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Chapter 1
Introduction

If ideas were living beings and if the use of those ideas in scholarly debates could be
compared to a biography, the concept of civil society would have a dramatic life
story worth telling on a cold winter night by the fireplace. It would be the story of a
long, gradual development, a period of oblivion and a sudden return to the spotlight
as a champion of anti-authoritarian resistance. Once victorious, civil society would
be hailed in our story as a harbinger of hope and renewal and then blamed for being a
false hero, as the reality fell short of these hopes. There would be no happy ending.
In fact, there can be no ending, happy or unhappy, to the story of civil society. Civil
society both enjoys popularity and endures harsh criticism and faces many battles
worldwide, which will likely continue to be the case for many decades to come.

The “biography” of this concept spans more than 2000 years. Some authors trace
the first appearance of the idea of civil society to the works of ancient Greek and
Roman philosophers (Cohen and Arato 1994; Ellis 2000; Seligman 1995). A more
recognisable modern concept of civil society was formulated by Adam Smith and
other intellectuals in the eighteenth-century Scottish Enlightenment (Cohen and
Arato 1994; Seligman 1995; Trentmann 2000). The concept was further developed
in the works of Hegel, Marx and Gramsci but was almost forgotten in the twentieth
century until it made a dramatic comeback in the 1970s. Eastern European dissidents
re-discovered the idea of civil society in their struggle against the communist
regimes of their countries. Since then, the concept of civil society has been a
mainstay of the discourse on democratisation.

Today, the concept of civil society is widely used (and sometimes abused) by
scholars, politicians, development experts, policymakers, practitioners and activists
around the world. The idea of civil society evokes a broad spectrum of meanings and
expectations. Both the concept and the reality of civil society seem to capture a
fundamental aspect of human beings as social animals with the ability to dream of a
better life for themselves and their communities (Edwards 2013). It is generally
understood as a positive concept by democrats and as dangerous by autocrats,
resulting in concrete actions taken to support or curtail it, respectively, in undemo-
cratic contexts. Even in democracies, there are some alarming signs of “shrinking
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spaces” of civil society (Anheier et al. 2019; Bernhard 2020; Unmüßig 2016; Van
der Borgh and Terwindt 2012). Despite its popularity, its undeniable practical
relevance and the impressive amount of research on it, the concept of civil society
remains one of the least clear constructs in the social sciences (Blaney and Pasha
1993; Kumar 1993).

In our work, we conceptualise civil society as a sphere of organised non-violent
voluntary collective action aimed at advancing shared interests (Anheier 2004;
Diamond 1999; Edwards 2013; Linz and Stepan 1996; Salamon 1990). It consists
of both formal and informal entities engaged in a broad range of activities (from
advocacy to service delivery) using various strategies (from cooperation to confron-
tation). We discuss the controversies surrounding the definition of the term in more
detail in Chap. 2.

This book is about a particular civil society: Armenian civil society as it devel-
oped after the country gained independence and emerged from the ruins of the Soviet
Union. The book discusses the specific experience of being a post-communist civil
society. It traces the gradual development of Armenian civil society and how it has
striven to overcome its communist legacy and grapple with contemporary chal-
lenges. Some of these challenges are well known in developing and even developed
countries: donor dependency, uneasy relationships with the government and public
distrust and disengagement are familiar to civil society practitioners worldwide.
Therefore, although the book focuses on Armenia, it strives to contribute to a broader
discourse on civil society in developing countries.

The overarching theory this book aspires to contribute is the theory of civil
society as an ecosystem, as developed by Michael Edwards (2013). This approach
to civil society highlights the diversity and interconnectedness of various civil
society entities. It also emphasises the organic, self-developing, complex nature of
a healthy civil society and the need to maintain balance: “As in a real ecosystem, all
parts need to be present and connected if the system is to operate effectively.
Remove or weaken one part, or strengthen others artificially, and the system breaks
down” (Edwards 2013, p. 32). We argue that the Armenian civil society is a good
illustration of this approach because it is an ecosystem that has been crippled in the
past by heavy communist restrictions and, more recently, by the economic hardships
of the post-communist transition, unfavourable political regimes and “invasive
species” such as artificially strengthened donor-driven non-governmental organisa-
tions (Ishkanian 2008). However, we do not fully share the scepticism that Edwards
expresses in the above quotation. In this book, we argue that although parts of the
Armenian civil society ecosystem were weakened (or even temporarily removed)
under Soviet rule and other parts were artificially strengthened (through state or
donor intervention), Armenian civil society has displayed a remarkable level of
resilience. It shows signs of recovery through its increasing diversity of forms of
self-organisation.

We combine Edwards’ (2013) theory of civil society as an ecosystem with
Howard’s (2003) analysis of post-communist civil societies. In his highly influential
book The Weakness of Civil Society in Post-Communist Europe, Marc Howard
argued that the general public of post-communist states distrust voluntary
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associations. According to Howard, the roots of this distrust and disengagement lie
in the communist past, with its mandatory collective action practices and numerous
state-supervised associations. Based on his analysis, Howard predicted that “the
weakness of civil society is a distinctive element of post-communist democracy, a
pattern that may well persist throughout the region for at least several decades”
(Howard 2003, p. 150).

Howard’s research of the communist regime’s negative impact on civil society is
an example of Edwards’ broader argument that an ecosystem of civil society is
vulnerable to external pressure and an unfavourable “climate”. The communist
“climate” undermined civil society’s ability to self-organise in two major ways: it
stifled dissent, and it replaced self-help and mutual assistance with state assistance.
The communist states sought to control all forms of collective action while simul-
taneously reducing the need for self-organisation by providing generous welfare.

Combining Edwards’ theory of civil society ecosystems with Howard’s analysis
of post-communist civil society, we can expect two somewhat divergent scenarios
for the development of Armenian civil society. The communist legacy should have
left a visible negative impact on the Armenian civil society ecosystem, but if the
ecosystem is resilient enough, it should show signs of recovery. The negative effects
of the Soviet legacy may be less pronounced, particularly among younger genera-
tions. Thus, we can formulate two hypotheses: “the post-communist weakness”
hypothesis and the “generational change” hypothesis.

H1: The communist legacy of low participation and distrust continues to stifle
Armenian civil society.

H2: The post-communist generation is the bearer of change with the potential to
overcome the communist legacy of distrust and disengagement.

Thus, our first hypothesis focuses on continuity, while our second hypothesis
focuses on the change occurring in the Armenian civil society. Additionally, we are
interested in the growing diversity and complexity of the “ecosystem” of Armenian
civil society; we believe that the history of Armenian civil society speaks to its
resilience, while some of the current developments we observe are signs of natural
growth and recovery. Therefore, we formulate and test a third “ecosystem recovery”
hypothesis.

H3: The diversity and complexity of the ecosystem of Armenian civil society is
gradually increasing.

In terms of diversity, our study focuses on the two most prominent “species” of
Armenian civil society: non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and activist cam-
paigns that resemble small social movements. Thus, our study includes both the
formal and informal domains of Armenian civil society.

NGOs are often seen as constituting the core of the civil society of a given country
(Howard 2003; Lewis 2001; Mandel 2012). However, not all activities of civil
society are channelled through formal institutions. While NGOs are an important
component of civil society, they are by no means the only “players” in the arena
outside the government, market and private sphere. From the mid-1990s to the
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mid-2000s, civil society in Armenia was largely equated with NGOs, but this
situation is changing. Since circa 2008, some restoration of balance seems to be
occurring in the civil society ecosystem. Other forms of organisation, particularly
spontaneous organisation, have emerged and gradually become more visible, vocal
and prominent. Therefore, we include informal activism in our study, often explicitly
comparing and contrasting the formal and informal domains of Armenian civil
society. The focus on these two types of civil society actors is a limitation that
does no justice to the entire spectrum of “species” in the Armenian civil society
ecosystem. Nonetheless, NGOs and activist campaigns are the main and most visible
actors; studying these two forms of civil society organisations captures most of the
activities and impacts generated within the civil society domain.

If the diversity of an ecosystem is defined by the various types of civil society
entities, complexity is about those entities’ links, interactions, networks, cooperation
strategies and so on. In this book, we focus on how various civil society actors
interact with each other, the government, the political opposition and the broader
public to demonstrate the growing complexity of the recovering ecosystem of
Armenian civil society.

To test our hypotheses, we have collected a wealth of primary and secondary data
concerning various aspects of Armenian civil society: formal organisations, informal
activism, volunteering, generational change and the overall political culture of post-
Soviet scepticism. The methods of data collection and analysis can be broadly
grouped into four categories: (1) the statistical analysis of secondary survey data
(three different nationwide representative surveys with approximately 1000–1500
participants each); (2) an original organisational survey conducted with 188 NGOs;
(3) case studies of five activism campaigns (based on document analysis, media
analysis, key informant interviews and, in one case, direct observation); and (4) qual-
itative interviews and focus group discussions with more than 140 participants.
Chapter 3 describes the methodology in more detail.

Our data suggest that Howard’s prediction of a persisting post-communist “weak-
ness” is true regarding the formal part of Armenian civil society, which has remained
weak and detached from the broader public. However, a more nuanced look at the
country’s informal civil society provides insights into re-emerging street activism,
which is re-energising Armenian civil society. Mass demonstrations in April 2018
that resulted in a change of government in Armenia served as a vivid reminder of the
power of informal self-organisation. In the spring of 2018, Armenian civil society
did not seem weak nor did it seem disconnected from the broader public; rather, it
appeared to be an active part of a broader movement. Our book is not about the
spring uprising, now largely referred to as the Armenian “Velvet Revolution”. It is
about the years of civil society development preceding the uprising and partially
explaining the roots of the seemingly spontaneous mobilisation.

There is an inherent irony in the study of post-communist civil society. The
concept of civil society was popularised in the late 1980s, referring to social
movements that challenged Eastern European communist regimes (Bernhard 1996;
Cohen and Arato 1994; Geremek 1996). After the collapse of communism, those
social movements, which were initially depicted as the civil society, lose momentum
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and were replaced by NGOs. International donors hastened to support the budding
post-communist civil society (which they equated with NGOs) because it was often
believed to be one of the cornerstones of a young democracy. However, this “NGO-
ised” civil society did not meet the high expectations of scholars and development
professionals. A decade into the post-communist period, it became a target of
criticism; it was diagnosed as weak and was shunned by the broader public (Howard
2003). Currently, two decades into the post-communist period, spontaneous social
organisation is re-emerging and reclaiming its place in the civil society arena.

Armenia exemplifies these phases of the post-communist development of a civil
society. It witnessed dramatic mass mobilisation in the late 1980s, an equally
dramatic public withdrawal in the mid-1990s that was paralleled by artificial growth
in the NGO sector and a recent rise in spontaneous activism. In the rest of this
chapter, we briefly introduce the history of Armenian civil society development to
contextualise our research. We conclude the introductory chapter with a short
overview of the structure of the book.

There is almost no research on pre-Soviet Armenian civil society (see Hakobyan
et al. 2010, p. 15). Extended family, neighbourhood communities and the Armenian
Apostolic Church played an important role in civil society, but we know little about
the patterns of self-organisation and collective action except for a few historical
examples of the mass mobilisation of volunteers in times of major crises, such as
wars or natural disasters. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
Armenian intellectuals formed networks and organisations similar to Western liter-
ary clubs and cultural societies. Some of these organisations became focal points for
humanitarian relief work during and in the aftermath of the First World War, with a
particular focus on the survivors of the Armenian Genocide of 1915. There are also
accounts of volunteering for war. The best-known example is the Battle of
Sardarapat in 1918, when Armenian troops, strengthened by thousands of volun-
teers, stopped the advance of the Turkish army (Hovannisian 1967).

Under Soviet rule, Armenian civil society was severely curtailed. As the state
control of self-organised public life weakened during the last years of the Soviet
Union, voluntary associations started to appear, and environmental (some covertly
nationalist) movements became more active.

In 1988, the regional government of the Armenian-populated Azerbaijani region
of Nagorno-Karabakh requested that the region be transferred from the Azerbaijani
Soviet Republic to the Armenian Soviet Socialist Republic. This request sparked the
Karabakh movement in support of Karabakh Armenians’ self-determination. The
movement galvanised the public to an extent never seen before, mobilising most of
the adult Armenian population in the Armenian Soviet Socialist Republic and many
diaspora representatives worldwide. The same year, refugees started to arrive from
Azerbaijan,1 and a devastating earthquake struck the country. The public’s response

1An armed conflict known as the Nagorno-Karabakh War started as a series of ethnic clashes
between the Armenians of Nagorno-Karabakh and the Azerbaijanis in late 1980 and deteriorated
into a full-scale, albeit undeclared, war between Armenia and Azerbaijan that ended in a ceasefire in
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was one of solidarity and grassroots mobilisation. Many people volunteered;
donated goods, money or blood; or participated in help groups and committees
that coordinated assistance.

As the Soviet Union imploded and the conflict with Azerbaijan deteriorated into a
war and a blockade, the Armenian economy nose-dived. In a rapidly changing
world, people found their incomes plummeting, their savings evaporating and their
entire lifestyle challenged to the core. Most Armenians switched into survival mode;
collective action for a greater social good no longer seemed attractive or important.
Moreover, some felt that the collective action they undertook within the Karabakh
movement had led to greater problems, including war and misery for most, which
was in stark contrast to the selected benefits for the movement leaders-turned-
politicians. People felt betrayed; they withdrew from “street politics” under the
heavy burden of daily survival and disillusionment with the failed promises of
democratisation. Spontaneous self-organisation suffered a heavy blow.

In contrast, the formal entities of civil society benefitted from the difficult
transition period. The international community supported Armenia in its half-hearted
attempts at building a democracy. The Armenian diaspora was already mobilised for
humanitarian aid. Assistance continued to flow into the newly created NGO sector
along with capacity-building in the form of numerous trainings, workshops, semi-
nars and so on. The number of NGOs grew rapidly. Donor aid created a rather
capable NGO sector that attempted to shift its primary focus from service delivery to
advocacy, as discussed in Chap. 7. However, this pattern of development also
created problems that are now well known and rather universal, i.e. donor-driven
NGOs, which were seen by the local population as something foreign and artificial.

By the beginning of the twenty-first century, the ecosystem of Armenian civil
society was overpopulated by NGOs; other “species” (such as informal groups and
grassroots initiatives) were rare. The ecosystem started changing between 2006 and
2008. Activism campaigns began re-emerging. They started small, focusing on
specific issues, i.e. an endangered forest, a waterfall, an urban park or an old
building. Many of them never succeeded, but approximately one-third had at least
some impact on the issue they were trying to resolve (Ishkanian et al. 2013). Most
importantly, the activism campaigns forged bonds between the participants and
reinforced the activists’ beliefs that collective action is possible and can be reward-
ing. They re-introduced the idea of resistance to injustice as a value in and of itself,
regardless of the outcome. These campaigns were also the testing ground for various
strategies.

Activism campaigns are distinct from the “NGO approach” in a number of ways.
In contrast to NGOs, civic activist groups maintain minimal levels of formal
organisation (Ishkanian 2016). Membership, leadership and decision-making rules
are simple and based on unwritten and informal conventions, acceptance and mutual
understanding. In this respect, activism campaigns (known in Armenia as “civic
initiatives”) resemble social movements.

May 1994. In September 2020 Azerbaijan initiated a new round of armed hostilities. The war lasted
44 days, causing massive loss of life and devastation.
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Another major difference between NGOs and activism campaigns is the focus of
their main activities. NGOs have mission statements and areas of expertise that are
usually fairly broad. Armenian NGOs often engage in varied projects that loosely
connect to their mission, and drifting focus areas (often in response to changes in
donor preferences) are not uncommon. Armenian civic initiatives, by contrast,
mostly narrowly target one specific issue and have a clearly defined goal (e.g. to
preserve a particular park). Once the issue is resolved, the activism campaign ceases
to exist. Of course, the individual network does not disappear overnight. The same
people are likely to take up another campaign in a similar (or different) field, so they
often appear as core activists in various campaigns (Adriaans 2017; Bagiyan 2015;
Kankanyan 2015).

The third and perhaps the most defining difference between NGOs and activism
campaigns is that grants are the lifeblood and modus operandi of NGOs. Most NGOs
do not even consider the possibility of becoming self-sustainable and moving away
from grant-earning and implementation cycles. Grants from international develop-
ment organisations are actively sought and are considered prestigious. Activism
campaigns, by contrast, explicitly reject foreign funding. They aim to be self-
sustaining at any given point in time and undertake only activities that they can
implement through volunteer commitment and minimal fundraising.

The most recent mass public mobilisation occurred after outgoing president Serzh
Sargsyan reneged on his promise not to seek the office of prime minster following
Armenia’s transition from a semi-presidential to a parliamentary form of gover-
nance. The mass protests against what the public saw as Serzh Sargsyan’s attempt at
a perpetual power-grab resulted in what is commonly referred to as the Armenian
Velvet Revolution in the spring of 2018. Serzh Sargsyan and his Republican Party
were swept from power by a sustained, countrywide, massive and peaceful cam-
paign that literally shut down most of the capital and other parts of the country for
2 weeks. The government was forced to resign, and the protest leaders formed a new
minority government. A few months later, the parliament dissolved itself. New
elections gave a sweeping victory to the political force at the forefront of the protests,
completing the peaceful transfer of power. Since the dramatic events of spring 2018
occurred after the completion of the research project forming the core of this book,
we do not discuss it as a separate case. We do, however, draw occasional parallels
and explore some of the preceding events with the aim of understanding how earlier
activism campaigns might have influenced the Velvet Revolution.

