into this asso-

ciation and analyze whether it helps explain different frequencies of participation in the 15-M. 

In line with our expectations, we find that, relative to those who do not participate, democratic 

dissatisfaction is significantly associated with multiple-time participation, but not with one-

time participation. Those who participated only once are not substantially more dissatisfied 

than nonparticipants. 

This article constitutes an original contribution to both the study of mobilization in 

general and to the understanding of the 15-M campaign in particular. First, by using a general 

survey (instead of on-site surveys of protesters), we study different subgroups of participants 

and compare them to nonparticipants. This constitutes an innovation in relation to studies that 

compare protesters to nonprotesters through a dummy variable, as they treat people who 

participate in a protest as a homogenous group (e.g., Braun and Hutter 2016; Schussman and 

Soule 2005). Second, we push the established positive association between political dis-

satisfaction and protest likelihood one step further by analyzing how it plays out in explaining 

different frequencies of participation. Our findings call for a qualification of this relationship, 

as the association between dissatisfaction and mobilization only holds for a specific subgroup 

(i.e., multiple-time challengers). Third, although 15-M is commonly taken as an example of 

“unity within diversity” (Likki 2014), we pin down this diversity empirically in one central 

dimension, that of democratic discontent. While the indignados (“outraged”) label and the 

banner “Real Democracy Now!” suggest that political discontent and democratic dissatis-

faction were the factors uniting the 15-M challengers, we show that many who participated in 

the campaign were not substantially more dissatisfied than those who did not engage in 

action. In other words, not all the indignados were that outraged in terms of their satisfaction 

with democracy. 

LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Our case study is the 15-M campaign within the broader indignados movement, which 

emerged in May 2011 and remained active, although in different forms, at the local level for 

many months. The 15-M represents the most remarkable turning point in the Spanish socio-

political mobilization scene of recent years. Over one million people took part in the 15-M 

events across the country, and above 70 percent of Spaniards showed sympathetic feelings 

towards the events (Martí i Puig 2011). Notwithstanding the exceptionality in the Spanish 

protest record, we take the 15-M as an illustrative example of a broader subset of protest 

campaigns that have emerged since 2011 in different parts of the world, especially in the 

South of Europe, as a response to the economic crisis and the implementation of austerity 

measures. In this sense, our case is one of what scholars have referred to as “antiausterity” 



and “Occupy movements”, or, using Kerbo’s label, a “movement of crisis” (della Porta 2015; 

Kerbo 1982; Vráblíková 2015). 

During the weeks preceding the onset of the 15-M protest, an intense network activity 

both online and offline was already unfolding in different parts of Spain: Juventud Sin Futuro, 

Izquierda Anticapitalista, No Les Votes, and ¡Democracia Real Ya! were some of the most 

visible actors in this network (Micó and Casero-Ripollés 2014; Tejerina and Perugorría 2013). 

These information exchanges, intense debates, and collaborative endeavors yielded an 

unexpected, although not-spontaneous, outcome: the 15-M campaign (Flesher Fominaya 

2015). On May 15, 2011, ¡Democracia Real Ya! gathered a few thousand (mostly young) 

people in a demonstration that made its way through the main arteries of Madrid. In the wake 

of local and regional elections in thirteen out of seventeen autonomous communities, people 

mobilized under slogans such as “They [the current political class] do not represent us!” and 

“We are not goods in hands of politicians and bankers.” Following the demonstration, some 

participants improvised a peaceful sit-in. After encountering police repression, the demon-

strators converged in Puerta del Sol, the heart of the Spanish capital. After even harsher 

police action, hundreds of additional sympathizers joined them. In less than twenty-four 

hours, outraged crowds had also occupied the main squares of many other Spanish cities. A 

nonpartisan and heterogeneous campaign emerged in open, public, and popular assemblies 

with specific commissions and working groups that ensured grassroots voluntary involvement 

and horizontal organization. After some weeks of occupations, with Puerta del Sol (Madrid) 

and Plaça Catalunya (Barcelona) as the major ones, the movement disaggregated into neighbor- 

hood assemblies, active at the local level, while contributing simultaneously to the rise of 

broader and parallel antiausterity activity (Portos 2016).  

A wide and rich body of work describes and analyzes features and dimensions of the 15-

M campaign. Most of this work has focused on structural and organizational factors and has 

emphasized the types of claims and frames used, the role of social media as channels for 

recruitment, organizational strategies, and patterns of diffusion of uprisings happening 

worldwide, among others (e.g., Castells 2012; Martí i Puig 2011; Micó and Casero-Ripollés 

2014; Romanos 2013).  

Scholars have also explored people’s reasons for taking part in the campaign, giving us a 

good understanding of the profiles of participants. For example, based on qualitative data, 

Carlos Taibo (2011) identifies three core “mental schemata” that brought participants onto the 

streets, these being the will or desire to: promote reforms of the democratic system (electoral 

reform, pro-accountability, anticorruption, etc.); demand solutions against the excesses of the 

political class and the neoliberal status quo in the face of pressing financial hardship; and give 

continuity to alternative social movements in their opposition to capitalism and its institu-

tions. In addition, from quantitative studies that make use of on-site surveys conducted during 

the 15-M campaign in Barcelona, Madrid, and Salamanca, we know that participants were 

mostly young, well educated and left wing (Anduiza, Cristancho, and Sabucedo 2014; Calvo 

2013; Calvo, Gómez-Pastrana, and Mena 2011; Likki 2012; ). Moreover, studies using gen-

eral surveys show that those who were affected by the crisis and were socially embedded and 

politically involved were more likely to have engaged in the 15-M (Anduiza, Martín, and 

Mateos 2014). These studies also found that grievances deriving from the worsening of an 

individual’s employment conditions fostered the most protest activities in the recent context 

of general deprivation in Spain (Galais and Lorenzini 2017). These authors further contend 

that emotions, including anger, mediate the effects of economic and employment-related grie-

vances on protest participation (Galais and Lorenzini 2017).  

With this understanding already available, we can see that the general profile of 15-M 

participants to a considerable extent matches that of the participants involved in other 

“movements of crisis”, such as that of the 2013 antiausterity demonstration in Prague known 

as “The End of Godfathers” (Vráblíková 2015). However, studies have left deeper attitudinal 

configurations of protesters largely unexplored, and despite the campaign’s emphasis on 

democracy, we still know little about the impact of democratic dissatisfaction on mobilization 



in the 15-M, and whether the impact is even across different frequencies of participation. In 

fact, with the exception of Tiina Likki’s (2014) study of the motivational characteristics of 

activists, these studies have seldom considered the differences among participants,
3
 and 15-M 

participants have not yet been compared to nonparticipants. By working on these lacunae, this 

study constitutes both an innovation in existing 15-M scholarship and a contribution towards 

a more nuanced understanding of participation in this particular campaign and in similar 

contemporary antiausterity and Occupy movements.  

DIFFERENT FREQUENCIES OF PARTICIPATION 

For many years, and since the first crossnational studies of citizens’ attitudes toward 

unconventional political action (Barnes and Kaase 1979),
4
 many studies of political action 

have compared participants and nonparticipants. However, while major crossnational surveys 

(e.g., ESS, WVS) have allowed researchers to compare those who have protested with those 

who have not,
5
 they have not allowed for the identification of potentially relevant differences 

among those who participate. While advancing our knowledge on the drivers of participation, 

most studies have treated protesters largely as a homogenous group, masking potentially 

important differences among those who participate and lumping together those who have 

done so once and those who do so repeatedly. 