In this book, we argue that Armenian civil society has become more diverse in
terms of individual participants and formal and informal ways of organising. Using
Edwards’ (2013) analogy of civil society as an ecosystem, we argue that this
diversification is a good sign—one of Armenian civil society becoming healthier
and more robust and “natural”, in contrast to the “genetically modified”
NGO-dominated civil society of the last decade of the twentieth century. The aim
of the book is to understand how the old and the new elements of Armenian civil
society have adjusted to each other and how Armenia typifies (or not) the broader
developments of post-Soviet civil societies.
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This introductory chapter is followed by a theoretical chapter that discusses the
importance of civil society for democratisation, presents the peculiarities of com-
munist and post-communist civil society and presents an overview of the state of
Armenian civil society at the beginning of our fieldwork in 2012. Chapter 3 details
the methods and data sources used in the study. Chapter 4 replicates Marc Howard’s
(2003) analysis of post-communist civil society using the sixth wave of the World
Values Survey (WVS) data. Using a statistical analysis of aggregate-level data for
52 countries, we demonstrate that the formal domain of the post-communist civil
society is still distinctly weak. The story of Armenian civil society is part of a larger
story of the communist legacy in the region.

Chapter 5 continues to explore the “post-communist weakness” hypothesis,
shifting from a broader discussion of the post-communist region to the particularities
of the Armenian case and uncovering some of the reasons for the persisting post-
communist sentiment of distrust and disengagement. The chapter also discusses
public perceptions of both the formal (NGOs) and informal (social movements and
smaller activism campaigns) elements of the Armenian civil society using public
opinion surveys and original qualitative data generated during our research project.
The survey data show a distrust of civil society but also reveal overall low levels of
confidence in various social institutions. The distrust of NGOs might be an element
of the overall political culture. Qualitative interviews and focus groups with various
representatives of civil society and the broader public corroborate this finding:
people distrust NGOs in general because they are abstract entities of which people
know little. Their perceptions are more positive when they discuss specific civil
society entities that they have personally encountered. The chapter also demonstrates
that informal civil society (activism campaigns) is trusted more than formal civil
society (NGOs).

Chapter 6 tests another prediction by Marc Howard. According to his work, the
attitudes and life experiences of people who have lived under communism and saw
its demise explain the distinct weakness of post-communist civil society. People
were disillusioned with participation and chose to withdraw. Howard hypothesised
that the new generation born after the collapse of the Soviet system would have a
different set of attitudes and be less sceptical about engagement. We test this
hypothesis for Armenia by comparing the participation of the post-communist
cohort to that of older cohorts and demonstrate that young people have a more
positive attitude towards civil society and are more likely to volunteer or participate
in activism campaigns, although membership in formal civil society organisations
remains very low among young people as well. The participants in our qualitative
interviews and discussions repeatedly emphasised that the young generation is more
active and seems to possess a different mindset. Sometimes, this leads to
intergenerational tensions in families. There are also stories of young people chang-
ing their parents’ and grandparents’ sceptical attitudes towards civic engagement.

Chapter 7 explores the “ecosystem recovery” hypothesis in the formal domain of
Armenian civil society, relying primarily on the results of an original NGO survey,
comparing it with previous studies and occasionally adding our own qualitative data
to the mix. We aimed to understand the development trajectory and strength of the
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NGO sector in terms of its organisational capacity, financial viability and leadership
patterns. Comparing our survey results with a previous similar assessment conducted
a decade earlier, we show that the NGO sector in Armenia has achieved a higher
level of institutionalisation. We also briefly discuss gender roles within the sector,
showing a lack of development: the Armenian NGO sector continues to remain
male-dominated.

Chapter 8 continues to explore the “ecosystem recovery” hypothesis but shifts the
focus from the formal to the informal domain of Armenian civil society. It presents
short chronologies of five case studies of civic activism campaigns in Armenia,
starting with the largest and longest, an environmental campaign to stop a mining
project in a pristine forest. The other cases include protests against changes in
maternity leave law, resistance to pension reform, a failed attempt to save a historical
building from demolition and a 2-week non-stop street campaign against an elec-
tricity price hike. The chapter discusses these five cases, highlighting their similar-
ities and differences and attempting to explain their successes and failures. We
examine gender roles in activism campaigns, leadership and decision-making pat-
terns and the use of social media. We combine data assembled from documents,
news reports and (in one case) personal observations with qualitative insights gained
from activists telling their stories and experiences. This chapter provides insights
into how activism campaigns develop, grow or run out of steam.

Chapter 9 explores the relationship between NGOs and civic activism campaigns,
drawing on the examples of the five cases and broadening the discussion. Our five
cases show that NGOs do more than meet the eye; they sometimes choose to remain
in the shadows, and their presence may go unnoticed. Our study also reveals an
imbalance of good faith: NGOs are very positive in their attitudes towards activists,
while activists are rather sceptical of NGOs. The respective strengths and weak-
nesses of the two components of civil society seem to complement each other, but
how their relationship develops remains to be determined. The chapter also discusses
the relationship between civil and political societies in Armenia, exploring the
dilemmas that our protagonists grapple with. Many issues that they face are inher-
ently political, yet the Armenian public has until recently displayed a deep dislike
and distrust of politics. NGO leaders and activists often cast their activities as
apolitical to avoid public backlash. However, can they avoid politics if they want
to enact change? They also must make difficult decisions regarding their relation-
ships with political actors such as the government and the political opposition. What
do NGOs gain (or lose) by cooperating with the government? Should activists accept
the support of political parties?

Chapter 10 concludes the book by summarising the main findings and briefly
addressing the post-revolutionary changes in Armenian civil society. It argues that
on the eve of 2018 uprising, the Armenian civil society remained relatively small
(in terms of the number of people participating) but became more diverse in terms of
individual participants and formal and informal ways of organising. Using Edwards’
(2013) analogy of civil society as an ecosystem, we argue that this diversification is a
positive sign that Armenian civil society is becoming healthier, robust and “natural”
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in contrast to the “genetically modified” NGO-dominated civil society of the last
decade of the twentieth century.

This book is about the development of post-communist Armenian civil society,
with a particular emphasis on the last decade. Communist governments were partic-
ularly intolerant of self-organisation but simultaneously encouraged social partici-
pation and membership in organisations affiliated with the state, which created a
deep distrust in associational life that has persisted into modern Armenia and
beyond. The communist legacy of disengagement lingers in the broader region.
The Armenian case is an illustration of the broader pattern, but is it only relevant for
post-communist studies?

While the Armenian case is clearly relevant for the post-communist region, one
could argue that it is somewhat relevant beyond the post-communist region as well.
It is the story of a civil society that was once severely curtailed and then grew
disproportionally (with an emphasis on NGOs) under very difficult conditions
(e.g. economic hardship and stagnant democratisation) but gradually overcame
various obstacles. It is a story of resilience and slow growth, a story of hope that
culminated in the peaceful mass protests in April 2018 that successfully ousted an
unpopular government. This story may be relevant in many contexts where civil
society was/is plagued by weaknesses not caused by communist legacies.

It is our hope that many interested readers, both inside and outside Armenia, will
find this book useful. We certainly hope that our findings will help Armenians not
only better understand the Armenian civil society but also engage with it more
efficiently. Additionally, while our focus is on Armenia, we believe that the story
that unfolds here is more common than unique and that people in other parts of the
world can benefit from the knowledge gained through a comparison. We also hope
that scholars of civil society will find our research useful, imperfect as it is, and will
build on our work to advance the collective inquiry into the fascinating and impor-
tant topic of civil society and civic engagement.

A note of caution is in order before we proceed. While we use the social
movement literature (Della Porta and Diani 2006; Kriesi 1995, 2014; Tarrow
1994; Tilly and Tarrow 2015) as part of our theoretical framework and consider
the concepts developed within that literature useful for interpreting Armenian
realities, we do not claim that the specific civic initiatives extensively discussed in
this book are social movements. Whether they are is a highly debatable question that
is not purely academic, as it also has a normative component. Some of the activists
whom we interviewed clearly stated their belief that their activities do not constitute
a movement and should not be called a movement. We wish to remain respectful of
the people whose actions and opinions constitute the core of our study. While we
draw inspiration from the social movement literature, we use the term “civic
initiatives” when referring to the entities that we analyse in Armenia. The term
“civic initiatives” is a widely used, uncontroversial self-description with which
activists have no problem identifying. With that caveat in mind, we now turn to
the theoretical framework that underpins our study.
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Chapter 2
Civil Society in the Context
of Post-Communist Democratisation
Discourse

The theoretical framework for this study was informed by two distinct and extensive
schools of thought: civil society (understood primarily as voluntary associations)
and social movements. We examine both organised and less organised elements of
civil society, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and activist groups, resem-
bling miniature social movements in their structure and repertoires of action. In
theory, the distinction between these two entities of civil society seems neat, but in
reality, the border between them is blurred. NGO members join and lead social
movements. Social movements establish NGOs to promote their agenda. The two
adopt each other’s strategies and modes of operation, and hybridisation occurs
(Arvidson 2018; Dekker 2009; Domaradzka 2018; Fowler 2012; Glasius and
Ishkanian 2015; Heinrich 2005; Vu 2017).

The overlap between these two scholarly traditions is rarely explored, but it
certainly exists. Social movements can be seen as an “integral component” of civil
society. Vibrant associational life of civil society can be seen as a part of the “broader
social movement dynamics” (Della Porta and Diani 2011, p. 69). Civil society
organisations can act as sources of identity for social movement members and
provide continuity during less intense periods of mobilisation (Della Porta and
Diani 2006).

To combine the voluntary-association-focused approach to civil society with the
social-movement-focused approach, we use the idea of the civil society as an
ecosystem elaborated by Edwards (2013). Edwards uses the analogy of a complex
ecosystem with various interrelated parts and naturally developed synergies to
describe what he thinks a healthy and robust civil society should resemble. Like
an ecosystem, a civil society of a given country should be both diverse and well-
adapted to the local context.

We examine the Armenian civil society ecosystem in which two of the many civil
society elements, NGOs and mini-social movements (in the form of civic activist
groups), function and interact with one another. We argue that Armenia, a post-
communist country, initially inherited the typical legacy of distrust of formal
associations and disengagement from public life. Additionally, economic hardships
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of transition period sapped much of the public energy and diverted people’s attention
away from the public sphere. Western aid provided support for a growing NGO
sector, but the informal civil society experienced a setback. As the situation stabi-
lized, the ecosystem of Armenian civil society started to recover, slowly overcoming
the communist legacy and multiple negative impacts of transition.

Before we introduce the methodology and the findings, we find it important to
provide some clarifications of the highly contested concept of civil society, placing it
in the framework of democratisation literature in general and post-communist
democratisation in particular. We begin by introducing the concept of civil society
and its connection to democracy. After introducing our main civil society-related
concepts, we discuss the impact of communism on civil society and conclude the
chapter with an overall assessment of Armenian civil society at the start of our
research project.

2.1 Civil Society and Democracy

Civil society is generally understood as a sphere of social activities and organisations
outside the state, the market and the private sphere, based on principles of
volunteering, pluralism and tolerance (Anheier 2004; Diamond 1999; Salamon
1990). A discussion of the definitions of civil society could constitute a whole
book and is beyond the scope of this work. An overview of the history of the
concept’s development is provided in the works of Cohen and Arato (1994), Ellis
(2000), Seligman (1995) and Trentmann (2000). The varieties of the current use of
the term and the typologies of various definitions are thoroughly discussed in a
number of scholarly publications (see, e.g. Anheier 2004; Cohen and Arato 1994;
Dekker 2009; Edwards 2013; Heinrich 2005; Keane 1988; Linz and Stepan 1997).

This study examines civil society as a sphere or domain (Fowler 2012) of
somewhat organised social activity that excludes the state, the market, public
communications and the private sphere. While each of these delineations is debat-
able,1 we felt the need to restrict our definition for the reasons outlined by Alexander
(1999), who criticised all-inclusive definitions for their reduced potential to provide
useful insights. We use the somewhat lengthy but comprehensive definition of civil
society by Diamond (1999) as the main conceptual definition in this research:

Civil society is the realm of organized social life that is open, voluntary, self-generating, at
least partially self-supporting, autonomous from the state, and bound by a legal order or set
of shared rules. It is distinct from “society” in general in that it involves citizens acting
collectively in a public sphere to express their interests, passions, preferences, and ideas, to
exchange information, to achieve collective goals, to make demands on the state, to improve
the structure and functioning of the state, and to hold state officials accountable. (Diamond
1999, p. 221)

1Some definitions of civil society include the market sphere, the media and the new social media.
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An important aspect of the definitional debate around the concept of civil society
must be addressed at the outset of our work: the normative content of the term. To
what extent is it desirable or even possible to have a normatively neutral concept at
the core of our study? The wording of the concept of civil society almost inevitably
evokes associations with “civility” as well as normative judgements of what is civil
or, in contrast, uncivil. In reality, the scope of the collectively advanced interests and
methods used by public actors is diverse, including radical and illegal methods such
as violent demonstrations and hate propaganda (Malena and Heinrich 2007). Tech-
nically speaking, organisations such as the Mafia, the Ku Klux Klan or Al Qaeda
correspond to Diamond’s definition quoted above and, according to proponents of
norm-free social science, should be subsumed under the definition of civil society.
We find such an approach questionable because it stretches the concept of civil
society and detaches it from the democratisation narrative: the primary focus of
our work.

Explicitly addressing the normative aspect of the concept of civil society, some
scholars have argued that to belong to civil society, actors must be democratic or
oriented towards the public good (Hall 2000; Trentmann 2000). Thus, organisations
such as the Mafia or the Ku Klux Klan are subsumed under the concept of “uncivil”
society. Most authors distinguish between civil and uncivil society on the basis of the
use of violence. Others base the distinction on the ideas of the organisations,
i.e. organisations with non-democratic or extremist ideas belong to uncivil rather
than civil society (Kopecký 2003).

In this book, we side with the scholars who consider civil society an inherently
normative concept (Dekker 2009; Fowler 2012). While adopting Diamond’s defini-
tion, we modify it by adding a clause that civil society is guided by principles of
non-violence, tolerance and inclusiveness, following the suggestions of Hall (2000)
and Trentmann (2000).

A vibrant civil society is often considered by scholars of democratisation to be
one of the key elements that facilitates the transition to democracy (Beissinger 2007;
Bernhard 1993; Geremek 1996; Karatnycky and Ackerman 2005), strengthens
democratic consolidation (Carroll and Carroll 2004; Putnam et al. 1994; Tusalem
2007) and improves various qualities of established democracies (Dekker et al.
1997; Moyser and Parry 1997; Warren 2001). It seems intuitively plausible that an
active civil society, populated by people interested in public issues, fits the essence
of democracy very well.

The functions of civil society in a democratic (or at least quasi-democratic) state
can be divided into external effects, which describe the impact of civil society on the
polity in which it operates, and internal effects, which refer to the impact of civil
society on its members (Henderson 2002; Howard 2003; Putnam et al. 1994, p. 90).
Researchers interested in the external effects of civil society on democracy have
focused mostly on civil society organisations and their impact on politics and
governance. This approach is closer to the institutionalist tradition of political
science. The second approach is often related to the field of political culture.
Researchers interested in the internal impacts of civil society argue that participation
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in civil society has positive effects on individual people, in turn leading to the
strengthening of democratic culture.

The list of functions that civil society can perform to strengthen democratic
consolidation is impressive. Civil society monitors and restrains the exercise of
power by the state, stimulates political participation and creates channels for the
aggregation, articulation and representation of interests (Diamond 1999). Civil
society organisations engage in public deliberation, contributing to the creation of
more informed and balanced public opinion (Cohen and Arato 1994; Habermas
1996; Warren 2001). Civil society expands the knowledge, strengthens the skills and
modifies the attitudes of its members, making them better citizens (Dekker and van
den Broek 2005; Moyser and Parry 1997; Putnam et al. 1994; Verba et al. 1995).
Education for democracy is an explicit project of some civil society entities: it
includes training and teaching materials to promote democratic participation, citi-
zenship, rights and responsibilities, representation and so on (Diamond 1999).
Particularly in newly established democracies, civil society plays an important role
in strengthening democracy: its various entities and organisations monitor elections,
promote human rights, mobilise citizens and serve as arenas for the recruitment of
new leaders (Diamond 1999).

While the question of whether civil society causes democratisation or whether
democracy boosts civil society has been debated in the scholarly literature (Bradley
2005; Fung 2003; Kumar 1993; Mettler 2002; Salamon 1990; Skocpol 1999), it is
clear that the two are strongly interrelated and that they influence each other. It has
been empirically demonstrated that participation in civil society organisations is
related to both the level of democracy and the age of the democracy: in more
democratic countries, and particularly in countries where democracy has a longer
history, people are more involved in civil society organisations (Halman 2003).

Civil society is expected to perform pro-democratic functions and to help new
democracies consolidate. Empirical support for some of these expectations may be
found in various countries; however, most such expectations constitute rather a
“wish list” or map of civil society potential. This potential sometimes remains
underutilised. Civil society of the post-communist region has been characterised as
particularly weak, as elaborated in the next section.

2.2 Impact of Communism and Post-Communism on Civil
Society

Under communism, civil society was severely curtailed because of the nature of the
regime: the state controlled most social life and even made inroads into private life.
The state also assumed responsibility for welfare provision, thus filling a niche often
occupied by civil society in other political regimes.

It would be incorrect to assume that civil society did not exist at all under
communism. Some underground groups and movements existed and even
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influenced society, both in the Soviet Union and in other socialist countries. The
most notable cases were civic movements in Poland, Hungary, East Germany and
Czechoslovakia, of which the most renowned was the Polish Solidarity movement.
The Solidarity movement began in the mid-1970s and was an example of civil
society existing under an authoritarian regime (Bernhard 1993). Its influence on
Polish associational life was highly significant, and it led to the emergence of other
movements (Bernhard 1993; Misztal 1992).

In Soviet Armenia, underground organisations and movements were mostly
inspired by nationalist ideologies that emerged from discontent over the enforced
silence regarding the tragic events of 1915, when more than one million Armenians
perished under the Ottoman Empire. Some of these underground organisations even
expressed aspirations for independence. There have also been examples of sponta-
neous social mobilisation. In 1965, some 100,000 people gathered in the Opera
Square in Yerevan to commemorate the 50th anniversary of the Armenian Genocide.
This gathering eventually evolved into a 24-h demonstration rally that was the first
social initiative of that type and scale to occur in the entire Soviet Union
(Goldenberg 1994, p. 139; Karlsson 2007). In April 1977, a small group of Arme-
nian dissidents founded the Armenian Helsinki Watch (Dudwick 1997).

However, these examples of civic organisational life under communism are
exceptions to the general rule. During the socialist period, genuine elements of
civil society, such as mutually supportive citizen networks or underground organi-
sations, engaged little with state institutions. They existed outside the main power
relationships and lacked arenas in which to air their views. They kept their activities
private and remained unable to publicly criticise either socialist institutions or state
policies. Agarin (2011) argued that although these units were autonomous and self-
reliant, their impact on socialist political regimes remained negligible, prompting
generations of citizens across the former communist states to regard civic engage-
ment as useless.

In stark contrast to these informal and/or underground elements of civil society, a
plethora of officially controlled and organised pseudo-civil society organisations
existed in the Soviet Union and the countries of the Eastern bloc. People were
encouraged and at times even forced to join those organisations. Any club or cultural
activity was sponsored and co-organised by the state. Refusal to join the Pioneers
and Komsomol mass youth organisations and a trade union later in life was not an
option in the Soviet Union.

Communism as an ideology, on the one hand, and Soviet-type communist rule,
on the other hand, influenced the development of civil society in the region.
Interestingly, these two factors, the ideology and the regime, could be at odds in
how they influenced certain aspects of civil society, such as the perception and the
practice of volunteering. As Juknevičius and Savicka (2003) indicated, communist
ideology assigned great social value to social participation, which helped boost
membership in associations. At the same time, because such participation was
controlled and directed from above, a somewhat paradoxical phenomenon of “com-
pulsory volunteering” developed under Soviet rule. Forcing people to volunteer
“. . .compromised the meaning of volunteerism and fostered an attitude of reticence
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toward volunteering” (Voicu and Voicu 2003, p. 155). This attitude resulted in a
backlash after the collapse of the socialist bloc: membership in associations
decreased dramatically, and volunteering (largely associated with subotnik2) was
regarded with suspicion and disdain.

In the late 1980s, the gradual opening of the Soviet Union created new opportu-
nities for formal associational activities outside state control, and NGOs started to
appear. In the early 1990s, the process quickened to the point of being referred to as a
“mushrooming of NGOs” or an organisational boom in post-communist countries
(Aliyev 2015; Knox and Yessimova 2015; Voicu and Voicu 2003). Similar pro-
cesses were at work in Armenia. Environmental protection is usually mentioned as
one of the first issues that more or less organised citizen groups advocated in the
early stages of civil society development. In 1988, mass demonstrations occurred in
Yerevan in support of the unification of Nagorno-Karabakh3 and Armenia. In
addition, in response to a devastating earthquake in 1988 that claimed approximately
30,000 lives and left 500,000 people homeless, voluntary groups and organisations
for humanitarian assistance and relief were formed.

Thus, civil society under Soviet rule initially consisted mostly of underground
groups and spontaneous outbreaks of mobilisation. In the final years of Soviet rule,
organisations were allowed. The process of establishing these organisations began in
Armenia, while a socio-political movement became not only highly visible but also a
very important element in shaping the country’s political course and involving large
numbers of people. Some Armenian authors refer to 1988 as the time of the birth of
the Armenian civil society (Abrahamian 2001; Abrahamian and Shagoyan 2011),
referring to mass rallies and street activism under the umbrella of the Karabakh
movement. We characterise this period as the resurgence of civil society: another
manifestation of the resilience and diversity of self-organisation. Regardless of
whether the late 1980s are considered the time of the birth or a resurgence of the
Armenian civil society, it is important to note that both formal and informal elements
are visible. We observe a spectrum of self-organised activities from humanitarian
NGOs to mass socio-political movements. However, what appeared to be a prom-
ising restart for the Armenian civil society turned out to be a short-lived respite.

After the breakup of the Soviet Union, there was great enthusiasm for democratic
development in the post-communist region, and hopes were high that a burgeoning
civil society would help cement new democratic achievements. A decade later, it
became clear that civil society was not functioning as expected. It was diagnosed as
distinctively weak in terms of low organisational membership; mistrust of collective
action (Hemment 2004); and continuous reliance on bonding types of social capital,

2Supposedly voluntary, but largely compulsory, work on Saturday that was often focused on
neighbourhood clean-up or free labour at one’s workplace.
3Nagorno-Karabakh was an autonomous region of Azerbaijan with an overwhelmingly ethnic
Armenian population. In 1988, its local self-governing body applied to the Soviet authorities with
a request to be transferred from Azerbaijani to Armenian jurisdiction. This led to a creation of a
movement in Armenia in support of Nagorno-Karabakh self-determination request but also to a
conflict that escalated into a war and unstable ceasefire since 1994.
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such as networks of friends and relatives (Aliyev 2015; Bernhard and Karakoç 2007;
Howard 2002, 2003). Across the post-communist region, civil society has failed to
build on its initial momentum and to develop into a well-organised arena.

An important author on this subject is Marc Howard. In his book The Weakness of
Civil Society in Post-Communist Europe (2003), Howard provided an extensive
analysis of civil society in post-communist European countries. Based on a broad
empirical data analysis, the author demonstrated that levels of membership in civil
society organisations were systematically low throughout the countries of the post-
communist region at the end of the twentieth century. Prior communist experience
emerged as the most important factor in explaining the low levels of membership,
supporting the idea of the distinctiveness of the post-communist region. The com-
munist past had a negative impact on civil society in at least two ways. Distrust of
communist organisations made people less active in voluntary associations and was
by far the most powerful explanatory factor (Howard 2003, p. 112). Additionally,
people whose friendship networks persisted in the post-communist period were less
likely to join organisations.

Our research project aimed to test Howard’s prediction that post-communist
legacy of mistrust of organisations and low levels of participation in civic life will
continue to stifle civil society in post-communist countries for at least another
decade. Twenty years after the transition and ten years after Howard’s study, is
post-communist civil society still weak? What about the Armenian civil society?
Does it fit with Howard’s diagnosis of low trust and civic disengagement? Has it
registered any development over the 20 years of Armenia’s independence, and if so,
what kind? Most importantly, as the post-communist generation joins civil society
groups and organisations, is it changing how civil society operates? In the next
section we summarise the existing research on Armenian civil society, which served
as the baseline for our research.

2.3 Overall Assessment of the Armenian Civil Society

After 20 years of post-communist development, the Armenian civil society was a
curious mix of successes and failures. An overall assessment of the Armenian civil
society depicted it as partially developed, with no major upward or downward trends
(Habdank-Kolaczkowska et al. 2012; USAID 2017).

The legislative basis for civil society activities in Armenia is provided by the
Armenian Constitution. Articles 44 and 45 guarantee the freedom of assembly and
association (Constitution of the Republic of Armenia 1995 amended 2015). The
legislative framework regulating the Armenian non-governmental sector is fairly
well developed, being favourable to the non-profit sector since 1996 (Green 2002).
The Bertelsmann Transformation Index Armenia Country Report described the
influence of civil society as constrained by “. . .the state’s failure to engage it in
constructive dialogue or to grant it a role in public debate or the formulation of
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policy” (Bertelsmann Stiftung 2016, p. 24). Before the Velvet Revolution of 2018,
the state excluded civil society from participation in political processes.

The overall assessment by the US Agency for International Development
(USAID) Civil Society Organisation Sustainability Index (CSOSI) indicated that
the Armenian civil society was partially developed (USAID 2017).4 It showed
visible progress during the late 1990s but has experienced only minor improvements
since 2002. The CIVICUS Civil Society Index (Hakobyan et al. 2010) assessed the
Armenian civil society as “moderately developed”, with a relatively strong level of
organisation but weak impact and low civic engagement. Similarly to many post-
communist countries (Aliyev 2015; Grødeland and Aasland 2011; Knox and
Yessimova 2015), widespread informal practices and systemic corruption
undermined civil society’s ability to perform its democratic functions (Stefes
2006; Transparency International Anti-Corruption Center 2015).

The international donor community played an important role in the development
of the Armenian civil society, since the early 1990. The NGO sector development
was largely based on extensive international financial aid. The US government has
been the largest donor to civil society development in Armenia (USAID 2017).

Some authors have been sceptical of the overall impact of Western donors on the
development of the Armenian civil society. Ishkanian (2008) argued that “NGO-
isation” has led to de-politicisation and tamed the emancipative potential of civil
society. The proliferation of Western-type NGOs crowded out indigenous forms of
civic participation and association, thus undermining genuine civil society develop-
ment because many NGOs exist purely to pursue and acquire international funding.
In her earlier work, Ishkanian (2003) provided a detailed case study of donors’
significant influence on NGOs’ choices of problems and solutions. For example, she
convincingly demonstrated that the issue of domestic violence was avoided by
NGOs in the 1990s but became popular as soon as international donors earmarked
funding for it. However, the solutions proposed and implemented by NGOs were
copied from the US experience with little discussion or consideration of local
conditions, rendering the programmes mostly ineffective (Ishkanian 2003).

Although international donor support provided much-needed funds to increase
civil society activities in Armenia, it also created a set of problems, such as
dependency and detachment from the community. These problems have repercus-
sions for how the NGO sector is perceived by the public. Because they are donor-
driven rather than community-driven, NGOs are often considered “grant-makers” or
even “grant-eaters” that engage in superficial activities and are adept at producing
false reports while money is wasted or embezzled. Similarly to many post-
communist countries (Aliyev 2015; Greenberg 2010; Hemment 2004; Henderson
2002), the Armenian NGO sector has been described as donor-driven (Blue and
Ghazaryan 2004) to the extent of becoming artificial (Ishkanian 2008).

In contrast, some studies have highlighted positive aspects of the Armenian civil
society, such as high levels of trust in small rural communities (Babajanian 2008)

4In 2016, it received a score of 3.8 on a scale from 7 (most challenged) to 1 (most developed).
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and high potential for informal volunteering (Hakobyan and Tadevosyan 2010). At
the time we were designing our research project, there was also growing evidence of
increased spontaneous civic activism, mostly involving young people mobilising
around specific environmental and policy issues (Bertelsmann Stiftung 2016;
Ishkanian et al. 2013). Such activism campaigns are usually called civic initiatives
in Armenia. Two of them, one addressing a pension reform and the other an increase
in electricity prices, were among the most impactful examples of social contention
before the Velvet Revolution of 2018. Both are discussed in more detail in Chap. 8.
Most other civic initiatives were usually small and were often confined to Yerevan or
spearheaded from Yerevan if a regional environmental issue was at stake. The core
activists were young educated people who used social media to organise and spread
information about their activities (Avedissian 2020; Ishkanian 2015).

Since the book discusses various Armenian civic initiatives at length, we would
like to clarify the term. It is an English translation of a local name (qaghaqaciakan
nakhadzernutyun) not to be confused with the term “citizen initiatives” used in the
academic literature (see, e.g. Igalla et al. 2019). Unlike citizen initiatives, the
Armenian civic initiatives are much less institutionalised, are not necessarily
community-based and take a more confrontational stance towards the government.
In essence, they are activist protest campaigns, at times resembling small social
movements.

Thus, two decades of civil society development in Armenia show gradual pro-
gress, so slow that it is barely noticeable until an event as dramatic as the Velvet
Revolution occurs.5 There is a fairly large NGO sector, although, as discussed in the
Methodology chapter, the numbers of formally registered NGOs can be misleading.
Until recently, the state preferred to ignore, rather than control or suppress, NGOs,
thus providing them with a certain level of freedom but limiting their impact. There
is also growing civic activism. Civic initiatives have entered the civil society arena
and brought distinct ways of organising and operating. The contemporary Armenian
civil society is richer than it was 10 years ago.

The sheer number of years that have passed since the collapse of the Soviet
regime and the changing global environment raise the question of what else has
changed. It is logical to assume that the communist legacy of distrust and disen-
gagement should be weakening. The new generation of young people who grew up
in the independent states have not had the socialising experience of Soviet institu-
tions. Thus, it can be hypothesised that value changes, in terms of trust in civil
society and willingness to engage in it, should be visible in the younger generation
because its members are the bearers of societal value change (Inglehart and Welzel
2005). It is plausible to assume that the young should have more positive attitudes

5While the question of the role of civil society in the Velvet Revolution is beyond the scope of this
book, it can be argued that civil society did contribute to the mass protests in terms of both
mobilisation networks and the repertoire of actions focusing on peaceful protest, civic disobedience
and network resistance. We provide our reflection on the role of civil society in the current
developments in Armenia in the concluding chapter.
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towards civil society because they did not experience the Soviet practice of forcing
people into pseudo-voluntary organisations or the situations that led to post-
communist distrust and disengagement (Howard 2003). There is some empirical
evidence of generational differences in other post-communist countries
(Salmenniemi 2010; Voicu and Voicu 2003).

Thus, on the one hand we have Howard’s (2003) prediction of a lingering
weakness of post-communist civil society and the evidence of donor-driven semi-
developed formal sector of the Armenian civil society. On the other hand, we have
evidence of re-emerging informal civil society and the generational change predic-
tion, derived from the scholarly literature on value change and empirical studies in
other post-communist countries. We also ascribe to the overarching framework of
civil society as an ecosystem, which presupposes gradual change and adaptation to
the political and economic realities of a given country. Taken together, these
considerations led us to formulating three hypotheses, stated in the Introduction:
the “post-communist weakness” hypothesis of a lingering communist legacy of
distrust and disengagement of the general public, the “generational change” hypoth-
esis of young people more willing to engage with civil society and the “ecosystem
recovery” hypothesis of increased diversity and complexity of contemporary Arme-
nian civil society. We test these three hypotheses in the rest of the book. Before
turning to the empirical analysis, the next chapter presents the methodology of the
study.
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Chapter 3
Methodology of the Study

Over the course of 4 years (2012–2016), we employed a range of methods to assess
the Armenian civil society, to place it in the broader context of the post-communist
region and to measure the changes that are currently underway. The research project
combines quantitative and qualitative approaches; it utilises existing data whenever
possible but draws mostly on the extensive original data that we collected. The
overall study design consists of three levels of analysis (macro, meso and micro) and
a range of methods that can be grouped into four broad categories: secondary data
analysis, organisational survey, case studies and qualitative data collected through
interviews and focus group discussions with various stakeholders. The details are
elaborated in the corresponding sections below.

To assess the current Armenian civil society and to compare it both with its earlier
stage of development and with the civil societies of other countries, we must narrow
down the general concept of civil society to empirically measurable elements that are
also amenable to cross-country and cross-time comparisons. Because Howard’s
(2003) assessment of post-communist civil society informed much of our thinking,
we adopted his methodological approach for the comparative element of our study.
Howard used membership in associations and trust in them as two proxy measure-
ments of the civil societies of various countries. These individual-level measure-
ments are easily aggregated to produce country-level averages. Thus, following
Howard’s framework, we adopt two levels of measuring civil society through public
attitudes and engagement: the micro-level of individual trust and membership in
civil society organisations and the macro-level of country average level of trust and
membership in these organisations. Our study also includes the intermediate level of
analysis: the meso-level of analysis of formal organisations and informal groups. We
examine individual attitudes towards, and engagement with, civil society, and we
analyse civil society organisations themselves, narrowing down the concept of civil
society to (a) non-governmental organisations (NGOs) as formal entities and
(b) civic activism campaigns as informal entities.
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3.1 Three Levels and Main Components of Analysis

The study first examines the Armenian civil society as a country-level phenomenon
and compares it to the civil societies of other countries in the post-communist region
and the wider world, using secondary survey data. This macro-level of analysis is
mostly inspired by Howard’s (2003) study of post-communist civil societies in the
late 1990s. In Chap. 4 we aim to replicate Howard’s work 15 years after his study
(and 25 years after the collapse of the Soviet Union). After discussing the post-
communist region, our study narrows its focus to the South Caucasus and discusses
Armenia in its regional context by comparing and contrasting the Armenian civil
society with that of Azerbaijan and Georgia. The macro-level of analysis addresses
our “post-communist weakness” hypothesis, using cross-country comparison to
demonstrate a lingering impact of communism on civil societies of the region in
general and Armenia in particular.

We also study the Armenian civil society at the meso-level by examining civil
society organisations (Chap. 7), informal groups and campaigns (Chap. 8), exploring
their “life stories”, goals, membership, strategies, outreach, fundraising activities,
cooperation with various actors, successes, challenges and so on. The meso-level
analysis relies on documents and news reports, as well as on primary data collected
through and organisational survey we conducted with 188 Armenian NGOs, as
described in detail in Sect. 3.2.2. To understand and compare various civil society
organisations according to their structure, modes of operation, strategies and so on,
we combine quantitative survey data with insights from 60 qualitative interviews and
10 focus group discussions conducted during fieldwork, described in more detail in
Sect. 3.2.4. The meso-level analysis addresses our “ecosystem recovery” hypothesis,
exploring a growing diversity of Armenian civil society entities and their complex
interactions with each other and with political society entities, such as the govern-
ment and political parties.