In view of these shortcomings, recent studies have examined differences among those who 

participate in several protests across their lifetimes or within a specific movement/campaign. 

For instance, Passy and Giugni (2001) find that the intensity of participation in the Swiss 

solidarity movement was a function of both the embeddedness of participants in social 

networks and the individually perceived efficacy of participation.
6
 Verhulst and Walgrave 

(2009) distinguish first-timers from other protesters in eighteen separate demonstrations in 

eight countries across nine issues. They find that age, motivation, and nonorganizational 

mobilization predict first-time participation. Andretta and della Porta (2014) distinguish low, 

medium, and high lifetime participation in nine demonstrations across a variety of issues in 

Italy between 2011 and 2013, finding that social centrality and collective identity formation 

have higher explanatory power when it comes to examining different degrees of participation. 

Saunders, Grasso, Olcese, Rainsford, and Rootes (2012) and Saunders (2014) distinguish four 

types of protesters on the basis of short-term frequency (protest participation in the past twelve 

months) and persistence (protest participation over their lifetimes) of their participation: 

novices, returners, repeaters, and stalwarts. In the first study, using data from seven European 

countries in 2009-2010, the authors find that while biographical availability and structural 

availability distinguish the four groups, emotional factors do not (Saunders et al. 2012). In the 

second study, the author finds that although protesters from all groups are at least moderately 

engaged with formal politics, there are significant differences across the four groups in terms 

of disaffection and disconnection from formal political institutions (Saunders 2014).  

These studies have substantially advanced our understanding of differential participation 

and have convincingly made the case that research on the determinants of participation needs 

to take a more nuanced approach and to consider differences between groups of participants. 

However, with the exception of Saunders (2014)
7
, these studies share a common limitation: 

while identifying and comparing different frequencies of participation, they do not consider 

nonparticipants. As we rely on a general survey, our data go beyond those “caught in the act 

of protest” and allow us to compare the features of people with different levels of 

participation with those who do not participate. As Vráblíková and Traunmüller (2015) argue, 

these data are better suited to test the determinants of activism. 

In this sense, this article can be closely aligned to Corrigall-Brown’s (2012) study on 

long-term trajectories of participation in social movements. This author considers individuals 

who have participated in a social movement group or activity and those who have not done so, 

finding that while religion, ideology, and efficacy might be important to explain initial 



engagement, these factors do not affect sustained participation (Corrigall-Brown 2012).
8
 In a 

similar vein, Oliver (1984) studies participation in neighborhood associations in Detroit. 

Based on local-level data, she compares the profiles of nonmembers, token contributors, and 

active members of these associations and finds that active members are more educated and 

more pessimistic about the prospects of collective action than token contributors. However, 

our study can be even more closely aligned to the 2009 study by Corrigall-Brown, Snow, 

Smith, and Quist, which explored homelessness in the U.S. With data derived from 400 

structured interviews in various cities, these researchers focus on short-term frequency of 

participation and compare nonparticipants, single- and multiple-time participants in an 

instance of mobilization. They find that relative strain, social ties, and biographical avail-

ability affect these groups differently. These similarities aside, our study is still different as 

we focus on the effect of democratic dissatisfaction (a central issue underlying the 15-M 

campaign) and examine one mobilization campaign in the shadow of recession.  

DEMOCRATIC DISSATISFACTION AND DIFFERENTIAL PARTICIPATION 

For many years, social movement research has given privileged attention to the availability of 

resources and the fluctuation of political opportunities for mobilization, largely downplaying 

the importance of strain-engendering and motivational aspects (van Stekelenburg and 

Klandermans 2009). More recently, however, studies have brought grievances back to the 

study of social movements (e.g., Brockett 2005; Büchler 2004; Giugni and Grasso 2015; 

Klandermans, van der Toorn, and van Stekelenburg 2008; Simmons 2014). In fact, grievance 

theory may best account for the participation in the recent wave of antiausterity and occupy 

movements (Vráblíková 2015). 

We follow Kriesi’s (2012) understanding of grievances as exogenous shocks and look at 

the attitudinal and emotional consequences they engender. More specifically, we focus on the 

affective dimension (i.e. feelings such as indignation and discontent about outcomes – see van 

Zomeren, Postmes, and Spears 2008)
9
 and assess how important deeply felt distress is for 

different frequencies of participation. Like Dalton (2004) and Dalton, van Sickle, and Weldon 

(2010), we approach this affective dimension via democratic dissatisfaction, which refers to 

the gap between real functioning democracies and the ideal (Fuchs, Guidorossi, and Svensson 

1995). As policy performance and outcomes account for variations in democratic satisfaction, 

satisfaction with democracy is a good indicator of specific political support (Dalton 1999; 

Easton 1975; Gunther and Montero 2006; Klingemann 1999). However, by no means do we 

argue that grievances are all about political attitudes, let alone democratic dissatisfaction. 

Satisfaction with democratic performance in Southern Europe has been rather low over 

the last few decades (Klingemann 1999; Quaranta and Martini 2016). This holds true for 

Spain, especially since the onset of the Great Recession (Lobera and Ferrándiz 2013). The 15-

M, part of the contemporary wave of antiausterity and occupy movements (della Porta 2015), 

largely originated in the inability of elites and institutions to meet citizens’ demands and 

concerns in a recession-dominated scenario (Martí i Puig 2011l; Oñate 2013). Consequently, 

democratic dissatisfaction is likely to be a factor directly underlying participation in the 15-M 

campaign. 

Research on the relationship between democratic satisfaction (more broadly, political 

discontent) and political participation has yielded mixed empirical evidence.
10

 According to 

Norris (2002), dissatisfaction might be detrimental to institutionalized behavior, such as 

voting, but it makes individuals more likely to protest.
11

 Building on this work and on insights 

from our first round of fieldwork,
12

 we expect dissatisfaction with democracy to have pushed 

people to take to the streets in the 15-M campaign. However, we further specify our expec-

tation and argue that variation in the frequency of participation is associated with varying 

levels of dissatisfaction.  



We do not expect political grievances to be constant across protesters who report differ-

ent frequencies of participation. We base this expectation on recent findings from similar 

campaigns and on particular features of the 15-M campaign (which we contend might be 

common to other antiausterity protests). For example, in their account of the drivers of 

participation in the shadow of the Greek recession, Rüdig and Karyotis (2013) find that new 

recruits are more similar to the general population than to established protesters. Similarly, we 

expect one-time participants to be more similar in terms of democratic dissatisfaction to the 

general population than to multiple-time participants.  

The context of material shortage in which the 15-M emerged (increasing poverty, 

growing inequality, high unemployment levels, cuts in public spending and social benefits) 

penetrated multiple layers of society (Anduiza et al. 2014; Calvo et al. 2011; della Porta 2015; 

Galais and Lorenzini 2017). In this sense, the 15-M appealed to many people, including many 

with no prior protest involvement and no links to social movements, i.e., “beyond the usual 

suspects,” as Rüdig and Karyotis (2013) put it. In a moment of heightened social conflict, 

democratic dissatisfaction is likely to spread, and more people are willing to protest at least 

once. However, only those who are relatively more discontent are likely to come back to 

protest. Those who are no more dissatisfied than nonparticipants are not likely to engage in 

any further mobilizations. 