The micro-level of analysis of the Armenian civil society focuses on the individ-
ual. We use secondary data from several surveys to measure membership in civil
society organisations, trust in civil society and volunteering (Chaps. 5 and 6). We
combine the existing secondary quantitative data with our own primary qualitative
data: interviews and focus groups with civil society participants and some “non-
participants”, i.e. informed citizens who have consciously opted out of participating
in civil society activities. The micro-level of analysis mostly addresses our “gener-
ational change” hypothesis, exploring how the Armenian younger generation is
different from previous generations in their engagement with civil society entities
and activities. It also contributes to the discussion of the “post-communist weak-
ness” hypothesis, exploring some of the individual factors behind public disengage-
ment of large sectors of Armenian society.
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3.2 Four General Methods of Analysis

The study reported in this book employed a broad range of methods of data
collection and analysis that can be grouped into four general types: (1) statistical
analysis of secondary data; (2) an organisational survey; (3) case studies1 of activism
campaigns; and (4) qualitative primary data obtained from interviews and focus
group discussions. Table 3.1 explains the interplay between the three levels and the
methods employed, including main variables the analysis focused on. Each of the
four general methods is described in detail in the sections below.

3.2.1 Secondary Data: Relying on Existing Public Opinion
Surveys

The secondary data analysis makes use of data from the following surveys: the
World Values Survey (third wave, 1995–1998, and sixth wave, 2010–2014); the
Caucasus Barometer (2008–2017); the CIVICUS Civil Society Index survey (2009
and 2014); and Eurobarometer (2005). All of these surveys were based on nation-
wide representative samples of adult residents. Each dataset is discussed in greater
detail below.

The World Values Survey (WVS) is a global research project that includes a
broad range of socio-cultural and political topics. It started in 1981 as a part of the
European Values Study and has since expanded to the rest of the world. The survey

Table 3.1 Methods used by level of analysis and corresponding main variables

Secondary
data

Organisational
survey Cases Qualitative data

Macro-level
(countries)

Trust,
participation

– – –

Meso-level
(organisations,
groups,
campaigns)

Participation,
media use

Trust, participation,
organisational struc-
tures, media use

Participation,
media use,
interactions

Trust,
organisational struc-
tures, interactions

Micro-level
(individual)

Trust, partici-
pation, media
use

– – Trust, participation,
organisational struc-
tures, interactions

1Strictly speaking, a case study is not a method but a collection of various methods that allow
in-depth exploration of a case. For the sake of the clarity and readability of the chapter, we group the
various methods that we employed while studying activism campaigns under one “general method”
and explain the relevant details in the corresponding sections. There is also some overlap between
the case studies and the qualitative data, but since each has a distinct role to play in our analysis and
must be explained separately from the perspective of methodology, we discuss them separately.
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is conducted periodically by local survey organisations or scholarly teams in close
cooperation with and under the supervision of the WVS Association.

The study presented in this book is based on data from the third (1995–1998) and
the sixth (2010–2014) waves of the WVS because these are the only two waves that
included Armenia. The specific dates of the WVS in Armenia were 1997 for the third
wave and 2011 for the sixth wave. The WVS data allow us to place Armenia in the
global context. The data are also unique in that they provide us with the opportunity
to measure Armenian political culture as early as 1997, only a few years after the
collapse of the Soviet Union and the establishment of the independent Republic of
Armenia. TheWVS data are used for both the individual level and the macro-level of
analysis, aggregating the data to country-level measurements and making cross-
country comparisons. This data helps us quantitatively assess the post-communist
legacy of distrust and disengagement among the broader public, empirically
supporting our “post-communist weakness” hypothesis.

Eurobarometer is a collection of various surveys that have been conducted under
the auspices of the European Commission since 1974. It contains both standard
polling waves and special topics. The question about trust in voluntary organisations
was included in 2000–2005. Similarly to the WVS data, the Eurobarometer data are
used for the macro-level quantitative analysis of the lasting legacy of communism.

The Caucasus Barometer (CB) is an annual nationwide representative survey that
has been conducted since 2008 in Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia by the Caucasus
Research Resource Centres (CRRC). The CB data are used to compare Armenia to
its two South Caucasus neighbours and to observe more recent trends in public
opinion towards civil society organisations. The data are mostly used for the
individual level of analysis, although some macro-level cross-country comparisons
are also performed. The data is used to empirically support “post-communist weak-
ness” and “generational change” hypotheses, addressed in this study.

The CIVICUS Civil Society Index (CSI) is a participatory action-research project
that assesses the state of civil society in countries around the world. The CSI is
initiated and implemented by local organisations in partnership with the CIVICUS
World Alliance for Citizen Participation. The CSI consists of a number of assess-
ment tools, including a nationwide representative population survey that was
conducted in Armenia in 2009 and 2014. Counterpart International Armenia was
the local implementing partner of the survey in both years. Both databases were
requested directly from Counterpart.2 CSI data is used for measuring public percep-
tions of civil society and membership in various civil society organisations,
complimenting WVS and CB data and providing additional empirical evidence in
support of the “post-communist weakness” hypothesis.

2Counterpart International Armenia recently phased out its operations in Armenia. By the time of
the publication of this research, the databases might no longer be directly available from Counter-
part. They can be requested from the Turpanjian Center for Policy Analysis at the American
University of Armenia because they are considered to be in the public domain, and the authors of
this research have the official permission of Counterpart to further disseminate the databases.
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3.2.2 The Organisational Survey: “Googling” as a Method
to Create a Sampling Frame

The second method employed in this study is an online organisational survey of the
Armenian NGO sector. A total of 188 responses to a questionnaire, which consisted
of approximately 30 questions, were obtained.3 The purpose of the survey was to
generate original data for the meso-level of analysis of the formal domain of the
Armenian civil society. The data was mostly used to explore the “ecosystem
recovery” hypothesis. Comparing our organisational survey data with earlier similar
assessments of the Armenian NGO sector, we demonstrate how the sector developed
over the past decade, noting remarkable stability in some aspects and substantial
change in other aspects, as discussed in detail in Chap. 7. The process of constructing
the sampling frame and the survey fieldwork are discussed in detail below.

Conducting an NGO survey in Armenia was a challenge. As in most less-
developed (and even some developed) countries, there are no reliable lists of
organisations from which to sample. Originally, we planned to obtain an official
list of NGOs registered in Armenia that would serve as the primary sampling frame
for the study.4 An official letter was sent to the State Registry requesting a list of
NGOs with contact information such as the name of the organisation, the address and
telephone numbers. The request was denied; Armenian legislation requires that to
obtain access to such detailed data, a fee must be paid for each organisation’s
information details. Considering that more than 3000 organisations are registered
in the republic, the costs of paying the official fees were prohibitive. Instead, a
nominal full list of the 3552 registered NGOs was provided free of charge by the
Armenian Ministry of Justice and was used as the primary sampling frame for the
study.

Lists of officially registered NGOs often contain numerous names of NGOs that
no longer exist. A number of active organisations could opt to remain unregistered.
For example, some studies estimate that 60% of Russian non-profit organisations are
inactive (Salamon et al. 2015). In Lithuania about one-fifth of the registered 5000
voluntary organisations were inactive as of year 2000 (Juknevičius and Savicka
2003). By the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century, there were about
3000 NGOs registered in Azerbaijan and over 17,000 NGOs registered in Georgia.
Most of those existed on paper only; many consisted of a single person “who
functions as the founder, director, and the sole staff member of the organisation”
(Aliyev 2015, p. 320). Brudney and Nezhina (2005) conducted a study of NGOs in
Kazakhstan using the telephone as a means of verifying whether the organisation
existed; 54 of 130 did not. Thus, the existence of a large number of officially
registered NGOs in a small post-communist country is not surprising, but the

3See the Appendix for the organisational survey questionnaire.
4A decision was made to focus on NGOs and to exclude foundations because, according to
Armenian legislation, foundations are judicial entities of a different type.
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numbers should be considered with caution, as a significant proportion of those
organisations exist only on paper.

To circumvent this problem, we devised and tested an approach, which we
discuss here in detail to enable interested researchers to replicate it in their respective
countries and contexts. The process of creating the sampling frame also provided
valuable insights into the ratio of active vs. formally registered NGOs, which we
present alongside the methodological discussion.

To obtain the NGOs’ contact information, we decided to rely on the Internet,
more specifically Google as the main search engine and “Googling” as a strategy.
This decision had a major drawback in that our survey would not be representative of
the entire NGO sector as it formally exists, and we would exclude organisations that
did not maintain an Internet presence. However, we know that the formal list of
registered NGOs is not an accurate reflection of the real situation.

For our research, we were interested in organisations that were at least somewhat
functional (which took priority over the representativeness of the study); thus, we
adopted Internet visibility as an indication of NGO activity. The Internet is an
important communication platform that NGOs, striving to keep up with modern
developments, presumably use to promote themselves and their activities. In addi-
tion, active NGOs are likely to be mentioned on the Internet (by journalists, donors,
bloggers, etc.).5

As well as providing the research team with the contact information required to
initiate the organisational survey, Googling was an interesting experiment because it
served as an overall mapping of the online visibility of the formally existing
Armenian NGO sector and of the completeness and accuracy of the information
about them. It served as an additional tool for estimating how many NGOs actually
exist and function in Armenia.

Googling was performed through a sequence of steps. A Microsoft Excel data-
base was created for the full nominal list of registered NGOs. A team consisting of
six graduate students was trained and tasked with conducting an online search for the
organisations on the list using the Google search engine. The students were
instructed to search first for the Armenian name of an organisation and to record
the results. If the search did not generate any results, an English transliteration of the
Armenian name and/or an English translation of the name (if such a translation
seemed logical) was Googled to broaden the search.

Based on the results of this procedure, the online visibility of each of the 3552
NGOs was coded as “not available” (NA), “no contacts” (NC) or “information
available” (YES). The NA code indicates organisations for which no mention
whatsoever was found on the Internet. The NC code indicates NGOs that are at
least somewhat visible online; for example, Googling showed that they were men-
tioned in the media or by other web sources, including social networks, but no
specific contact information (telephone number, e-mail address, postal address or

5One of the slogans of the twenty-first century is “if it is not online, it does not exist”. Our use of
Googling as an assessment technique was, to some extent, inspired by this slogan.
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organisational website) could be obtained. The YES code indicates organisations for
which specific contact information (telephone number, e-mail address or postal
address) was obtained through the Internet search.

The Googling technique generated the following results: of the 3552 registered
NGOs, 51% had no online presence, 27% had some online visibility and 22% had
specific contact information available online. Thus, approximately one-fifth of
Armenian NGOs used the Internet as a means of making themselves available to
potentially interested partners or beneficiaries. Table 3.2 summarises the results.

After completing the Internet search for the names of the 3552 organisations, we
compared the results with the outcome of another effort to map the Armenian NGO
sector. An activity with a similar task of providing a realistic picture of functioning
Armenian NGOs was undertaken by the Civilitas Foundation (CF) in 2009. The CF
had the same starting point (the list of all officially registered NGOs in the country at
the time) but relied on the telephone as the main method of accessing the organisa-
tions. A database of operating NGOs, consisting of 456 entries, was created by the
CF. We compared each NGO on the list in the CF database to our Googling
outcomes. A total of 26 NGOs that were not found through Googling were identified
in the CF database and added to our sample. The comparison showed that the
application of different techniques, namely, our online mapping through Googling
and telephone call mapping by the CF, generated roughly corresponding results.
Thus, we can say that our use of the Internet to obtain contact information generated
reasonably reliable information, although, as mentioned above, the list of Internet-
visible NGOs is by no means representative of the Armenian NGO sector as a whole.
It does, however, serve as a useful pool of contact information for those NGOs that
are likely to be active.

The survey questionnaire was prepared in English and translated into Armenian.
The Armenian online questionnaire was created and pre-tested by sending it to three
NGOs and soliciting detailed feedback over the telephone upon completion. Adjust-
ments were made to the Armenian version of the questionnaire based on pre-test
feedback. The questionnaire consisted of a total of 29 closed- and open-ended
questions addressing the following issues related to NGOs: structure, leadership
changes, sectors of operation, activities, trust in NGOs, volunteering, use of online
tools, relationship with the local/national government and funding.

The fieldwork process allowed us to gain additional insights and to improve our
estimations of online NGO visibility obtained through Googling. An online survey
questionnaire was sent to the 445 available e-mail addresses. Mail delivery systems

Table 3.2 Results generated
by the Googling technique in
June 2013

Categories Number of NGOs %

No online visibility 1812 51

Limited online visibility 973 27

Visibility online 767 22

Total 3552 100

Paturyan et al. (2014)
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returned 100 e-mails. Thus, 22% of the email addresses of NGOs found online were
non-existent and/or incorrect.

Because there were a substantial number of NGOs for which telephone numbers
but no e-mail addresses (or, as we learned, incorrect addresses) were available, and
because reliance on e-mail addresses yielded very low response rates (only 52 NGOs
completed the survey after a participation-soliciting e-mail and a reminder), the next
step in the study was to make telephone calls to all NGOs that we could not reach by
e-mail. The telephone calls involved a quick elaboration of the study purpose and a
verification of the e-mail address, followed by a request to complete the question-
naire that would be sent to an authorised organisation member the same day. Two or
three follow-up calls were made to non-responsive phone numbers, varying the time
of the day to ensure maximum coverage. The responses to the calls placed to the
705 available phone numbers were as follows: in 219 (31%) cases, the person who
answered the phone provided an e-mail address and promised to complete the
questionnaire, 211 (30%) calls received no answer (no one answered the phone, or
the number was temporarily unavailable), 113 (16%) numbers were incorrect,6

85 (12%) refused to participate in the survey, 49 (7%) reported having no e-mail
address, and 28 (4%) reported being closed. Reminder phone calls were made to
NGOs at which someone promised to complete the survey but did not do so. During
the final stage of the survey, the researchers called the NGOs with a final reminder
and offered to conduct a phone interview at that time to avoid delaying the response
any further. A total of 55 survey questionnaires were completed by phone interviews
in this manner.

One concern was that there could be functional NGOs in Armenia that were not
included on the official list of registered organisations. In an attempt to find such
organisations, the survey questionnaire included a snowballing question asking the
respondent to name three other NGOs working in the same field. The answers
obtained were compared with the original sampling frame. A total of 15 new
names of NGOs were obtained through snowballing.

Thus, although Googling was the primary technique for obtaining NGO contact
information, it was combined with several additional approaches in an attempt to
contact as many NGOs as possible. In addition to sending the survey link to the
e-mail addresses that were found on the Internet, telephone calls, snowballing
requests and even attempts to contact NGOs through their Facebook pages were
made. While phone calls helped increase the response rate, snowballing and the use
of Facebook yielded only marginal results.

As a result, a total of 188 responses were obtained online and by telephone. This
number corresponds to 5% of the total number of registered NGOs in the country
(N¼ 3552) and 24.5% of those that had full information available online (N ¼ 767).
If we consider the total number of officially registered NGOs in Armenia as the
sampling frame, 5% response rate is very low. If, however, we consider the
767 NGOs with Internet visibility as the sampling frame, 24.5% is a decent response

6The person who answered the phone claimed to know nothing about the NGO.
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rate that allows us to draw cautious conclusions about the active NGO sector in
Armenia, based on our organisational survey data, although we do not claim
representativeness of our data. The time frame of the survey was July to
November 2013.

3.2.3 Case Studies of Activism Campaigns

To gain insights into the specific settings and realities of civic activism in Armenia,
the study employed the case study method, following Tilly and Tarrow’s (2015)
recommendation of carefully describing an episode of contention and its settings as
the pre-requisite of analysis. The aim was to create a detailed “thick description” of
the main actors, strategies, NGO involvement, interaction patterns and use of social
media. The case studies also helped to identify key interviewees and focus group
participants of the qualitative component of the research.

The case study method was particularly well suited for our purposes; one of its
strengths is that it enables the examination of a phenomenon in its real-life context,
particularly when the boundaries between the phenomenon and the context are not
clear (McNabb 2004). Within each case, we examine processes, actors, decisions
and organisations.

The following five activism campaigns (in the chronological order of the year in
which they began) were selected for the case study:

1. Save Teghut Civic Initiative (hereafter Teghut): 2007–ongoing at the time of
research

2. Stop Changes in Maternity Leave Law (hereafter Maternity Leave): 2010,
restarted in 2014

3. Dem Em (I am against): 2013
4. Let’s Preserve the Afrikyan Club Building (hereafter Afrikyan): 2014
5. Electric Yerevan: 2015

In selecting the cases, we sought to maximise diversity in terms of scope, issues,
outcomes and importance for the broader context of civic activism in Armenia. The
Teghut case is often considered a landmark as the oldest ongoing environmental
campaign that continues despite its failure to achieve its prime objective, as
described in Chap. 8. It is a unique case of persistence in the face of formidable
challenges. The Maternity Leave case was selected because it has an explicit gender
dimension the all-female research team was interested in. It is also an unusual case of
an initiative that was restarted as the need arose. Maternity Leave is also a success
case. The Afrikyan case exemplifies a short-lived initiative that failed despite
employing a variety of creative techniques. There are certainly lessons to be learned
from that initiative. Dem Em was the largest civic initiative (in terms of the number
of people involved) and had made the greatest political splash at the outset of our
study. It is also a curious case in terms of outcomes: some characterise it as an
unprecedented success, while others argue that its achievements were modest and
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temporary at best. Electric Yerevan occurred during the fieldwork and gave us an
opportunity to observe, first-hand, the unfolding events. It quickly overshadowed
Dem Em both in terms of the number of people involved and its political resonance.
Not including it would have been a lost opportunity.

Data for each case were collected through the analysis of news reports, docu-
ments, publications, previous studies and information available through social
media. Our understanding of the cases was further enhanced through interviews
and focus group discussions with event participants, as described in the next section.
The process was two-way: collecting information on the case helped us identify key
interviewees who provided additional insights into the cases and additional impor-
tant contacts. Eventually, the process of soliciting names reached a saturation point:
any name provided was already on the list.