This dynamic is especially likely to be at work in a campaign such as that of the 15-M, 

where opportunities to participate at least once were large and the costs of doing so were quite 

low. First, the 15-M rapidly gained wide attention and high salience in both offline and online 

media, becoming cognitively available to the vast majority of Spaniards. Second, rather than 

dealing with specific issues that concerned concrete social sectors, the 15-M challenged 

general and largely consensual issues, thus appealing to a large and inclusive constituency 

(Portos 2016; Shalev 2013). Third, as the campaign involved a great deal of improvisation 

and innovation (in terms of performances, for example), it awakened the curiosity of many. 

Fourth, as it lasted many weeks, the 15-M offered enough time to the curious and the hesitant 

to come and join the campaign. Finally, as it involved minimal or no organizational mem-

bership (Anduiza et al. 2014), it allowed people with absolutely no links to social movement 

organizations to participate in the protest.  

Besides these substantial opportunities for participation, the costs of joining the cam-

paign, at least to gain first-hand insight into what was happening, were low in terms of both 

money and time expenditures. In most cities, the activists occupied and camped in central and 

easily accessible squares. Gathering in a plaza, marching, taking part in an assembly, and 

camping were open and free to everybody.
13

 Further, except for a few specific moments in 

some cities, threats of police repression were virtually nonexistent.  

Considering this scenario, we expect many people to have participated at least once in the 

campaign, even if their levels of dissatisfaction with democracy were not particularly high 

relative to those who did not participate. In fact, we expect those who participated only once 

to be more similar to nonparticipants than to multiple-time challengers. Consequently, we 

hypothesize that: 

H1 One-time participants in the 15-M were no more dissatisfied with democracy than 

nonparticipants. 

H2 Those individuals who were more dissatisfied with democracy were more prone to become 

multiple-time participants in 15-M protests relative to nonparticipants. 

Although we expect one-time participants not to differ from nonparticipants in terms of 

democratic dissatisfaction, there must be other variables that can account for the difference 

between nonparticipants and one-time participants and thus help to explain why some people 

participate once and others do not. In our models, we test other factors that have been found 

relevant for explaining mobilization in general, and different frequencies of participation in 

particular (Corrigall-Brown et al. 2009; Schussman and Soule 2005;), for example, objective 



material and subjective socioeconomic grievances, structural availability, network avail-

ability, and political engagement.  

RESEARCH DESIGN 

In order to compare protesters in the 15-M with nonparticipants, we use a general survey. For 

our specific purposes, the country-level INJUVE survey (2012, CIS Nº 2919)
14

—which has 

not yet been thoroughly explored—has two main advantages compared to other available CIS 

general surveys with information about the 15-M, such as the June 2011 barometer (Nº 

2905)
15

 and the post-election survey (Nº 2920). First, we can take different frequencies of 

participation in 15-M performances into account over a relatively long timespan (May-

November 2011).
16

 Second, it has information specifically about respondents’ levels of demo-

cratic dissatisfaction. These two aspects comprise a window of opportunity into understanding 

the question of whether and how democratic dissatisfaction influences different frequencies of 

activism relative to nonparticipants. 

Nonetheless, the dataset has some limitations. First, its sample only consists of people 

between fifteen and thirty years old, but most available work shows that young people were 

overrepresented in the 15-M (Anduiza et al. 2014; Calvo et al. 2011; Martí i Puig 2011; Taibo 

2011; Tejerina and Perugorría 2013). Second, it has a relatively small subsample of actual 

protest participants (n = 258, which represents 19 percent of the sample). Hence, the leverage 

and potential generalizability of our results should be taken with caution. In order to give 

more leverage to our statistical findings, we complement these data with qualitative empirical 

material collected via conversational and semistructured interviews with challengers during 

and after the protests. 

Methods 

Our study follows a multimethod approach, drawing on qualitative and quantitative 

evidence. First, based on the INJUVE (2012) dataset, we use multinomial logit regressions to 

examine protesters’ differential degree of participation (one-time participants and multiple-

time participants) compared to the subsample of nonparticipants.
17

 This approach allows us to 

examine whether there is systematic evidence pointing to political dissatisfaction as the base 

of different frequencies for participation in the 15-M.  

However, as valuable information is likely to hide behind tests of significance, we also 

conducted a latent class cluster analysis (LCA) for our three groups (nonparticipants, one-time 

participants, and multiple-time participants) to analyze the relationships among manifest data, 

when some variables are unobserved and grouped into exclusive and exhaustive subsets 

named latent classes (Beissinger 2013). This finite-mixture method allows groupings of 

individuals who share similar interests and values to be identified, as observations with 

similar sets of responses on the manifest variables tend to cluster within the same latent 

classes.
18

 Concretely, LCA helped us to examine whether there was attitudinal heterogeneity 

across and within different groups of protesters. It also helped us to identify unexpectedly 

high values of some manifest variables that yielded statistically and substantively significant 

results (particularly in the multiple-time protesters group), as well as to account for the lack of 

a significant coefficient in other attitudinal variables. 

Finally, qualitative material, besides giving rise to some initial expectations about partici-

pation in the 15-M, was used to complement and further illustrate our findings. Qualitative 

evidence, incorporated throughout the article, comes from two separate rounds of inter-

viewing. First, before deciding to work on this project, during the occupation of Plaça 

Catalunya (Barcelona) in May 2011, we conducted several conversational interviews with a 

wide and diverse range of activists and, on a regular basis, we took notes from the discussions 

that were held in the daily assemblies. Second, having decided to develop this project, we 



conducted twelve semistructured interviews during the summer of 2014 with key informants 

who participated in the protests back in 2011, in both Madrid and Barcelona. Eight of these 

interviewees were multiple-time protesters, and four were one-time activists. 

The Dependent Variable 

Our dependent variable is a three-category index of participation in 15-M protests, based 

on the INJUVE (2012) dataset. Contrary to most general surveys, which often ask questions 

only about participation in demonstrations and semi-institutionalized activities, such as 

boycotting and petitioning (e.g., WVS, ESS), we can combine two questions, one inquiring 

about participation in 15-M demonstrations and other gatherings, and the second asking about 

participation in assemblies. Combining these two questions helped us to overcome one of the 

concerns that scholars working on the 15-M have: that the 15-M should not be equated to the 

occupation of squares in May-June 2011 (Calvo et al. 2011:6).  

If a respondent reports not having participated in any “demonstrations or other gather-

ings” or “assemblies,” the response is coded as negative (i.e. 0). We distinguish affirmative 

responses in the following way (see Appendix): if an individual participated “more than once” 

in at least one of these tactical options, the response is recoded as 2 (multiple-time partic-

ipant), whereas if an individual participated only once in either “assemblies” or “demonstra-

tions or other gatherings”, the response is recoded as 1 (one-time participant). Overall, 1,095 

people in the sample did not participate in the 15-M movement (81%), 136 were one-time 

participants (10%), and 122 were multiple-time participants (9%). 

We interpret coming back to the 15-M by participating in the same tactic (“demonstra-

tions or other gatherings” or “assemblies”) to be a sign of deeper commitment than parti-

cipating once in each of the two types of tactics considered. As we argued above, with 

opportunities to participate being large and costs being low, we expect many people to have 

participated at least once out of curiosity. If a given person participated in an assembly out of 

curiosity and after learning more decided to participate again, we take this as a sign of 

commitment. In contrast, curiosity might have pushed people to go and check out an assembly 

after having been in a demonstration and vice versa without this implying any deeper in-

volvement of commitment, unless she or he came back to the same kind of protest event. 

Hence, we treat those who participated once in an assembly and once in a demonstration as 

“one-time protesters”.
19

 To be sure, the distinction between our categories is fairly arbitrary. 

However, it aligns with similar work in the field (e.g., Corrigall-Brown et al. 2009) and repre-

sents an improvement over past work that lumps participants together. 

Explanatory Variable and Controls 

Our main explanatory variable, as stated in the hypotheses, takes democratic satisfaction 

as a way to capture attitudinal political grievances.
20

 This is captured through a self-reported 

question on satisfaction with democracy measured on a 0-10 scale (see the appendix). 

Together with our main independent variable, we include a number of predictors related 

to (both material and attitudinal) socioeconomic grievances (Giugni and Grasso 2015). Socio-

economic attitudinal indicators of grievances include egotropic and sociotropic values. We 

use two dummy variables to capture them (see the appendix). If one of the main two problems 

for people at the individual level is the economy, crisis, access to housing, unemployment, 

employment quality, difficulty of finding a job, low wages, or precariousness, the proxy for 

egotropic values is recoded as 1 (otherwise = 0). Likewise, if any of the same categories is 

identified as one of the main problems at the country level, the proxy for sociotropic attitudes 

is recoded as 1 (otherwise = 0). We consider income, class, and social status as indicators of 

objective-material grievances. A binary variable captures whether the individual is financially 

self-sufficient (living only on her income: yes = 1; 0 = otherwise). A second dummy controls 

whether the head of household receives a salary wage-pension or not.
21

  



Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Three Subcategories (Nonparticipants and One-Time and 

Multiple-Time Protesters)  

Nonparticipants 

One-time 

protesters 

Multiple-time 

activists 

Mean Std. dev. Mean Std. dev. Mean Std. dev. 

Grievances (hypothesis) 
 Satisfaction with democracy 4.85 2.18 4.56 2.13 3.5 2.28 

Structural Availability and Grievances (controls) 

Education 2.46 .89 3.01 .91 2.98 .82 

Household situation: employed 1.22 .6 1.24 .59 1.26 .60 

Financial self-sufficiency 0.24 0.25 0.25 

Age 22.70 4.29 23.24 4.16 23.25 4.03 

Main indiv. prob. (egotropic) 0.82 0.82 0.79 

Main gen. prob. (sociotropic) 0.63 0.72 0.69 

Political Engagement, Networks and Social Capital 

Efficacy voting .46 .79 .37 .69 .50 .82 

Left-right scale 4.85 1.82 3.67 1.73 3.48 2.16 

Political interest 1.00 .85 1.47 .91 1.71 .97 

Political information 

index

3.57 .96 2.92 .96 2.85 1.06 

Ever attended to meeting 0.17 0.31 0.39 

Ever demonstrated 0.39 0.89 0.87 

Trust social networks 2.75 1.18 2.78 1.15 3.03 1.28 

Interactions 

      Ideology-interest 5.59 5.12 5.09 3.92 5.72 4.79 

Notes: Percent frequencies for dummy variables. Source: INJUVE (2012). 

Apart from grievances, we incorporate three sets of control variables (see table 1) that 

have been found relevant in explaining mobilization (Schussman and Soule 2005). Including 

these allows us to weigh our argument against alternative explanations. First, in order to cap-

ture structural-biographical availability, we use an ordinal predictor for maximum level of 

education attained (with 4 hierarchical categories: 1 = primary or lower, 2 = secondary, 3 = A-

levels or equivalent, 4 = university degree). Also, we take into account age (continuous) and 

its squared term to control for quadratic effects.
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Second, regarding political engagement, we account for political (internal and institutional) 

efficacy through the extent of agreement with the following statement, “One more vote or one 

less vote does not make any difference” (recoded: 1 = agree, 2 = neutral, 3 = disagree; treated as 

ordinal). In addition, we control for ideological orientation, captured via self-placement on the 

0-10 left-right scale. An index on the frequency of use of different sources to obtain political

information (1-5 scale, ranging from “everyday” to “never”)
24

 and interest in politics is taken

into account, measured into a 1-4 increasing scale (“not at all” to “a lot”).

Third, as for network availability, we look into whether the person has ever attended a 

meeting of a political party (yes = 1, 0 = otherwise) or has participated in some prior demon-

strations (also dummy). Likewise, we control for online ties, which may influence channels 

for participants’ recruitment (Beissinger 2013), with a question on social networks’ degree of 

trust. It is also a proxy for interpersonal trust. This is measured on a 1-4 scale, ranging from “a 

lot” to “not at all”. 



RESULTS AND ANALYSIS 

We first analyze the results from our variable-centered strategies. In model 1, we include our 

main predictors together with controls related to objective-material grievances, structural 

availability, and political engagement (table 2). Subjective-attitudinal grievances, networks, 

and social-capital related factors are included in models 2 and 3 (tables 2 and 3). An inter-

action effect between ideological self-placement and political interest is likewise reported in 

model 3 (table 3).
25

 We report a parallel specification for models 2 and 3 due to endogeneity 

concerns related to the predictor of participation in previous demonstrations, as the phrasing 

in the questionnaire does not explicitly clarify that previous participation implies any protest 

campaign but the 15-M. Whereas in models 2.A and 3.A we assume that this is a contam-

inated indicator and we exclude it, in models 2.B and 3.B, we assume that protesters have 

understood that the question was referring to demonstrations other than the 15-M. However, 

doing this does not yield any substantial changes beyond the coefficient for having partici-

pated in previous demonstrations. 

 Our main finding is that political grievances, measured by democratic dissatisfaction, 

matter for explaining mobilization, but only for multiple-time challengers––not for one-time 

participants––relative to nonparticipants. In line with our hypotheses, we observe a negative 

correlation, statistically and substantively significant, between democratic satisfaction and the 

propensity to become a multiple-time participant in the 15-M. While this association is 

observed for multiple-time participants, it does not hold for one-time participants (taking 

nonparticipants as the reference category). In other words, people who have participated more 

than once were more dissatisfied with the democratic performance than the overall popu-

lation, whereas the same does not hold for one-time participants. The effect of democratic 

satisfaction on one-time participation is not significant (see figure 1). While the probability of 

participating multiple times for an individual who reports very high levels of democratic 

satisfaction (e.g., responded “8” in the 0-10 scale) is about 2%, someone who is extremely 

dissatisfied with democracy (e.g., 0) has an 18% chance of becoming a multiple-time partici-

pant relative to nonparticipants, holding all other predictors constant (see figure 1). Con-

firming our main expectation, this suggests that there are different paths to mobilization for 

people with different frequencies of participation in protests.  