Electric Yerevan is the only case for which an observation method was utilised.
Team members spent at least 30 min per day on site at various times of day. They
had general guidelines on what to pay attention to during the observation, but the
overall observation approach remained flexible. Team members were encouraged to
engage in casual conversations or join groups. Observers took written notes after the
visits because the protesters could have perceived on-site note-taking as suspicious.

3.2.4 Qualitative Interviews and Focus Group Discussions

The fourth component of our research was qualitative interviews and focus group
discussions with a range of various civil society participants and some conscious
non-participants (people who chose to remain uninvolved). The qualitative data were
collected in two rounds of fieldwork: in 2013 and in 2015–2016. Altogether, the two
rounds included 60 interviews and 10 focus group discussions with NGO leaders,
NGO staff, volunteers, civic activists and non-activists, i.e. people who are aware of
activism but choose not to get involved. A detailed breakdown of the interviews and
focus groups is presented in Table 3.3.

The interviewees and focus group participants were selected with the aim of
creating maximum diversity in terms of age, gender, origin (Armenian or diaspora),
NGO sector of operation,7 length of NGO existence, organisational size, NGO
involvement in activism campaign, type of activism campaign, role of activists in
the corresponding campaign and so on. Also, interviews were solicited with those

Table 3.3 Qualitative inter-
views and focus group dis-
cussions with four types of
respondents

NGO leaders and staff 40 interviews, 4 FGs

NGO volunteers 10 interviews

Activists 10 interviews, 4 FGs

Non-activists 2 FGs

FG focus group

7See the Appendix for the list of the types of organisations represented by the interviewees.
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most actively engaged in the four case studies. Fieldwork was conducted both in the
capital city of Yerevan and in other regions of Armenia.

All interviews and focus group discussions were conducted in Armenia and lasted
between 1 and 2 h. The conversations were audio-recorded with the permission of
the participants. Junior research team members prepared full Armenian transcrip-
tions, which were imported into MAXQDA qualitative analysis software. Two
indexing systems (one for each round of fieldwork) were created, considering both
the categories derived from the research questions and the themes that emerged from
the data. See the Appendix for the indexing schemes.

Thus, as this chapter discussed in some detail, the study overall employs a broad
range of quantitative and qualitative methods, to explore the “post-communist
weakness”, the “generational change” and the “ecosystem recovery” hypotheses,
pertaining to the Armenian civil society. Our study includes the macro-level quan-
titative cross-country comparison of civil societies of more than 50 countries, the
meso-level of formal and informal Armenian civil society entities and the micro-
level of individual attitudes and engagement with Armenian civil society. We
present our findings in the subsequent chapters of this book, starting with the
macro-level cross-country comparison that replicates Howard’s (2003) seminal
work on post-communist civil society.
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Chapter 4
Still Post-Communist? Testing Howard’s
Predictions

After the breakup of the Soviet Union, there was great enthusiasm for democratic
development in the post-communist region. Among other factors that were supposed
to help the societies transition to democracy was the much-celebrated civil society, a
concept re-invigorated by Eastern European dissidents to denote the space of
organised collective action that lies between the state and the market (Anheier
2004; Diamond 1999; Salamon 1990). However, civil society did not develop as
many expected. Its contribution to democratisation was far from uniform and not
always evident. The mass mobilisation that undermined communist rule in Poland,
Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Armenia, the Baltic states and other places1 receded as
suddenly as it had appeared. Instead, a passive attitude gripped the public: the
weakness documented by Howard (2003).

This chapter uses data from public opinion surveys (World Values Survey,
Eurobarometer and Caucasus Barometer) to test our “post-communist weakness”
hypothesis, using descriptive and inferential statistical cross-country comparative
analysis. Our goal is to assess whether the present-day post-communist civil society
remains distinctly weak (as compared with the rest of the world). We also compare
Armenia with its two South Caucasus neighbours and the broader region, focusing
on membership in civil society organisations and trust in them. The chapter first
discusses membership in associations based on World Values Survey (WVS) data
from the mid-1990s and the most recent data (2010–2014). Using the data from the
mid-1990s as a baseline, we show that post-communist civil society remains weak in
terms of membership, although the region is less homogeneous than it used to be: in
some countries, membership in associations has increased, while others continue to
experience the haemorrhaging of associational members. The second part of the
chapter uses Eurobarometer and Caucasus Barometer (CB) survey data to explore
the issue of trust in civil society organisations in Europe and the South Caucasus.
The decimal points in most of the tables and graphs are rounded for ease of use and

1The countries are mentioned in no particular order.
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visual representation; 0.5 decimals are rounded up (3.5 is rounded up to 4),
explaining why, in some tables or figures, the reported percentages do not seem to
total 100.

4.1 Membership in Voluntary Organisations:
Post-Communist Weakness Then and Now

A decade ago, the civil societies of the post-communist region were described as
weak in terms of low membership in associations and low levels of trust in civil
society organisations (Howard 2003). The aim of this chapter is to explore the extent
to which this weakness persists today. As the first step, Howard’s study is replicated
using the WVS data originally used by Howard and adding the analysis of the sixth
and most recent wave of the WVS.2

4.1.1 World Values Survey (1995–1998)

In his book, Howard (2003) used WVS data from 1995 to 1998 to demonstrate a
distinctive weakness of post-communist civil society in terms of membership in
voluntary associations. He examined self-reported active and passive membership in
all types of organisations covered in that WVS wave: (1) church and religious
organisations; (2) sports and recreation groups; (3) art, music and educational
groups; (4) labour unions; (5) political parties; (6) environmental organisations;
(7) professional organisations; (8) charitable/humanitarian organisations; and
(9) any other organisations (a total of nine types of organisations).3

To replicate Howard’s study exactly, we would have to combine active and
passive membership in those organisations. However, passive membership in Arme-
nia for 1997 appeared unrealistically high, with 94% self-reported inactive members
in church and religious organisations, 95% inactive members in sports and recreation
groups and so on. Therefore, in our study, we focus on active membership only.

2Poland was excluded from the analysis of the third wave because the questions on membership
included only political parties and labour unions, excluding all other voluntary associations that
constitute the core of our analysis. Qatar was included in the sixth wave analysis, although the
question on political party membership was not asked there; however, because all the other
membership questions were asked, it was decided to include Qatar in the analysis.
3Conceptually, whether political parties should be included in civil society is disputable. However,
we wished to keep our analysis as close to Howard’s original study as possible, so we decided to
include membership in political parties in our analysis of civil society.

40 4 Still Post-Communist? Testing Howard’s Predictions



Based on the WVS data,4 we created two country-level variables to enable cross-
country comparison and analysis on the macro-level, described as follows.

Average Membership in Voluntary Organisations

We created dummy variables for active membership in each type of organisation and
then totalled these variables to obtain the maximum number of organisations of
which each person is an active member. For example, in Armenia, 83% of the
population were not active members of any organisation, 12% reported being an
active member of one organisation, and another 3% reported being a member of two
organisations, while one person reported being an active member of five organisa-
tions, as presented in Table 4.1.

For the purpose of cross-country comparison, we examine an average number of
organisations of which a person is a member for each country under analysis (a total
of 54 countries from different parts of the world). The results are presented in
Table 4.2. With a few exceptions, post-communist countries (marked with a) cluster
at the lower end of the table, showing lower average active membership in voluntary
associations. The t-test5 shows a statistically significant difference between the post-
communist countries and all the other countries included in the analysis. The average
number of organisations in which a person is active is much lower in post-
communist countries, at 0.3 compared with 1 in the remainder of the world.

Table 4.1 Armenia WVS 1995–1998 active member in organisations

Number of organisations of which
the person is an active member N % Cumulative %

0 1666 83 83

1 245 12 96

2 68 3.4 99

3 16 0.8 99.8

4 4 0.2 99.95

5 1 0.1 100

Total 2000 100

WVS World Values Survey, N number of responses

4The exact wording of the question is “Now I am going to read off a list of voluntary organisations.
For each organisation, could you tell me whether you are an active member, an inactive member or
not a member of that type of organisation?”
5t(52) ¼ �5.951, p < 0.001
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Table 4.2 Active membership in organisations, country-level measurements, WVS 1995–1998

Country/territory

Average number of
organisations of which a
person is an active member

% of respondents
active in at least one
organisation

USA 2.03 78

Nigeria 1.77 84

Puerto Rico 1.72 78

Australia 1.58 73

South Africa 1.54 77

Mexico 1.5 67

Dominican Republic 1.49 72

New Zealand 1.44 70

Serbian Republic of Bosniaa 1.17 56

Brazil 1.11 54

Switzerland 1.1 60

Bangladesh 1.04 51

West Germany 1.01 60

Norway 0.99 58

Sweden 0.96 59

Chile 0.91 52

El Salvador 0.84 55

Venezuela 0.84 44

Peru 0.81 46

India 0.76 35

Colombia 0.72 45

East Germanya 0.68 46

South Korea 0.64 39

Bosnian Federationa 0.6 36

Uruguay 0.6 36

Croatiaa 0.59 39

Spain 0.58 35

Argentina 0.56 34

Philippines 0.56 32

Finland 0.53 36

Romaniaa 0.47 32

Hungarya 0.45 32

Sloveniaa 0.43 31

Taiwan 0.42 27

Japan 0.41 30

Czech Republica 0.39 30

China (China is not considered a post-
communist country in this analysis
because it still officially upholds a com-
munist ideology and differs from the

0.38 23

(continued)
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Active Members of at Least One Organisation

In addition to the measurements used by Howard, we also examined the percentage
of people in a country who report being an active member of at least one organisation
(also included in Table 4.2). The pattern is fairly similar: most post-communist
countries tend to cluster towards the lower end of the spectrum, although some
countries (such as East Germany and the Serbian Republic of Bosnia) have very high
percentages of people who are an active member of at least one organisation. The
t-test shows a statistically significant difference6 between the post-communist coun-
tries and the other countries for this variable as well: in the post-communist coun-
tries, approximately 23% of people are members of at least one organisation,
compared with 51% in the rest of the world.

Table 4.2 (continued)

Country/territory

Average number of
organisations of which a
person is an active member

% of respondents
active in at least one
organisation

post-communist region under analysis in
many respects)

Macedoniaa 0.38 25

Albaniaa 0.35 28

Slovakiaa 0.35 28

Moldovaa 0.33 25

Turkey 0.27 18

Montenegroa 0.25 18

Latviaa 0.23 17

Armeniaa 0.22 17

Serbiaa 0.21 15

Estoniaa 0.19 15

Russian Federationa 0.19 15

Lithuaniaa 0.14 12

Bulgariaa 0.13 10

Azerbaijana 0.11 9

Ukrainea 0.11 9

Belarusa 0.1 9

Georgiaa 0.1 8

World average
(N ¼ 54)

0.69 38.6

Post-communist average (N ¼ 23) 0.34 23.3

Non-post-communist average 0.97 50.9
aA post-communist country
WVS World Values Survey, N number of responses

6t(52) ¼ �6.243, p < 0.001
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Thus, in the early years of post-communism, membership in voluntary organisa-
tions and associations was very low in the respective countries, and Armenia was no
exception. These data were used by Howard (2003), who demonstrated that post-
communist civil society was distinctly weak in terms of membership. More than a
decade has passed since the publication of his work. The extent to which the
situation has changed or remained similar to what Howard described in his analysis
of the first decade of post-communist development of civil society must be deter-
mined. The next section of this chapter examines the most recent WVS data to
determine whether low membership in associations remains a characteristic of the
post-communist region and how Armenia has fared in that respect.

4.1.2 World Values Survey (2010–2014): Current
Organisational Membership

The sixth WVS survey7 repeated the membership question with the same wording
but expanded the list of types of organisations, adding consumer organisations and
self-help/mutual help groups for a total of 11 types.8 We use the same two country-
level variables (average number of organisations of which a person is an active
member and percentage of people who are members of at least one organisation) to
explore the extent of the post-communist legacy of weakness described by Howard.

The sixth wave of the WVS was conducted in Armenia in 2011. The data show
that the post-communist syndrome of low membership in formal associations
remained very much the case in Armenia at the time of the WVS fieldwork. In
fact, the overall membership levels, already very low in 1997, had decreased further
since then: 93% of WVS respondents reported not being members of any association
in 2011, compared with 83% in 1997, as Table 4.3 demonstrates.

The pool of countries included in the 2010–2014 WVS was somewhat different
from that in the 1995–1998. This section of the chapter examines all data from the
WVS sixth wave, while the next section focuses only on the countries that were
included in both the third and the sixth waves.

The membership data for both variables (average number of organisations of
which a person is an active member and percentage of respondents who are members
of at least one organisation) are presented in Table 4.4. Although some of the post-
communist countries remain at the lower end, there is less clustering than in the
1995–1998 data. It is also interesting to note that membership in civil society
organisations has somewhat declined overall, with both variables showing a lower

7The sixth survey contained the most recent WVS data available at the time of the analysis. By the
time the book is published, the seventh wave results are likely to be available.
8Because the previous version of the question included the “other” type of organisation, this
modification does not hinder the overall comparison; it simply makes the recent data more detailed
in terms of the specific types of organisations people join.
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world average in 2010–2014 than in 1995–1998; however, this decrease could be
due to differences between the sets of countries included in the two waves.

Statistical analysis shows that the post-communist countries remain distinct in
terms of low membership.9 The average number of organisations in which a person
is active is 0.35 for post-communist countries, compared with 0.7 for the rest of the
world, and the average percentage of the population active in at least one organisa-
tion is 12 for post-communist countries, compared with 24 for the rest of the world.
Thus, the WVS data suggest that the communist legacy of low membership in civil
society organisations remains detectable. Armenia is no exception: it has dismal
membership rates, which have decreased over the past decade.

4.1.3 Comparing the Third and the Sixth World Values
Survey Waves

To make the comparison between the years more precise, we narrow the pool of
countries to those that were included in both waves of the WVS analysed in this
chapter. There are 27 such countries, 9 of which are post-communist. While the
number is too small for a meaningful statistical analysis, it provides some insights
into how membership in civil society organisations has changed over time. The
picture is mixed, with nearly equal numbers of countries showing increases or
decreases in membership. Thirteen countries (five of which are post-communist)
show increased membership according to the first variable (average number of
organisations of which a person is an active member), while fourteen countries

Table 4.3 Armenia WVS 1997 and 2011 active membership in organisations

Number of organisations
of which a person is an active member % 1997 % 2011

0 83 93

1 12 5.1

2 3.4 0.9

3 0.8 0.5

4 0.2 0.3

5 0.1 0.1

6 0 0.1

Total 100
(N ¼ 2000)

100
(N ¼ 1100)

WVS World Values Survey, N number of responses

9t-test for average number of organisations, t(50) ¼ 2.742, p < 0.05; t-test for percentage of
members of at least one organisation, t(50) ¼ 2.587, p < 0.05
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Table 4.4 Active membership in organisations, country-level measurements, WVS 2010–2014

Country/territory
Average number of organisations of which
a person is an active member

% of respondents active in at
least one organisation

Nigeria 1.80 87

New Zealand 1.65 71

Ghana 1.54 80

Zimbabwe 1.46 81.5

Philippines 1.41 54

Rwanda 1.38 66.5

USA 1.38 65

Mexico 1.31 57

Australia 1.29 65.5

Colombia 1.29 67

Taiwan 1.23 51

Trinidad and
Tobago

1.05 55

Sweden 1.02 59

Kyrgyzstana 0.82 37

West Germany 0.80 50

Lebanon 0.77 38

Netherlands 0.77 53

Chile 0.71 47

Sloveniaa 0.70 47

Peru 0.69 41

Singapore 0.69 39

Cyprus 0.67 36

South Korea 0.65 41

Libya 0.57 24

Qatar 0.57 26

East Germanya 0.54 38

Malaysia 0.54 25

Ecuador 0.48 24

Polanda 0.48 29

Japan 0.44 28

Uruguay 0.44 28

Palestine 0.40 23

Estoniaa 0.37 24

Romaniaa 0.35 21

Spain 0.30 21

Pakistan 0.27 17.5

Kazakhstana 0.26 13

Belarusa 0.25 17

Iraq 0.24 16

Yemen 0.23 13

Algeria 0.21 12

(continued)
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experienced a decrease in membership to various extents.10 Eleven countries (five of
which are post-communist) show increased membership according to the second
variable (percentage of people active in at least one organisation), while sixteen
countries experienced a decrease in membership. Table 4.5 shows the numbers and
marks the cases of increased membership with the “"” symbol. The table is sorted by
the average number of organisations of which a person is an active member in
2010–2014, with the countries with the most vibrant membership numbers at the top.

Based on the statistical analysis of the WVS data, we find that Howard’s
argument remains relevant: the post-communist countries differ from the rest of
the world in that they have lower membership in voluntary associations, although
some countries perform better than others. In terms of overall trends, the post-
communist region, similarly to the rest of the world, presents a mixed picture: in

Table 4.4 (continued)

Country/territory
Average number of organisations of which
a person is an active member

% of respondents active in at
least one organisation

Morocco 0.21 13.5

Uzbekistana 0.21 13.5

Ukrainea 0.18 13

Azerbaijana 0.17 12

Jordan 0.16 13

Turkey 0.14 8.5

Russian
Federationa

0.13 9

Armeniaa 0.11 7

China 0.10 6

Tunisia 0.07 5

Egypt 0.02 1

World average
(N ¼ 52)

0.65 34.4

Post-communist
average (N ¼ 13)

0.35 21.3

Non post-
communist average

0.75 39

aA post-communist country
WVS World Values Survey, N number of responses

10The sixth WVS wave included more types of organisations of which a person could be a member:
11 compared with 9 in the third WVS wave. Technically, this change could have led to a larger
average number of organisations of which a person could report being a member. Theoretically, a
person could be a member of three types of “other” organisations in 1997, while in 2010, the same
person could mention a consumer organisation, a self-help group and one “other” organisation. The
data show that in practice, there are very few such cases, and they do not impact the overall picture.
We do not observe a shift toward higher average membership; on the contrary, we see that in at least
half of the countries, the average membership decreased.
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some countries, active membership in associations increased, while other countries
experienced a decrease in membership.