In addition, our qualitative evidence reflects clearly that democratic dissatisfaction is 

indeed a factor behind different frequencies of protest. Among our interviewees in Plaça 

Catalunya (Barcelona) and Puerta del Sol (Madrid), multiple-time activists seemed more 

dissatisfied than one-time participants. Dissatisfaction was so strong that some interviewees 

did not want to be related with politics, even refusing to be identified as political actors. 

However, the more concrete content of their discourses reveals not only that there was an 

important political component to what they were doing, but also that they were dissatisfied 

with “traditional politics,” “politics as usual,” “party politics,” and the “functioning of demo-

cracy.” As one multiple-time activists stated, “We are not politicians. We are not even politi-

cal. Politics sucks. We don’t play that game. All of them [referring to political parties and 

politicians in general] are the same shit” (interviewee 4). Another activist said, “They have 

kidnapped people’s democracy; we don’t have a say in their system” (interviewee 6).  

In contrast, discourses regarding democratic dissatisfaction among one-time challengers 

were much softer. While recognizing that “politics must change,” they pointed towards 

reforms rather than rupture: “It seems obvious that the system is not performing well, but it 

might get much worse than this” (interviewee 11). In general, interviewees from the one-time- 

participants group pointed at regeneration within the political status quo, rather than at a 

dramatic change: “Politicians are deaf, they do not listen to us. It is not a matter of (political) 

colors, we need new flowing sap” (interviewee 9). In short, qualitative evidence tends to 

confirm our overall argument, as dissatisfaction is more strongly felt among multiple-time 

participants than among one-time participants.  



Table 2. Multinomial Logit Models (I) 

Model 1 Model 2.A Model 2.B

    Particip = 1   Particip = 2     Particip = 1   Particip = 2     Particip = 1   Particip = 2 

b S.E. b S.E. b S.E. b S.E. b S.E. b S.E. 

Grievances 

Satisfaction with democracy –.09 .06 –.35*** .07 –.09 .06 –.37*** .07 –.06 .06 –.34*** .07 

Controls 

Education .50** .17 .29 .20 .41 .18 .31 .21 .26 .18 .18 .22 

Household situation: employed .03 .22 –.07 .27 –.08 .24 –.09 .29 –.13 .24 –.15 .30 

Financial self-sufficiency –.38 .40 –.91 .55 –.51 .44 –.86 .58 –.37 .46 –.76 .58 

Age –.31 .37 .15 .47 –.45 .40 –.05 .51 –.72 .04 –.37 .53 

Age squared .01 .01 –.00 .01 .01 .01 –.00 .01 .01 .01 .01 .01 

Main generational problem (sociotropic) –.39 .37 –.58 .42 –.30 .38 –.41 .43 

Main individual problem (egotropic) .83* .32 .63 .38 .89** .33 .64 .38 

Political Engagement, Networks, and Social Capital 

Efficacy voting –.04 .17 .26 .19 –.01 .18 .25 .20 .16 .18 .37 .21 

Left-right scale -.29 *** .07 –.31*** .08 –.33*** .07 –.35*** .08 –.26** .08 –.30*** .08 

Political interest .06 .16 .65** .19 .11 .18 .70** .20 .08 .19 .68** .21 

Political information index –.45** .16 –.59** .19 –.43* .17 –.51* .20 –.35* .18 –.42* .21 

Ever attended a meeting .23 .28 .43 .32 .16 .29 .38 .34 –.20 .30 .06 .35 

Ever demonstrated 2.01*** .39 1.90*** .49 

Trust social networks –.10 .11 .12 .12 –.10 .11 .12 .12 

Interactions 

Ideology-interest 

Constant 1.25 4.03 –3.24 5.04 3.39 4.25 –1.04 5.38 5.25 4.51 1.48 5.61 

Pseudo R squared 0.1654  0.1759  0.2289 

N 750  675    673 

Notes: *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001. Ref. categories: 0 = not participating; 1= one-time participants; 2= multiple-time participants. Model 2.B includes the “ever demon-

strated” predictor. Coefficients: log-likelihood. S.E. columns show standard errors. 



Table 3. Multinomial Logit Models (II) 

Model 3.A Model 3.B 

 Particip = 1   Particip = 2  Particip = 1  Particip = 2 

b S.E. b S.E. b S.E. b S.E. 

Grievances (hypothesis): 

Satisfaction with democracy –.10 .06 –.37*** .07 –.07 .06 –.34*** .07 

Structural Availability and 

Grievances  (controls): 

 Education .41* .18 .34 .22 .26 .18 .19 .23 

 Household situation: employed –.06 .24 –.04 .29 –.11 .24 –.11 .30 

 Financial self-sufficiency –.52 .45 –.86 .58 –.37 .46 –.76 .59 

 Age –.43 .40 .02 .52 –.69 .43 –.27 .54 

 Age squared –.01 .01 –.00 .01 .01 .01 .00 .01 

 Main gen. prob.  –.41 .37 –.60 .42 –.31 .38 –.43 .43 

 Main indiv. prob.  .84* .32 .62 .38 .90** .33 .62 .39 

Political Engagement, Networks, and  

Social Capital: 

 Efficacy voting .01 .18 .27 .20 .15 .18 .38 .21 

 Left-right scale –.61** .22 –.79** .23 –.55* .23 –.73** .23 

 Political interest .55 .35 1.41*** .40 .53 .36 1.35** .39 

 Political information index –.44** .17 –.53** .20 –.35* .18 –.46* .21 

 Ever attended to meeting .15 .29 .32 .34 –.22 .30 –.02 .35 

 Ever demonstrated 2.01*** .39 1.91*** .49 

 Trust social networks –.11 .11 .11 .12 –.11 .11 .11 .13 

Interactions: 

   Ideology-interest –.11 .08 –.18* .09 –.11 .08 –.18* .09 

Constant 2.67 4.30 –2.99 5.59 4.33 4.56 –.78 5.85 

Pseudo R squared 0.1816 0.2344 

N 675 673 

Notes: *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001. Ref. categories: 0 = not participating; 1 = one-time participants; 2 = multiple-

time participants. Model 3.A includes the “ever demonstrated” predictor. Coefficients: log- likelihood. “S.E.” 

columns: standard errors. 

Besides our democratic dissatisfaction-related hypotheses, we also find that reporting low 

political interest decreases the propensity of multiple-time participation in the 15-M, but this 

is not significant for one-time participants (always with reference to nonparticipants). By 

contrast, reporting egotropic (socioeconomic) attitudes is positively associated with becoming 

a one-time participant, but not involvement on multiple occasions. Additionally, some factors, 

such as ideology and prior involvement in demonstrations, affect participation regardless of 

its frequency. Left-wing people and previous demonstrators are keener to protest; coefficients 

are strong and significant both for one-time challengers and multiple-timers. These results are 

robust across different model specifications (tables 2 and 3).
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Despite the fact that our statistical results are significant in substantive and statistical 

terms, our confidence intervals are large. Moreover, correlation-based techniques are in-

sufficient to analyze similarities and differences between observations within subsamples. 

Variable-oriented techniques, such as multinomial logistic regressions, tell us little about the 

attitudinal grouping of cases. Therefore, we further investigated our findings by making use of 

a case-centered strategy, LCA. 

We conducted separate LCA for our three groups. We identified two latent classes among 

nonparticipants, and three latent classes both for one-time challengers and multiple-time 

protesters.
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Figure 2.A. Mean Value of Attitudinal Manifest Variables per Latent Class within the Sub-

sample of Nonparticipants in 15-M Actions. 

Notes: Standardized into 0-10 scales; all variables are treated as continuous. For the sake of clarity, in this graph the 

scale of political information is inverted (maximum= 10). Distribution of cases: 73.7% and 26.3% fall in the first and 

second latent classes, respectively. Optimal BIC solution= -16222 (VEV, 2 latent classes). Source: INJUVE (2012). 

Figure 2.A. shows the cluster profile plot for the two optimal clusters of nonparticipants, 

each of which constitutes 73.7% and 26.3% of the nonparticipants (respectively classes 1 and 

2,).
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 We observe a homogeneous pattern in attitudinal positioning and in the range of obser-

vations across the two latent classes for nonparticipants. While medium values are reported 

for ideology, interpersonal trust, and democratic satisfaction, those for political interest and 

information are intermediate-low. In contrast, standards for egotropic attitudinal grievances 

are upper-intermediate and for sociotropic values are high. This finding suggests that non-

participants are aggrieved chiefly in socioeconomic subjective terms. The most relevant dif-

ference in the grouping of observations concerns voting efficacy: while some nonparticipants 

self-perceive as politically ineffective (class 1), others, along with a typical attitudinal con-

figuration, report intermediate values for efficacy (class 2).  

A greater range of variation is observed within and between the two graphs of par-

ticipants in 15-M actions, separated by the frequency of participation. First, the attitudinal 

clustering of one-time participants (see classes 2 and 3; fig. 2.B.) is very similar to that of 

nonparticipants (figure 2.A.). The exception is class 1 (fig. 2.B.), which comprises stalwarts 

within one-time challengers: more trustful, politically interested, satisfied, and well-informed 

cases, strongly aggrieved in socioeconomic terms and with very low perceived efficacy. How-

ever, they represent only 7.2% of one-time challengers. 

Second, the attitudinal configuration of multiple-time participants is the most hetero-

geneous amongst the three groups considered. Like nonparticipants and one-time participants, 

they are socioeconomically aggrieved, show intermediate values for trust, and tilt towards the 

left side of the ideological spectrum. Nonetheless, we can distinguish three broad classes on 

the basis of their attitudinal clustering. Again, one class is very similar to those with a typical 

configuration among the three groups (intermediate values for all indicators: class 2); one set 

of cases represents a disenchanted profile (aggrieved, relatively informed, but disinterested in 

politics: class 1), and one final class is made up of outraged participants (extremely aggrieved 

in subjective political and socioeconomic terms, albeit strongly interested in politics: class 3). 
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Figure 2.B. Mean Value of Attitudinal Manifest Variables per Latent Class within the Sub-

sample of One-Time Participants in 15-M Actions.  

Notes: Standardized into 0-10 scales; all variables are treated as continuous. For the sake of clarity, in this graph the 

scale of political information is inverted (maximum = 10). Distribution of cases: 7.6%, 25.2% and 67.2% fall in the 

first, second and third latent classes, respectively. Optimal BIC solution = -2772.194 (VEI, 3 latent classes). Source: 

INJUVE (2012). 

Figure 2.C. Mean Value of Attitudinal Manifest Variables per Latent Class within the Sub-

sample of Multiple-Time Participants in 15-M Actions.  

Notes: Standardized into 0-10 scales; all variables are treated as continuous. For the sake of clarity, in this graph the 

scale of political information is inverted (maximum= 10). Distribution of cases: 24.3%, 44.2% and 31.5% fall in the 

1
st
, 2

nd
 and 3

rd
 latent classes, respectively. Optimal BIC solution= -2615.849 (VEI, 3 latent classes). Source: INJUVE 

(2012). 
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Following our main line of reasoning and considering our multinomial logit models, most 

cases within multiple-time participants tend to cluster around low levels of democratic 

satisfaction. However, contrary to the results yielded by our models, we observe that individ-

uals who fall into class 2 do not report particularly low values of democratic satisfaction, and 

individuals in class 1 show very low levels of political interest. These account for 44% of the 

multiple-time activists’ subsample (see fig. 2.C.).  

The results of the LCA, on the one hand, add a word of caution. Despite the fact that 

results reported by the previous multinomial logit models are significant and robust, the LCA 

analysis shows us that there is a great deal of variation in some attitudinal patterns within our 

subgroups, even for those manifest variables that report significant results in the logit models. 

In other words, only some cases (slightly over 50%) in the subsample of multiple-time pro-

testers are driving our coefficients for democratic satisfaction. On the other hand, they reveal 

why we do not find significant results for some predictors in the multinomial logit models. As 

a rule of thumb, we might suspect that some variables for which the range of responses is 

broad
29

 and/or that are consistently similar across our three groups will not tend to report any 

significant effects.
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CONCLUSION 

This article sheds light on the determinants of different frequencies of participation and 

nonparticipation in the Spanish 15-M campaign. We asked whether democratic dissatisfaction 

helped explain differences in the frequency with which people participated in the 15-M 

campaign. At a moment of heightened social conflict, with democratic dissatisfaction on the 

rise, more people chose to voice outrage through protest participation. However, our findings 

show that the effect of dissatisfaction with democracy is not constant across one-time par-

ticipants and multiple-time participants relative to nonparticipants. In terms of democratic 

dissatisfaction, the profile of one-time protesters resembled more closely that of non-

participants. In other words, only those who were more democratically dissatisfied came back 

to protest. 

Our study makes a relevant and innovative contribution to existing work in mobilization 

and sustained participation in protest in at least two central ways. First, in terms of design, it 

takes into account people featuring different frequencies of participation and includes 

nonparticipants. As we show, different frequencies of participation are patterned, and non-

participants serve as “negative cases,” allowing for a more robust examination of the deter-

minants of participation. Second, theoretically speaking, we elaborate further the well-

established positive association between democratic dissatisfaction and willingness to protest 

by showing how it plays out in different groups of participants.  

Finally, in relation to existing work on the 15-M, we innovate in ways that are rare in this 

literature: besides looking at different frequencies of participation and comparing them to 

nonparticipation, we explore to a deeper degree one dimension of grievances that is assumed 

to be at the core of the indignados movement: democratic dissatisfaction. Our findings allow 

us to provide a more nuanced view of the profile of 15-M participants that, along with 

existing studies, contribute to a theoretically rich and empirically informed understanding of 

individual mobilization into this campaign. 

Given the characteristics of the campaign at hand and of the recession context in which it 

emerged, our findings are particularly fitting and relevant. Beyond the Spanish case, we 

contend that our contribution can shed light on other protest campaigns in the so-called anti-

austerity and Occupy movements. From existing studies, we already know that 15-M 

participants share important characteristics with protesters in, for example, Greece and the 

Czech Republic. Although this similarity gives us confidence about the generalizability of our 

results, whether the nuanced association between democratic dissatisfaction and frequencies 

of participation can be said to hold for these other campaigns remains an empirical question. 