Table 4.5 Membership in organisations compared across two WVS waves

Country/
territory

Average number of
organisations of
which a person is an
active member
(1995–1998)

Average number
of organisations of
which a person is
an active member
(2010–2014)

% of
respondents
active in at least
one
organisation
(1995–1998)

% of
respondents
active in at
least one
organisation
(2010–2014)

Nigeria 1.77 1.80" 84 87"
New Zealand 1.44 1.65" 70 71"
Philippines 0.56 1.41" 32 54"
USA 2.03 1.38 78 65

Mexico 1.5 1.31 67 57

Australia 1.58 1.29 73 65.5

Colombia 0.72 1.29" 45 67"
Taiwan 0.42 1.23" 27 52"
Sweden 0.96 1.02" 59 59

West
Germany

1.01 0.80 60 50

Chile 0.91 0.71 52 47

Sloveniaa 0.43 0.70" 31 42"
Peru 0.81 0.69 46 41

South Korea 0.64 0.65" 39 41"
East
Germanya

0.68 0.54 46 39

Japan 0.41 0.44" 30 28

Uruguay 0.6 0.44 36 28

Estoniaa 0.19 0.37" 15 24"
Romaniaa 0.47 0.35 32 23

Spain 0.58 0.30 35 21

Belarusa 0.1 0.25" 9 17"
Ukrainea 0.11 0.18" 9 13"
Azerbaijana 0.11 0.17" 9 12"
Turkey 0.27 0.14 18 8.5

Russian
Federationa

0.19 0.13 15 9

Armeniaa 0.22 0.11 17 7

China 0.38 0.10 23 6
aA post-communist country
WVS World Values Survey
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4.2 Trust in Civil Society Organisations in Post-Communist
Countries

The alleged weakness of post-communist civil society is often described in terms of
membership but also in terms of trust in civil society organisations. The two
elements are intertwined. If there is no trust, membership is likely to remain low
and vice versa; if membership is low, civil society organisations are unlikely to be
visible and will experience difficulty in generating trust among the broader public.
The previous section of this chapter described membership in associations in post-
communist countries compared with the rest of the world. This section explores trust
in civil society. Unfortunately, the WVS does not contain a question on trust in civil
society organisations in general.11 Instead, we use Eurobarometer 2005 and narrow
our analysis to the European region. The question measures levels of trust in
“charitable or voluntary organisations”, with the answer options being “tend to
trust”, “tend to not trust” and “don’t know” (European Commission 2013). See
Table 4.6 for the results.

The post-communist countries showed lower levels of trust in Europe in 2005, in
agreement with the analysis of the post-communist legacy presented in the first part
of this chapter. As is evident from Table 4.6, the eight countries with the lowest
levels of public trust in civil society organisations are post-communist. It seems, not
only in terms of membership but also in terms of trust, that civil society in post-
communist countries continues to struggle to overcome the communist legacy of
negative public perceptions.

How does Armenia compare to other post-communist countries in terms of trust
in civil society organisations? It was not included in Eurobarometer, but we can use
another public opinion survey to explore the issue of trust in civil society organisa-
tions in more detail. We use CB12 data from 2008 to 201313 to discuss trust in
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) in the three South Caucasus republics,
placing Armenia in its regional context in addition to the broader post-communist
context. Although the CB data were collected 10 years after the Eurobarometer data,
we believe that some parallels can nonetheless be drawn because attitudes such as
trust in civil society organisations change slowly. Before discussing Armenia in its
regional context, we briefly introduce the three South Caucasus republics.

11It does contain a question on confidence in women’s organisations and environmental organisa-
tions. We use these data in Chap. 5, focusing specifically on the Armenian civil society.
12See Chap. 3 for more information on CB. The answer options for the CB and Eurobarometer
questions were worded somewhat differently. Thus, comparisons should be made with caution.
However, because no other data are available, examining both datasets allows us to gain at least a
general understanding of how the South Caucasus might relate to other regions.
13In 2014, there was no CB fieldwork, and the subsequent surveys of 2015 and 2017 did not include
Azerbaijan; therefore, we limit our analysis to the specified period.
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4.3 South Caucasus: Introducing the Three Countries

Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia are the three republics of the South Caucasus.
Although these countries share a collective past under Soviet rule, they currently
differ significantly in their political and socio-economic settings. After gaining
independence, Armenia and Azerbaijan entered into a military conflict over the
territory of Nagorno-Karabakh that remains unresolved. Georgia witnessed its
share of military strife over two breakaway regions—South Ossetia (1988–1992)
and Abkhazia (1993–1993)—a civil war (1993) and a war with Russia in 2008.
Armenia is a landlocked country with poor economic indicators and is economically
outperformed by Georgia and, particularly, by oil-rich Azerbaijan (World Bank

Table 4.6 Trust in charitable or voluntary organisations in Europe in 2005, %

Country Tendency to trust charitable or voluntary organisations

Malta 88

Netherlands 77

France 74

UK 74

Belgium 72

Turkey 70

Cyprus 69

Luxembourg 69

Germany 68

Estoniaa 67

Ireland 67

Denmark 66

Polanda 65

Australia 63

Czech Republica 63

Spain 61

Greece 61

Italy 61

Sweden 61

Portugal 60

Finland 59

Croatiaa 57

Latviaa 56

Hungarya 55

Slovakiaa 54

Lithuaniaa 52

Romaniaa 46

Sloveniaa 44

Bulgariaa 32
aA post-communist country
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2018). Corruption is a problem that formerly plagued all three countries. Georgia has
had remarkable success in curbing corruption under President Saakashvili
(2004–2013), while Armenia and Azerbaijan have so far failed to curb it (Transpar-
ency International 2018), although Armenia made good progress in control of
corruption since 2018. In terms of political regimes, Georgia has achieved the
highest level of democratisation of the three countries. Azerbaijan currently exhibits
clear signs of an authoritarian regime. Armenia’s political regime until very recently
could be described as semi-authoritarian or hybrid (Freedom House 2016). A mass
peaceful uprising in spring 2018, often referred to as the Velvet Revolution, swept
the previous government from power. A new parliament was elected through free
and fair elections, solidifying the victory of the protest movement and giving the new
government a sweeping mandate to implement the promised democratic reforms.
The next few years will show whether the “democratic restart” in Armenia will result
in genuine progress.

The Armenian civil society is discussed in detail in the rest of the book. A
thorough analysis of the Azerbaijani and Georgian civil societies is beyond the
scope of this work, but a brief description of the overall conditions helps add context
to the comparison.

According to the Freedom House (2018) Nations in Transit reports, the Armenian
civil society has remained more or less at the same stage of partial development since
1996, receiving scores of 3.5 (from 1996 to 2008) and 3.75 (from 2009 to 2018) on a
scale from 1 (indicating a fully developed democratic civil society) to 7. To place
Armenia in its regional context, Fig. 4.1 presents the scores from 1996 to 2018 for
Armenia and the two other South Caucasus republics. The scores for Estonia and
Uzbekistan are added as illustrations of cases of the success and failure of civil
society development in the post-communist region.
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Fig. 4.1 Freedom House Nations in Transit civil society scores for selected countries on a scale
from 1 (fully developed civil society) to 7
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The Georgian civil society has experienced changing conditions and a few ups
and downs over the past 20 years. More recently, the situation has stabilised; the US
Agency for International Development (USAID) Civil Society Organisation Sus-
tainability Index (CSOSI) (2017) depicts Georgian civil society as moderately
developed, with a score of 4.1 on a scale from 7 (impeded) to 1 (enhanced). Civil
society organisations are generally free to operate, are engaged in advocacy and
collaborate with the government on legal initiatives but have limited impact (USAID
2017). Civic engagement in terms of CSO volunteering has been noticeably low on a
formal level (CIVICUS Civil Society Index 2010). According to a Chatham House
briefing, the civil society in Georgia remains weak because citizens have little
capacity to influence political developments (Lutsevych 2013). Nevertheless, the
resources to create a better civil society exist in the country because of its social and
political contexts (Sumbadze 2013).

The case of Azerbaijan is different from those of the two other South Caucasus
republics in that the state is comparatively hostile to civil society (Aliyev 2015).
Figure 4.1 shows that although the Azerbaijani civil society initially made some
progress, the situation has consistently worsened since 2003 (Habdank-
Kolaczkowska et al. 2012). A Human Rights Watch report indicated the existence
of serious crackdowns on civil society in Azerbaijan (Human Rights Watch 2013).
The same USAID CSOSI (2017) cited above gives a score of 5.9 to Azerbaijan,
indicating that the Azerbaijani civil society is impeded. Nevertheless, members of
civil society organisations have been invited to participate in several councils
established by state agencies (Transparency Azerbaijan 2012).

Although the collapse of the post-communist bloc initially seemed to signal
democratisation and the rapid development of civil society in the South Caucasus
region, the reality fell short of many expectations. Today, Armenia, Azerbaijan and
Georgia exhibit differences in terms of democratisation and similarities in terms of
civil society (under)development.

4.4 Trust in NGOs in South Caucasus

The Caucasus Barometer for 2008–2013 included a question on trust in NGOs.14

The data show that (given some changes from year to year) in Armenia, approxi-
mately 20% of the respondents expressed trust in NGOs, varying between 18 and
24% during the years under analysis. In Azerbaijan, trust in NGOs was somewhat
higher, varying between 21 and 34%. In Georgia, it was between 23 and 33%. As
Fig. 4.2 demonstrates, according to the CB, the level of trust in NGOs is lower in

14The question wording was “I will read out a list of social institutions and political unions. Please
assess your level of trust toward each of them on a 5-point scale, where ‘1’ means ‘Fully distrust’
and ‘5’ means ‘Fully trust’. First, please tell me how much you trust or distrust /country’s/. . .
NGOs”.
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Armenia than in its two South Caucasus neighbours. However, the percentage of
people who express trust in NGOs is also more stable in Armenia than in Georgia
and Azerbaijan because the discrepancy between the highest (24% in 2008) and
lowest (18% in 2013) percentages in the “trust” category for Armenia is only six
percentage points; in Azerbaijan, the difference is 13 percentage points between
2009 and 2013; and in Georgia, a difference of 11 percentage points is observed
between 2008 and 2011. It is also interesting to note that in all three countries, the
percentage of respondents who did not answer the question was fairly high.

If we obtain a simple measurement of the level of trust in NGOs as reflected in the
mean value (on a scale from 1, indicating “fully distrust”, to 5, indicating “fully
trust”, and excluding all “don’t know” answers) for each year of the CB survey (see
Fig. 4.3), then Armenia emerges as the country with the lowest level of trust, while in
both Azerbaijan and Georgia, the levels of trust are higher but also more volatile,
particularly in Georgia. No data is available for Azerbaijan for years 2015 and 2017.

Compared to European post-communist countries, the levels of trust in civil
society organisations in the South Caucasus countries are close to that in Bulgaria,
which is the least trustful country of those surveyed in Europe. Thus, 20 years after
the collapse of the Soviet Union, the levels of trust in NGOs in the South Caucasus
are still fairly low, even compared with those in other post-communist countries of a
slightly earlier period. In terms of mistrust of associations, South Caucasus civil
society continues to exhibit the typical weakness, to use Howard’s term.

Using the CB data and comparing them to Eurobarometer data, we have demon-
strated that trust in NGOs is low in the South Caucasus, even compared with other
post-communist European countries and that Armenia is the least trustful country of
the three. To confirm that this difference is not only a descriptive feature of the data
that could have occurred due to random error, we conducted statistical tests
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(one-way ANOVA and t-tests) for all 8 years for which we have CB data. Armenia
stands out as the least trustful country, and the difference is statistically significant
for each year under analysis. See Table 4.7 for details of the statistical analysis.15

4.5 Revisiting Howard’s Prediction

Howard’s prediction was correct. Post-communist civil society remains weak in
terms of membership in civil society organisations and trust in them. Membership in
organisations in post-communist countries is systematically lower than in the rest of
the world 20 years after the collapse of the Soviet bloc, although the region is
currently more diverse than it was shortly after the transition. There is also no
universal trend of increasing or decreasing membership: in some countries, the
numbers went up over the past decade, while in other countries, they went down.
Trust in civil society organisations is lower in post-communist countries than in their
European counterparts; in the South Caucasus, trust in civil society organisations is
even lower than it is in Eastern Europe. The analysis, presented in this chapter,
supports our “post-communist weakness” hypothesis: the communist legacy of low
participation and distrust, still detectable in most of the post-communist region,
continues to stifle Armenian civil society.

Armenia seems to have a particularly low level of trust. This finding presents an
interesting empirical puzzle: why is the Armenian public particularly sceptical of
NGOs, more so than its neighbours in the South Caucasus and Eastern Europe? This
question becomes even more intriguing in light of the recent peaceful mass protests
in Armenia, which were described as a “new awakening” of the Armenian civil
society and citizenship spirit. Figure 4.3 suggests that civil society organisations
regained some of their lost reputation in the last few years. Did this modest increase
in public confidence contribute to the dramatic display of people power in April to
May 2018? Are Armenian people reluctant to join formal organisations but more
willing to participate in semi-spontaneous street protests and acts of civil
disobedience?

The next chapter continues to explore the questions of trust and participation in
civil society, discussing some of the reasons behind distrust. It also compares formal
and informal domains of civil society participation, complementing survey data with
qualitative interviews and focus group discussions. At this stage of our analysis, one
statement can be made with confidence: civil society cannot be restricted to
membership-based associations. Howard was right in a narrow sense but might
have been wrong in a broader sense. Post-communist civil society remains weak
in terms of formal membership in associations but could be strong in other forms and
aspects, such as social movements, grassroots activism and spontaneous self-
organisation.

15The differences between Azerbaijan and Georgia are significant only for 2008 and 2012.

4.5 Revisiting Howard’s Prediction 55



T
ab

le
4.
7

T
ru
st
in

N
G
O
s
in

th
e
S
ou

th
C
au
ca
su
s,
on

e-
w
ay

A
N
O
V
A

(2
00

8–
20

13
)
an
d
t-
te
st
(2
01

5–
20

17
)

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
15

20
17

R
el
ev
an
t
st
at
is
tic

F
¼

67
.7
09

F
¼

28
.9
06

F
¼

59
.3
36

F
¼

33
.0
54

F
¼

13
6.
32

9
F
¼

12
1.
63

1
t
¼

�5
.3
02

t
¼

�3
.3
10

D
f

(2
,4

28
2)

(2
,4

44
9)

(2
,4

46
3)

(2
,4

28
2)

(2
,4

82
3)

(2
,4

67
2)

(3
48

2)
(3
34

1)

S
ig

0.
00

0
0.
00

0
0.
00

0
0.
00

0
0.
00

0
0.
00

0
0.
00

0
0.
00

1

A
rm

en
ia
m
ea
n
(N

)
2.
77

(1
52

8)
2.
93

(1
54

6)
2.
89

(1
45

9)
2.
81

(1
83

0)
2.
70

(1
84

4)
2.
62

(1
55

2)
2.
73

(1
54

8)
2.
80

(1
34

7)

A
ze
rb
ai
ja
n
m
ea
n
(N

)
3.
11

(1
45

6)
3.
20

(1
45

4)
3.
21

(1
56

5)
3.
11

(1
05

1)
3.
09

(1
32

6)
3.
09

(1
47

0)
–

–

G
eo
rg
ia
m
ea
n
(N

)
3.
25

(1
30

1)
3.
17

(1
45

2)
3.
29

(1
44

2)
3.
06

(1
40

4)
3.
25

(1
65

6)
3.
09

(1
65

3)
2.
93

(1
93

6)
2.
93

(1
99

6)

F
f
st
at
is
tic
,t

ts
ta
tis
tic
,D

f
de
gr
ee
s
of

fr
ee
do

m
,S

ig
si
gn

ifi
ca
nc
e,
N
nu

m
be
r
of

re
sp
on

se
s

56 4 Still Post-Communist? Testing Howard’s Predictions



References

Aliyev, H. (2015). Examining the use of informal networks by NGOs in Azerbaijan and Georgia.
Journal of Civil Society, 11(3), 317–332.

Anheier, H. K. (2004). Civil society: Measurement, evaluation, policy. Sterling, VA: Earthscan.
Diamond, L. (1999). Developing democracy: Toward consolidation. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins

University Press.
European Commission. (2013). Public opinion analysis. Retrieved May 31, 2013, from http://ec.

europa.eu/public_opinion/index_en.htm
Freedom House. (2016). Nations in transit 2016: Armenia. Retrieved July 27, 2016, from https://

freedomhouse.org/report/nations-transit/2016/armenia
Freedom House. (2018). Nations in transit. Retrieved August 21, 2018, from http://www.

freedomhouse.org/report-types/nations-transit
Habdank-Kolaczkowska, S., Machalek, K., &Walker, C. T. (Eds.). (2012). Nations in transit 2012:

Democratization from Central Europe to Eurasia. New York: Rowman & Littlefield.
Howard, M. M. (2003). The weakness of civil society in post-communist Europe. Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press.
Human Rights Watch. (2013). Azerbaijan: Crackdown on civil society. Retrieved September

4, 2013, from http://www.hrw.org/node/118403
Losaberidze, D. (2010). An assessment of Georgian civil society. Report of the CIVICUS Civil

Society Index. Retrieved September 2, 2013, from http://civilsocietyindex.wordpress.com/
2011/03/14/an-assessment-of-georgian-civil-society/

Lutsevych, O. (2013).How to finish a revolution: Civil society and democracy in Georgia, Moldova
and Ukraine. Chatham House briefing paper. Retrieved September 2, 2013, from http://www.
chathamhouse.org/publications/papers/view/188407

Salamon, L. M. (1990). The nonprofit sector and government: The American experience in theory
and practice. In H. K. Anheier & W. Siebel (Eds.), The third sector: Comparative studies of
nonprofit organizations (pp. 219–240). Berlin: Walter de Gruyter.