Thus, further research should try to assess how well our findings can be applied to other 

similar mobilization contexts, as well as how other relevant drivers of mobilization, such as 

efficacy, also help to draw a distinction between people exhibiting different frequencies of 

participation in protest. 

All in all, this contribution reflects on what is meant by participation in protest and on the 

(often implicit) assumptions that are made in our scholarly inquiries in this field. Scholars 

generally recognize that protesters are rarely a homogeneous group and that mobilization 

processes are patterned, research designs do not always reflect these common agreements, let 

alone explore them in depth. The more nuanced view of participation that we adopted in this 

paper allowed us to delve in more detail into one established finding in the literature on 

mobilization, and our work already indicates the need for some qualifications. Specifically, 

while our study backs the established finding that democratic dissatisfaction is a key deter-

minant of individual protest participation, by looking into different frequencies of partici-

pation we show that this holds only for multiple-time challengers. These challengers 

constituted the subset of participants who, in the Spanish context, were in fact indignados 

with the country’s democracy. 

NOTES 

1
 See e.g., Anduiza, Cristancho, and Sabucedo 2014; Anduiza, Martín, and Mateos 2014; Galais and Lorenzini 2017; 

Likki 2012, 2014; Calvo, Gómez-Pastrana, and Mena 2011; Calvo 2013. 
2
 We use the words “intensity” and “frequency” of participation interchangeably throughout. 

3
 Likki (2014) identifies three subgroups of participants in the 15-M through clustering techniques (insecure identifiers, 

non-identifiers, and secure identifiers) and shows that while their levels of subjective grievances and identification with 

protest varied, their perceptions of social problems and economic disadvantage were strikingly similar. 
4
 This work studies “protest potential.” In doing so, the authors combine citizen approval of various “unconventional” 

activities (such as petitions, lawful demonstrations, boycotts, and occupations, among others) with their responses to 

questions as to whether they had done or might do such acts. 
5
 The European Social Survey (ESS), for example, asks only whether they have participated in a demonstration in the 

last twelve months, and the World Values Survey (WVS) asks respondents whether they have ever participated in a 

demonstration. 
6
 In addition to frequency, Passy and Giugni (2001) also consider the “effort” dimension by distinguishing whether 

activists give money or time. 
7
 Before moving to the more nuanced dependent variable that takes into account the four types of protesters using the 

first wave of the European “Caught in the Act of Protest” project, the author uses the 5
th
 wave of the ESS to compare 

(nondisaggregated) participants and nonparticipants. 
8
 For additional studies dealing with sustained participation and commitment, see Andrews (1991); Klandermans 

(1997); Passy and Giugni (2000). 
9
 We are not the first to claim that grievances should be addressed beyond material boundaries, and thus not the first 

to delve deeper into their subjective dimension. In fact, this idea lies at the core of relative deprivation theories 

(Klandermans 1997; Smith, Pettigrew, Pippin, and Bialosiewicz 2014; van Stekelenburg and Klandermans 2009). 

Building on this approach, some recent studies stress the importance of the attitudinal-interpretative dimension. 

While Carol Galais and Jasmine Lorenzini (2016) show how emotions mediate the effect of objective grievances 

(especially employment conditions) in Spanish antiausterity performances, Erica Simmons (2014) develops a 

meaning-laden approach to understand grievances, emphasizing an interpretative component. 
10

 See, for example, Dalton (1999, 2004); Dalton et al. (2010); Farah, Barnes, and Heunks (1979); Norris (2002, 

2011); Norris, Walgrave and van Aelst (2005); Thomassen (1990). 
11

 Some recent contributions stress that education mediates the relationship between dissatisfaction and participation 

(Hernández and Ares 2016). 
12

 General political discontent was a central topic mentioned in almost every interview we conducted. Expressions 

such as, “We don’t want more of the same” or “We don’t want to be in their hands [referring to multinationals and 

international bankers]” and “We need politicians able to stay firm” were recurrent. 
13

 It could be reasonably argued that occupying a square and camping out, as some 15-M participants did, entail 

relatively high costs in terms of time and effort (compared to, for instance, joining a peaceful demonstration for a 

couple of hours). However, in order to participate in the 15-M, people were not required to occupy a square and camp 

out. Hanging out in the Plaza one afternoon or following an assembly that, on average, lasted a couple of hours, is 

enough for a respondent to report that she has participated in the 15-M. As Calvo, Gómez-Pastrana, and Mena (2011: 

6) note, the 15-M should not be reduced to those who occupied the squares.



14
 This is a representative survey organized by an official public institution, the Instituto de la Juventud (INJUVE) 

and conducted by the Centro de Investigaciones Sociológicas (CIS), an independent entity assigned to the Spanish 

Ministry of the Presidency that carries out surveys, among other tasks (http://www.cis.es/cis/opencms/EN/8_cis/). 
15

 This survey focuses on public opinion positioning and feelings towards the 15-M and institutionalized political 

behaviour, without inquiring about participation in protest activities. Something similar holds for other existing 

studies, such as Metroscopia (2011). 
16

 Conducting the interviews for the INJUVE (2012) survey between the November 21 and 30, 2011, poses a minor 

drawback. Like any survey with information on retrospective participation, respondents are likely to be conditioned 

by present circumstances at the moment of responding. By November 2011, the 15-M was facing a period of 

uncertainty, with divides among participants becoming explicit and the campaign itself becoming less popular, so 

protest participation over-reporting by nonparticipants is not too likely.  
17

 If we had assumed there was some degree of order or rank among our categories on the basis of protesters’ degree 

of commitment, we would have used an ordered probit model instead. However, this would have implied taking into 

account the three categories all together, and here we are interested in assessing the effects of the two types of 

participants separately with reference to nonprotesters. Furthermore, the parallel regression assumption might be too 

strong in this case. 
18

 This method offers a variety of model selection tools to assess probabilities of classification through a posteriori 

probability of membership. Some diagnostic statistics, like the Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC), can assist in the 

determination of the optimal number of clusters underlying a given set of variables specified (Beissinger 2013). There 

are LCA software programs at hand. We used Mclust, an R package that automatically estimates the best mixture 

model according to different covariance structures and different numbers of clusters.  
19

 This group of participants is very small (n = 34). As a robustness check, we conducted the same analysis consid-

ering those who participated only once in both an “assembly” and a “demonstration or other gatherings” as multiple-

time challengers. The regression analyses do not present any substantive differences among the factors that we are 

studying here. 
20

 Trust in intermediary institutions might also capture political attitudinal grievances and, as other authors have 

shown, trust is likely to have an impact on mobilization (Braun and Hutter 2016; Dalton 2004). Although not reported 

in the models, we have also considered variables for trust in parties and in the Congress (measured in 0-10 scales). 