Sumbadze, N. (2013). Civic participation in a transforming society: Motivational forces, social
capital and trust. Academic Swiss Caucasus Net (ASCN) report. Retrieved February 11, 2014,
from http://ascn.ch/en/research/Completed-Projects/mainColumnParagraphs/07/text_files/file/
document/Sumbadze%20Determinants%20and%20Consequences%20of%20Civic%20Partici
pation.pdf

Transparency Azerbaijan. (2012). Annual reports. Retrieved September 2, 2013, from http://
transparency.az/eng/annual-reports/

Transparency International. (2018). Corruption perceptions index. Retrieved May 10, 2018, from
https://www.transparency.org/news/feature/corruption_perceptions_index_2017

USAID. (2017). 2016 CSO sustainability index for Central and Eastern Europe and Eurasia.
United States Agency for International Development. Retrieved August 21, 2018, from https://
www.usaid.gov/europe-eurasia-civil-society

World Bank. (2018). The World Bank countries and economies: Data by countries. Retrieved May
10, 2018, from http://data.worldbank.org/country

References 57

http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/index_en.htm
https://freedomhouse.org/report/nations-transit/2016/armenia
https://freedomhouse.org/report/nations-transit/2016/armenia
http://www.freedomhouse.org/report-types/nations-transit
http://www.freedomhouse.org/report-types/nations-transit
http://www.hrw.org/node/118403
http://civilsocietyindex.wordpress.com/2011/03/14/an-assessment-of-georgian-civil-society/
http://civilsocietyindex.wordpress.com/2011/03/14/an-assessment-of-georgian-civil-society/
http://www.chathamhouse.org/publications/papers/view/188407
http://www.chathamhouse.org/publications/papers/view/188407
http://ascn.ch/en/research/Completed-Projects/mainColumnParagraphs/07/text_files/file/document/Sumbadze%20Determinants%20and%20Consequences%20of%20Civic%20Participation.pdf
http://ascn.ch/en/research/Completed-Projects/mainColumnParagraphs/07/text_files/file/document/Sumbadze%20Determinants%20and%20Consequences%20of%20Civic%20Participation.pdf
http://ascn.ch/en/research/Completed-Projects/mainColumnParagraphs/07/text_files/file/document/Sumbadze%20Determinants%20and%20Consequences%20of%20Civic%20Participation.pdf
http://transparency.az/eng/annual-reports/
http://transparency.az/eng/annual-reports/
https://www.transparency.org/news/feature/corruption_perceptions_index_2017
https://www.usaid.gov/europe-eurasia-civil-society
https://www.usaid.gov/europe-eurasia-civil-society
http://data.worldbank.org/country


Chapter 5
Armenian Civil Society: Explaining
the Post-Communist Weakness

A civil society does not operate in a vacuum. It is influenced by the overall political
culture of a given society. Continuing our analogy of the civil society as an
ecosystem, the overall political culture of a country can be thought of as the climate
in which the ecosystem operates. The previous chapter discussed the two elements of
the unfavourable climate predicted by Howard (2003): the distrust and disengage-
ment, typical for the entire post-communist region. This chapter continues to explore
the overall post-communist weakness of the Armenian civil society, adding an
important component to Howard’s original study. Howard’s analysis focused on
formal associations. We add a discussion of attitudes towards informal civil society
organisations.

From the previous chapter, we know the attitude towards non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) is negative. We hypothesise that the attitude towards informal
elements of civil society (such as social movements or activist campaigns) is more
supportive, for three reasons. First, contentious politics is more visible to the general
public, compared to NGO projects and activities. People are more likely to have
heard something about a movement than about an organisation; even when they hear
about an organisation, they might think of it as a part of a broader movement.
Knowing about something does not automatically lead to trust, but not knowing is
likely to produce a cautious attitude. Second, the fascination with NGOs as the
“magic bullets” of development in the 1990s (Edwards and Hulme 1996) is now
replaced with criticism of NGOs worldwide (Glasius and Ishkanian 2015) and anti-
NGO sentiments in the post-communist region (Greenberg 2010; Hemment 2012;
Moser and Skripchenko 2018), making it harder for NGOs to gain and maintain
public trust. Third, NGOs continue to suffer from the communist legacy in terms of
negative public perceptions. Aslanyan et al. (2007) argue that because current NGOs
are known by the old Soviet Armenian term, “public organisations”, the social-
psychological heritage connoted by the term contributes to the low levels of public
trust in such organisations. In contrast to that, people are used to informal networks
and continue to rely on interpersonal relations of solidarity and mutual support
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(Babajanian 2005). Thus, this chapter continues to explore “the post-communist
weakness” hypothesis but also adds one sub-hypothesis.

H1: The communist legacy of low participation and distrust continues to stifle
Armenian civil society.

H1.2: Informal civil society entities are trusted more than formal civil society
organisations.

We use a broad range of data from several surveys, to address the hypothesis and
to place Armenian civil society in a broader context of the overall political culture of
(non)participation and distrust. The decimal points in most of the tables and graphs
are rounded for ease of use and visual representation; 0.5 decimals are rounded up
(3.5 is rounded up to 4), explaining why, in some tables or figures, the reported
percentages do not seem to total 100. We complement the surveys with insights from
qualitative data to explore deeper perceptions and the human stories behind the
numbers.

The oldest survey data available for Armenia is the World Values Survey (WVS)
1997. In addition to membership data presented in Chap. 4, the WVS includes
questions on confidence towards environmental movements and women’s move-
ments. The more recent Caucasus Barometer (CB) data allow us to look at levels of
trust towards NGOs. The CIVICUS Civil Society Index (CSI) survey data show
perceptions of civil society’s impact on social issues and policymaking. It also
provides valuable insights regarding people’s motivation to join associations or to
volunteer. The three data sources combined confirm our expectations of the overall
disengagement and our hypothesis regarding the difference between attitudes
towards the formal and the informal entities of civil society. Few people in Armenia
trust NGOs or join associations. Trust and engagement are somewhat higher in the
informal sector of civil society. Our qualitative interviews and focus group discus-
sions differentiate between overall sceptical attitudes towards the NGO sector at
large and positive attitudes towards specific NGOs and activism campaigns.

5.1 Public Attitudes Towards Social Movements and Civil
Society Organisations

The WVS 1997 contains data on levels of confidence in two types of social
movements: the environmental movement and the women’s movement. The word-
ing of the questions changed in 2011 from “movements” to “organisations”, making
the longitudinal data not entirely comparable. Nonetheless, we plot the answers to
both waves of surveys onto the same graph (Fig. 5.1). We add attitudes towards
“charitable or humanitarian organisations” that were measured only in the 2011
survey.

In four of five cases, there are more negative than positive opinions. Charitable or
humanitarian organisations inspire confidence in 47% of the population (9% “a great
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deal” and another 38% “quite a lot”), but women’s and environmental movements/
organisations are perceived with scepticism. In 2011, 31% said they have either “a
great deal” or “quite a lot” of confidence in women’s organisations, compared with
41% saying either “not very much” or “not at all”. These percentages are very similar
to the 1997 responses, with one difference: in 1997, a staggering 37% expressed a
strong negative attitude of “none at all” confidence in the women’s movement. For
the environmental organisations, the percentages of overall positive vs. negative
responses in 2011 were 36% and 42%, respectively; in 1997, 41% of respondents
expressed a measure of confidence, while 46% expressed no confidence in environ-
mental movements.

The environmental movements and organisations perform slightly better from the
public’s perspective than the women’s movements and organisations. Similar to
many other post-Soviet societies (Funk and Mueller 1993), the public attitude
towards feminists and female activism is sometimes negative. An interesting pattern
to observe in Fig. 7.1 is that the percentage of “don’t know” responses is visibly
higher in 2011 than in 1997. While this could be due to a change in wording, an
objectively changed social reality or different interviewer training, it could also
reflect the fact that movements are more visible to the broader public due to their
contentious nature.

As we have already seen from Chap. 4, the NGOs are not particularly trusted. The
richness of the data presented was, however, somewhat reduced by collapsing the
original five response categories for ease of cross-country comparison. A more
nuanced picture is presented in Table 5.1. The mean approval score is fluctuating,
but the most recent 2 years (2015 and 2017) seem to indicate an upward trend.

Examining the data in greater detail, we can see that the distrust is not only fairly
widespread, but it is also quite profound. The percentage of respondents who “fully
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distrust” NGOs is always larger than the percentage of those who “somewhat
distrust” them, except in 2009, when the two groups are equal. This finding is
unusual; it is more common to see fewer people at the extremes and more people
taking a milder position in survey data.

Thus, the WVS and CB data suggest that Armenians are not particularly trustful
of civil society organisations. Perhaps this attitude is a result of being distrustful
towards various organisations and institutions in general. In other words, if a society
has low levels of trust in general, this would negatively influence trust towards
NGOs and social movements as well. To assess this possibility, we compare levels
of trust towards NGOs with trust towards some other social organisations and
institutions in Armenia, using the most recent CB data. A simple measurement of
the average level of trust (on a scale from 1, “fully distrust”, to 5, “fully trust”) shows
that NGOs in Armenia are trusted less than many institutions, although they are
trusted more than most political institutions.

The average level of trust towards various institutions in Armenia is low; most of
the institutions in Fig. 5.2 score below 3.0, which is the middle point of the 1–5
Likert scale used for measurement.1 Thus, some of the negative attitudes towards
civil society can be explained by the overall level of disengagement, distrust and
scepticism. Remarkably, NGOs are more trusted than most political institutions and
law enforcement institutions.

Interesting contrast between public opinion data and NGOs’ self-assessment of
public trust emerges when we compare existing surveys with our own NGO survey,
which we conducted in the framework of our research project. Our NGO survey,
completed by 188 NGOs, posed two questions concerning NGOs’ perceptions of the
public: a question on general public trust towards NGOs and a question on specific

Table 5.1 Trust towards NGOs in Armenia, CB % and mean value on a scale from 1 (“fully
distrust”) to 5 (“fully trust”)

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2015 2017

Fully distrust 16 12 12 14 17 21 17 15

Somewhat distrust 11 12 10 11 12 15 12 14

Neither trust nor distrust 24 34 33 30 31 34 34 31

Somewhat trust 18 18 15 18 17 15 17 18

Fully trust 5 6 6 5 4 3 3 5

Don’t know/refuse to answer 27 18 23 22 20 13 17 18

Total % 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Mean 2.77 2.93 2.98 2.81 2.70 2.63 2.73 2.80

CB Caucasus Barometer

1These data preclude mass public mobilisation in Armenia, which resulted in a regime change and is
commonly referred to as the Velvet Revolution. It is likely that some institutions are currently
perceived much more favourably by the public.

62 5 Armenian Civil Society: Explaining the Post-Communist Weakness



public trust towards their NGO. According to the members of Armenian NGOs, the
organisations per se are mostly “somewhat trusted” (43%), while the percentage of
those who claim that the sector is not trusted is quite low (16%). When the question
was reformulated to ask the respondents’ opinions concerning public trust towards
their own organisations, the NGOs’ assessments were more positive. The most
popular responses are “fully trusted” (45%) and “somewhat trusted” (43%). It is
interesting to note that none of the respondents believe their NGO is not trusted by
the people who know about them. See the Appendix for the details.

When comparing these numbers with the actual public opinion data discussed
above, it is obvious that NGOs overestimate public trust. Figure 5.3 demonstrates
this pattern. NGOs believe their specific NGOs are trusted and have a somewhat
more optimistic perception of public trust, while in reality the Armenian public is
rather sceptical of NGOs.

As the discussion above demonstrates, both informal (social movements) and
formal (NGOs) elements of civil society seem to be rather distrusted by the Arme-
nian public. While the existing survey data do not provide us with clearly stated
reasons for such low levels of trust, some information can be obtained from them,
nonetheless. For instance, we have evidence suggesting that civil society is not
perceived as active and influential in the country, an attitude that is unlikely to
boost its public image. According to the CSI 2014 survey, most people in Armenia
were sceptical about the abilities of civil society to address problems. The majority
(54%) believed that civil society as a whole had either limited or no impact in
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addressing social issues in Armenia. People were even more sceptical about civil
society’s impact on policymaking; 58% believed that civil society as a whole had
limited or no impact on policymaking, as Fig. 5.4 demonstrates. If civil society is not
seen as an active participant and if many people are unsure2 of how much it can
accomplish, why should it be trusted?

Thus, the general public attitude towards civil society organisations was rather
negative at the time of our research. Mistrust of civil society can partially be

2

14

25

43

5

12

21

15

34

15

3

13

Fully distrust Somewhat
distrust

Neither trust
nor distrust

Somewhat
trust

Fully trust Don't know

Organiza�onal Survey CB 2013

Fig. 5.3 Trust towards NGOs: NGOs’ estimate vs. public opinion (Paturyan 2015)

8

22

28
26

16

8

19

26

32

15

High level of
impact

Some tangible
impact

Limited impact No impact No 
answer/Don’t 

know

in addressing social issues on policy making

Fig. 5.4 In general, what kind of impact do you think that civil society as a whole has?
CSI 2014, %

2The number of respondents who did not answer these questions is quite high: 16% and 15%,
respectively.

64 5 Armenian Civil Society: Explaining the Post-Communist Weakness



explained by overall mistrust of various state and non-state institutions, as depicted
in Fig. 5.2. There is also evidence that Armenians perceive civil society as having
limited or no impact in addressing social issues or formulating policies. The fact that
NGOs overestimate public trust probably deepens the rift between the NGOs and the
broader Armenian public. Given the situation, how likely are people to participate in
civil society organisations and activities? Not very likely, as the next section
demonstrates.

5.2 Membership in Associations: Numbers and Reasons

Membership in various associations in Armenia remains dismally low and has even
decreased since 1997; 7% of the population was active in at least one organisation in
2011 compared with 17% in 1997 (see Paturyan and Gevorgyan 2016, p. 58 for the
details). According to a survey conducted within the framework of the CIVICUS
Civil Society Index (CSI) assessment, 2.4% of the population reported being a
member of an informal civic group or a movement in 2014.

The CSI survey asks a membership question similar to that of the WVS, although
the two datasets are not exactly comparable.3 Nevertheless, we present all the
available survey data in Table 5.2. As already mentioned above, membership in
various associations in Armenia is very low and seemed to have declined in the past
decades, except for environmental organisations.

The added value of the CSI survey is that it asks a number of follow-up questions
to the membership question. One such important follow-up question allows us to
explore the motivations behind joining organisations or avoiding them.

In the 2014 survey, members of organisations were asked why they joined the
corresponding organisation/group. The interviewers had a list of possible answers,
but they did not read them to the respondents; rather, they either ticked the
corresponding option voiced by the interviewee or recorded the original answer if
it did not correspond to any option on their list. The most common reason for joining
an association is a general expectation of improved career possibilities, followed by
a feeling of self-fulfilment and self-esteem. Having friends or family members
already involved with the group is the third most important motivating factor. See
the Appendix for a detailed breakdown of reasons for joining organisations.

The CSI 2014 survey also contains interesting information regarding the
non-joiners. Respondents who are not members of any organisations or groups
were asked why they did not join any organisations. The most commonly mentioned
reason is lack of time, followed by a lack of motivation and interest. Contrary to our

3The CSI 2014 survey provided the respondents with a list of organisations and asked to them state
whether they were members of each of the organisations listed. The WVS and the CSI 2008 surveys
gave the respondents a choice among “active member”, “passive member” and “not a member” for
each of the organisations listed.
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expectation of post-communist legacy, lack of trust does not seem to be a major
impediment; it is mentioned by 6% of the respondents. Mistrust of associations
might be a broader cultural factor impeding public engagement in associations, but it
is rarely explicitly mentioned by survey participants. Instead, most respondents say
they have no time. People’s daily concerns are more important than the communist
legacy, in explaining self-reported disengagement. See the Appendix for the details.

5.3 Volunteering

Not all engagement with civil society happens through formal or long-lasting
membership. Some of it can be short-term or one-time engagement. We expand
Howard’s (2003) original analysis by adding the aspect of volunteering to the
question of public participation in civil society.

Previous studies of volunteering conducted in Armenia have shown that there can
be a great discrepancy between formal and informal volunteering. Depending on the
definition of volunteering and how a survey question is phrased, a study could report
that as much as 80% or as little as 8% of the population engaged in voluntary work in
Armenia (Hakobyan et al. 2010, p. 22).

Unlike formal low and decreasing membership in associations, some
volunteering seems to be on the rise in Armenia. According to the CB data, 32%
of the Armenian population reported doing voluntary work “without compensation
during the past six months” in 2017, compared with 22% in 2011.

Table 5.2 Membership in organisations in Armenia, %

WVS 1997
(active member)

CSI 2009
(active
member)

WVS 2011
(active member)

CSI 2014
(member)

Art, music or educa-
tional organisation

8.15 4.4 1.5 4.8

Professional association 2.35 1.6 1.3 1.7

Sports or recreational
organisation

5 3.5 1.1 2.2

Humanitarian or chari-
table organisation

1.6 2.0 0.8 2.2

Labour union 1.25 1.4 0.6 1.1

Environmental
organisation

1.15 1.2 0.4 4.1

Consumer organisation a 0.2 0.4 0.4

Community group a a a 2.7

Informal civic group/
movement

a a a 2.4

aNot asked in the survey
WVS World Values Survey, CSI Civil Society Index
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One would expect these numbers to decrease if the respondents were asked
specifically about formal volunteering for a group or organisation, which is indeed
the case. According to the CSI 2014, 14% of the population reports performing
unpaid, voluntary work for at least one organisation. Organisation-specific data for
both years of the CSI are presented in Table 5.3. Combining the insights from the CB
and CSI, we can say that approximately one-third of the Armenian population is
engaged in volunteering, and approximately half of that volunteering occurs outside
of organisations, emphasising the importance of informal engagement in
community-oriented or civic activities in Armenia.