These are highly correlated (Pearson’s r> 0.7). We test through Principal Component Analysis whether the same 

variance can be explained with fewer of the aforementioned variables. Items load strongly on one single dimension 

(Eigenvalue= 1.72), accounting for 85.93% of the variance. The index of political trust created meets the minimum 

reliability threshold, as the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient is 0.84. If we include political trust in our models, it is never 

statistically significant; it also does not change our coefficients or improve our models’ goodness-of-fit, and it raises 

some concerns of over-specification. Hence, it is not reported throughout. 
21

 We have also controlled for the type of contract the worker has (unlimited or not), in case she is working at all. Not 

significant effects were reported in any model specification. 
22

 Despite the short age range of respondents (i.e., 16-30 years-old), we have logged it in some model specifications 

(not reported in the table) and discarded possible logarithmic effects. 
23

 We also considered gender. It does not increase our goodness-of-fit and has no significant effects. It is not reported here. 
24

 PCA conducted offers a one-component solution (Eigenvalue = 2.22, variance explained: 55%). The political 

information index meets the minimum threshold of reliability (Cronbach’s α= 0.73). 
25

 We have checked for a number of possible interaction effects on different frequencies of participation, namely, 

democratic satisfaction-interest, ideology-democratic satisfaction, democratic satisfaction-education, satisfaction- 

household financial situation, satisfaction-financial self-sufficiency, ideology-education, satisfaction-degree of self-

sufficiency, and so on. None of the interactions that we checked for yielded statistically significant results. 
26

 Also, results are robust to changes in the reference category of the dependent variable (not reported). 
27

 The best mixture model is one that maximizes the BIC estimator. The maximum BIC reported for nonparticipants 

is -16222 (VEV model), with a two-cluster solution and a log-likelihood test = -7781.116. Optimal BIC solution for 

one-time participants = -2772.194 and for multiple-time participants = -2615.849 (both VEI with 3 latent classes). 
28

 All attitudinal manifest variables included are standardized into 0-10 scales. Mclust treats all variables as contin-

uous by default. The other R package suitable for conducting LCA, poLCA, is only appropriate when all manifest 

variables are polytomous, which is not our case. 
29

 This point should be nuanced, especially when dealing with variables operationalized as binary, which do not have 

intermediate possible answers. Moreover, there are some exceptions, such as political interest, with a relatively big 

range (2.7-6.3), but its effect on protest involvement is nevertheless significant. 
30

 The variable political information provides us with a good example of how the clustering of cases cancel poten-

tially significant coefficients out. Although class 1 of one-time challengers (figure 2.B.) and class 2 of multiple-time 

participants (figure 2.C.) are much better informed about politics than nonparticipants (figure 2.A.), the other cases 

within their subgroups tend to cluster around lower standards of information. Therefore, political information is 

associated neither with one-time nor with multiple-time participation. 



APPENDIX: DESCRIPTION OF VARIABLES 

 Variable Measurement Phrasing Other Specifications 

Dependent 

Participation  

15-M 

Recoded into 3 categories:  

0 = no participant;  

1 = participating once;  

2 = participating twice or 

more times 

Have you ever participated in any 

of the 15M demonstrations or 

gatherings? Have you ever 

participated in any of the 15M 

assemblies? 

Hypothesis: Subjective Political Grievances 

Political 

satisfaction 

Interval. 0-10 scale According to the next scale, 

where 0 means “very bad” and 10 

means “very good”, how satisfied 

are you with the democratic 

performance in Spain overall?     

Controls (I): Structural Availability, Material and Subjective Socioeoconomic Grievances 

Job: unlimited 

contract 

Recoded. Binary:  

1 = unlimited contract,  

0 = otherwise 

You work/used to work with… 

Financial self-

sufficiency 

Recoded. Binary: 1 = 

financially self-sufficient,  

0 = otherwise 

Which is your personal financial 

situation? 1. You live only on your 

income. 2. You live on your 

income + external aid. 3. You 

depend on others’ aid 

Categories 2 and 3 recoded as 0 

Household 

situation: 

working/ 

pensioner 

Recoded. Binary:  

1 = working/ pensioner (if 

retired–previously working);  

0 = otherwise 

Which is the current situation of 

the person with the highest income 

at the household level? 

Educational 

level (ref.: 

primary or 

lower) 

Recoded into interval. 

Multinomial (4 categories) 

Which is the maximum level of 

education you have attained? 

Categories: 1= “primary or lower,” 

2 = “secondary or vocational 

training,” 3 = “bachillerato or 

higher vocational training,” 4 = 

“university degree or superior”                                                          

 Age Continuous How many years did you cele-

brate at your last birthday? 

Range: 15-30 

Main 

generational 

problem  

(sociotropic) 

Binary: 1 = yes,  

otherwise = 0 

What is the main problem for 

people in Spain nowadays? And 

the second one?  

Recoded from a multinomial 

variable (33 categories). “Yes” as 

long as some of the responses fall 

in categories of economy, crisis, 

unemployment, precariousnes, 

access to housing, employment 

quality, difficulty of finding a job, 

or low wages   

Main 

individual 

problem 

(egotropic) 

Binary: 1 = yes, 0 = no What is the main problem for 

you? And the second one?  

Recoded from a multinomial 

variable (33 categories). “Yes” as 

long as some of the responses fall 

in categories of economy, crisis, 

unemployment, precariousnes, 

access to housing, employment 

quality, difficulty of finding a job, 

or low wages   



APPENDIX (continued) 

 Variable Measurement Phrasing Other Specifications 

Controls (II): Political Engagement, Networks, and Social Capital 

Voting 

efficacy 

1-3 scale: agree, neutral, 

disagree 

To what extent do you agree with 

the following statement: “one more 

vote or one less vote does not make 

any difference”?     

Left-right 

scale 

1-10 (maximum left-

maximum right) scale 

When we speak about politics, we 

often use the left-right scale, where 

would you place yourself in this 

card?    

Political 

interest 

1-4 interval scale, from “not 

at all” to “very interested” 

Overall, how interested you are in 

politics? 

Political 

information 

index 

1-5 scale: 

5 = never;  

4 = less often (than 1-2 days  

a week);  

3 = 1-2 days a week;  

2 = 3-4 days a week;  

1 = everyday 

I would like you to tell me how 

often… 

Index. Created from merging 

average values of (a) read politics 

section in the newspaper, (b) watch 

politics-related news on the TV,  

(c) listen to politics-related news on 

the radio, (d) search for politics-

related news on the Internet. 

0.3 < Pearson’s r < 0.58, Eigen-

value = 2.22 (56% variation 

explained); Cronbach’s α = 0.73 

Ever attended 

a meeting? 

Recoded. Binary: 1 = 

attended; 0 = otherwise 

Have you ever attended to any 

political reunion or meeting? 

Category “Yes, I have” coded as 

1. “I have not, but I might” and 

“No” coded as 0 

Trust infor-

mation from 

social 

networks? 

  (ref.: yes) 

Interval. 5 categories: 

strongly agree, agree to  

some extent, neutral, dis- 

agree to some extent,  

strongly disagree 

To what extent do you agree with 

the following statement: 

information about politics in social 

networks is untrustworthy?     

Ever demon-

strated? 

Recoded. Binary: 1 = 

demonstrated;  

0 = no 

Have you ever participated in a 

demonstration? 

Category “Yes, I have” coded 1.  

“I have not, but I might” and “No” 

coded as 0. We cannot confirm 

this variable is not contaminated 

by participation in the 15-M itself 

Note: Source: INJUVE (2012) 
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