Compared to average levels of volunteering in European countries, Armenia is
not that different overall; 14% of the population volunteer in formal organisations in
Armenia compared to 17% in Europe (Wiepking and Einolf 2012). Some differ-
ences, however, can be observed in the types of organisations for which people
volunteer. Organisation-specific data for both years of the CSI and from 2003 for the
European Social Survey (ESS) (source: Wiepking and Einolf 2012) are presented in
Table 5.3.4 Unlike Europeans, Armenians are more active in environmental organi-
sations and less active in arts, recreational and sports organisations. This is possibly
because the latter types were the “classic” state-sponsored and state-controlled
pseudo-voluntary associations of the communist times, now largely turned into
semi-entrepreneurial activities. Environmental activism, on the other hand, has a
certain tradition in Armenia; during the Soviet times, it was one of the very few types
of activities indirectly challenging the regime (Dawson 1995; Hakobyan and
Tadevosyan 2010; Ishkanian et al. 2013; Van Der Heijden 1999).

Table 5.3 Respondents who do unpaid voluntary work for organisations, CSI and ESS, %

Type of organisation CSI 2009 CSI 2014 ESS 2003

Environmental organisation 2.5 3.1 1.0

Art, music or educational organisation 2.9 2.8 6.5a

Community group – 2.2 –

Humanitarian or charitable organisation 3.6 2.0 1.8b

Informal civic group/movement – 1.6 –

Sport or recreational organisation 2.6 1.5 6.4c

Professional association 1.7 1.1 1.0d

Labour union 1.2 0.6 1.0

Consumer organisation 0.7 0.3 0.3e

CSI Civil Society Index, ESS European Social Survey
aCultural/hobby and education in ESS
bHumanitarian or rights in ESS
cSports and outdoors in ESS
dOther work related in ESS
eConsumer/auto in ESS
Paturyan and Gevorgyan (2017)

4In cases where the categories of organisations in the two surveys are not exactly identical but are
similar enough to permit meaningful comparison, clarifications are provided in the table notes.
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The reasons for performing voluntary work were recorded in the CSI 2014
survey, similar to the reasons for membership discussed above. Philanthropy is the
most important motivator for volunteering; expectations of improved career possi-
bilities and feelings of self-fulfilment are the next two important motivators. People
who did not perform any voluntary work for any organisation were asked for their
reasons as well. Similarly to the membership in associations reported above, lack of
time was the most reported reason for abstaining from volunteering, followed by a
lack of motivation and the inability to be involved due to health or old age. Lack of
trust is not named as a factor preventing volunteering. See the Appendix for the
details.

So far, our data supports Howard’s prediction of low membership, but mistrust
does not seem to be the reason behind non-participation. Instead, most survey
respondents say they have no time or no motivation to join organisations or to
volunteer. Informal volunteering is more widespread than formal volunteering for
organisations, supporting our Hypothesis 1.2, formulated above. Armenians have a
more favourable attitude towards informal civil society activities.

Nationwide surveys provide us with a broad picture of general patterns, attitudes
and perceptions. However, they cannot provide much information concerning what
people think about civil society and the reasons for their views. Qualitative inter-
views and focus group discussions, presented in the next section, can provide
information on the matter, adding depth to the picture.

5.4 The Qualitative Data on Attitudes Towards Civil
Society

As described in the methodology chapter, we talked with NGO leaders, members
and volunteers, civic activists and non-activists (people who choose not to partici-
pate, even though they were aware of opportunities and could have participated),
asking a range of questions, including those regarding trust towards civil society.
The following insights emerge from a total of 60 interviews and 10 focus group
discussions.

5.4.1 Our NGO Is Trusted

NGO-affiliated interlocutors thought that their organisation is trusted, particularly
within their respective communities or spheres of operations. Some answers focus
on usefulness, service to the community and “getting things done”, while others
emphasise political clout and independence. A few of our interlocutors stressed the
importance of the organisational reputation, the ability to showcase their work and
the importance of past performance.
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Some NGOs are trusted because they are open to their beneficiaries. The NGOs
are known to provide help and assistance to those in need. “Our phones do not go
silent; our door is always open. . . Sometimes you get tired; you talk all the time.
Once we talked to each other and said where else can these people go? This is the
only open door” (NGO leader, female, 57).

Having an open door and a place for people to come with their concerns is a start,
but some NGO leaders believe more is needed to build and maintain trust. They
stress the importance of being honest about what they can and cannot do (to avoid
unrealistic expectations and disappointment) and seeing things through. “Consis-
tency is the first thing for trust. If you leave a job half-done, it means your talk is
cheap” (NGO leader, male, 50). Some NGOs emphasise their clout in bringing
various stakeholders together. “There is no point or problem about which we
would want to organise a discussion, and they [other NGOs and government
officials] would not come, assemble and discuss” (NGO leader, female, 53).

The usefulness of NGOs can mean trust or lead to trust. However, it can also
simply mean the NGO is the last resort. Some NGO leaders are well aware of this
fact. “People apply to us as their last resort after they have tried all of the possible
ways. . . So, it might be that it is not their trust towards us but rather their last hope”
(NGO leader, male, 47).5

Unlike the “usefulness” approach to trust, illustrated with the examples above,
many of our interlocutors emphasised the “independence” element as a source of
trust. They believe their NGO is trusted, because it is independent from the govern-
ment, particularly in contrast with pro-governmental or pseudo-NGOs. An NGO
leader (male, 55) elaborates: “Armenian ministries have councils of NGOs
supporting their operations. Our NGO has been invited to become a part of such
councils, but we have always refused this kind of cooperation, as the NGO has to
have its absolute freedom. If an organisation becomes a part of a council, then it loses
its independence. Our independence is one of the reasons why we are trusted by the
public”.

5.4.2 NGOs, in General, Are Rather Distrusted

The opinions of participants regarding the general public trust towards civil society
are mixed; while some of our interviewees believe NGOs and civil society, in
general, are trusted, most think that, overall, the Armenian public is distrustful.
Juxtaposing trust and financial resources, an older NGO founder and leader

5Many NGO leaders thought of their NGOs as the “last resort” or “the only open door”. However,
we also heard from some interviewers that a famous NGO or an activist group in town is actually the
“first resort”, i.e. people would contact the NGO/group before the police or the court, seeing the
organisation as more credible and quicker to react.
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poignantly observed: “There was trust towards NGOs back then, but there was no
financial support. Today, there is support but no trust anymore” (female, 55).

The majority of NGO leaders interviewed seem to believe the government and its
policies are behind the tarnished NGO reputation in the country. The government
applies pressure and spreads a negative image of civil society organisations to
undermine the sector. Lowering the image of NGOs by stirring distrust towards
them was emphasised by more than half of the participants. This discussion resem-
bled the situation in Russia, where Western-linked NGOs are criticized by top
government officials and constrained through restrictive policies (Daucé 2014;
Hemment 2012; Henry 2010; Moser and Skripchenko 2018; Skokova et al. 2018).
The existence of governmentally organised NGOs (GONGOs) is a related problem.
The public is unable to differentiate between those and genuine NGOs. Poor, biased
or corrupt performance of GONGOs is ascribed to civil society in general,
downgrading its image in the public eyes.

Many Armenians regard NGOs as “grant-eaters”. In a way, it is ironic, because
the largest foreign grant recipient in Armenia is the Armenian government. During
our interviews, some NGO leaders complained how the public is quick to judge an
NGO but does not seem to expect the government to perform to its fullest capacity.
In the words of an NGO member, “The greatest ‘grant-eater’ is the Armenian
government. But nobody seems to be paying attention to that” (male, 45).

Blaming the government, however, is not the only explanation the NGO com-
munity had for the low level of public trust towards their organisations. Many
interviewers were reflective and self-critical regarding NGO outreach strategies
and internal operations. Much of the good work done by NGOs remains unnoticed
because the organisations lack resources, skills or motivation to promote their
accomplishments. Some spoke of NGO proliferation. While the numbers of offi-
cially registered NGOs grow year after year, in practice, many NGOs are dormant or
non-existent. Some have a lifespan equal to one grant, with no supervision or
accountability of who received the grant, how the grant was implemented and
what happened once the grant had ended. The situation, described by our interloc-
utors, is very similar to what Aliyev (2015) finds to be the case in Georgia and
Azerbaijan.

Some would even go as far as to suggest that an NGO is still an alien, puzzling
and even mildly frightening entity for an average Armenian. “People don’t know
who they [NGOs] are. . . If they don’t know something, it’s human nature to be
afraid of something they don’t understand. . .Afraid of aliens, afraid of the dark,
because they don’t know what’s in the dark. What is closed for them, they are afraid
of it. . . It’s an NGO’s fault if people don’t know it and don’t trust it” (NGO leader,
male, 22). On a similar note, a 60-year-old female NGO leader observed that “People
don’t know what ‘gender’ is, which is why they are sceptical about it. The same way
they don’t know what a ‘grant’ is, which is why there are negative stereotypes
advancing the notion of NGOs being ‘grant-eaters’”.
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While NGO leaders did not openly blame their colleagues,6 some volunteers, and
particularly activists, were more outspoken. Volunteers recited stories of poor
performance and corruption they occasionally witnessed. “I met an NGO director
once who. . .called himself a grant-eater. Yes, he said I am an NGO director, but I
know that I am a grant-eater” (volunteer, female, 21). Activists often took a critical
stance, noting the NGOs’ detachment from the public and inability to mobilise the
public around pressing social and political issues.

Corroborating our findings from the NGO survey reported above, all the partic-
ipants of qualitative interviews and discussions speak positively when asked about
public trust towards their NGOs. However, when our interlocutors speak about the
general public’s trust in Armenian civil society, their opinions are quite negative.
The overall picture is one of no trust towards the sector, although certain individual
organisations are trusted. Our respondents also commented on “the way people in
Armenia think”, reflecting on what we would call political culture. Some of our
interlocutors mentioned people being sceptical and suspicious in general, finding it
difficult to believe that an organisation or a person would do things “for free”; they
are more likely to believe that NGOs have a hidden agenda. In general, Armenian
society has gone through hardship and bitter disappointments; as a result, grim
attitudes abound.

Some of our interlocutors speculated that one of the main problems that NGOs in
Armenia face is that external funding generally comes with the condition that the
NGOs must enter into a dialogue with the government. To fulfil this criterion,
however, NGOs must accept the government’s conditions that limit the NGOs’
independence. Activists, on the other hand, are less dependent on the government.
Their activities are also more visible to the public. Greater autonomy and visibility
seem to lead to more public trust, as discussed in the next section.

5.4.3 Activists and Civic Initiatives Are Rather Trusted

If the questions on attitudes towards NGOs resulted in a mixed picture, with a clear
distinction between “our good NGO” and the “NGO sector in general” that is
struggling to earn and maintain trust, the questions on trust towards informal
elements of Armenian civil society produced almost uniform positive patterns of
responses.

Our interlocutors think that the public’s trust in civic initiatives is high, in contrast
to that in the formal non-governmental sector in Armenia. Activism campaigns are
welcomed by the public. One of the reasons is that the public has not yet been
deceived by the campaigns. Such deception would entail leading the public towards
a purpose, only to have the leaders of initiatives, for example, align themselves with

6The most critical statement we heard was from a male 34-year-old NGO leader saying that “the
NGO sector has the same illnesses as the society and there is corruption”.
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the authorities (which has been a common practice of some political parties). This is
why, according to our study participants, civic initiatives are trusted, at least thus far.

Our respondents highlight activists’ recent achievements.7 As one 28-year-old
NGO leader from Yerevan explains, “Activists have changed the civic map” by
showing the broader public that things can be changed. This leads to increased
public trust. “People see that these [the activists] are smart young people who want to
do a good thing, they like them” (NGO member, male, 45). Although some people
attach a negative connotation to the very notion of being an activist,8 the overall
attitudes towards activists are positive, trusting and welcoming. Activists related
their experience of being recognised in the streets or on public transport. Strangers
would approach them and praise their activist involvement.

Civic initiatives are seen as breaking stereotypes in Armenia. Activists have
proven that it is possible to make a civic contribution to decision-making in a variety
of sectors. The majority of our interlocutors recalled specific campaigns that
succeeded. Reflecting on activism in general, an NGO leader says, “. . .We can
almost say that civic initiatives in Armenia somehow create the agenda along with
the government today” (male, 31).

Some activists note that although positive public perceptions exist, they are not
applied in practice. An example of such a lack of participation by the public is
observed in the Maternity Leave initiative. Some activists noted that passers-by
would approach protesting women and ask whether they were expecting. Thus, there
is a public perception of protesters being opposed to a particular policy because the
policy would have a direct effect on them. In one activist’s words,

People would approach me and ask if I am expecting. That was the moment when I started to
realise there is a problem in our society. We are very much concentrated on our own self. The
notion of “whatever is happening outside, I don’t care as long as my family is fine” has a
destructive nature for the wellbeing of the whole society. The “as long as I am fine, I don’t
care about the rest” approach has been the main reason for all the wrongdoings in our
country. (female, 37)

Our activist interlocutors often mention that people began to self-organise due to
civic initiatives. Initiatives provide an opportunity for people to practice self-
organisation, which leads to positive perceptions of and increased trust in initiatives.
Nonetheless, this self-organisation often remains instrumental; people mobilise
around issues that touch them personally but remain suspicious of possibilities of
altruistic mobilisation for a larger public good or matters of justice.

Some accounts indicate that the public feels that it lacks charismatic people who
can speak in a highly literate language while also being accessible to all. Activists
gain trust by filling in that niche. A 37-year-old female activist highlights the
following:

7See Chap. 8 for the description of some well-known activism campaigns.
8Recall that in our research project we purposively sought to also interview non-activists, i.e. people
who chose not to engage.
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They were saying things to me like “you are our saviour,” and I replied “do you not
understand that I am. . .just professional at my job, I am not here to do a revolution, I am
here to unite us around an issue of injustice, and now I see what impact it has.” And I
understood the secret. They like me because I am one of them, similar to them. And I
understood that all we need is a connecting link to unite the public with policymakers. It is
nonsense that those who decide on the destiny of the public don’t have anything to do with
this very public. (female, 37)

Despite the overall positive attitude, activists have their own set of problems to
grapple with: the general public, the NGOs and the fellow activists find reasons to
distrust activist campaigns as well. In a country with low overall reservoir of trust,
that is, perhaps, to be expected. Although the overall perceptions are positive,
negative perceptions also exist; these can be grouped into the following categories:
(a) suspicions of donor-dependency, (b) specific issues advocated by activists or
(c) particular individuals within campaigns.

Some people remain suspicious of civic initiatives, regardless of the topic,
labelling the leaders as “somebody’s puppet”. Some people simply do not believe
in a possibility of mobilisation for altruistic reasons and assume activists must have a
sponsor as well. The activists we spoke to think of such suspicious people as a “sick”
segment of the population, who base their arguments on a blind belief in conspiracy
theories. The activists think these people should be “redeemed” through activities
intended to increase the level of trust in self-organising for just and peaceful
resistance.

The public’s attitudes towards initiatives can become more negative, depending
on the subject matter. For example, campaigns organised to protect lesbian, gay,
bisexual and transgender (LGBT) rights in Armenia usually result in negative
perceptions. Specific, issue-based campaigns are regarded negatively because they
are perceived as promoting a foreign agenda of international donors attempting to
spread practices that supposedly contradict national values.

Another reason that negative perceptions develop is the behaviour of individuals
in civic campaigns. Sometimes people act rashly or irresponsibly in response to
threatening techniques employed by the authorities. Unfortunately, the government
often succeeds with this practice; our interlocutors recall that leaders who are very
active at the outset of a campaign ultimately become passive towards the
campaign’s end.

Overall, the qualitative interviews seem to suggest that tangible, visible, specific
entities (“our NGO”, a specific activism campaign or a publicly visible person) are
trusted, while the NGO sector at large remains alien and puzzling, evoking suspicion
rather than trust. Based on the overall low levels of social trust evident from the
quantitative data, this is hardly surprising. Trust is undermined by the sector’s
volatility (short-lived NGOs), lack of outreach by NGOs, the existence of GONGOs
and, allegedly, the government and media tarnishing campaign of referring to NGOs
as “grant-eaters”. Trust is enhanced by good deeds, fulfilled promises, political
independence and activism. In the words of a 37-year-old male activist from
Yerevan, “you show that you are not afraid, that’s when they [the people] start
trusting you”.
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5.4.4 Non-participation Culture

As explained in the methodology chapter, we conducted two focus group discus-
sions with people who choose not to participate in activism campaigns because we
wanted to know what prevents people from participating. The discussions with the
non-activists were very interesting in terms of exposing some existing problems
hindering public participation. The lack of trust in the potential for change, the lack
of information, the sense of fear and the sense of being deceived are among the most
frequently mentioned arguments.

The main reason for not participating is the lack of confidence that anything might
change. The majority of participants related stories of developing a sense of disap-
pointment in the notions of societal progress, equality and justice. Many
non-activists highlight their own experience, whether at their workplaces, personal
business establishments or other locations, of encountering barriers that led them to
dismiss the possibility of trust and hope for change. The aggressive and corrupt
system is seen as impossible to change, which is why they do not find any substantial
reason to participate. According to many non-activist disbelievers, once a person
attempts to speak out against injustice, all doors are closed against them. During the
discussions, some of our interlocutors revoked the ghost of the Soviet repressions,
recalling how people were forced to spend the remainder of their lives in Siberia after
attempting to speak out. This indicates that the fear still exists.

However, many non-activists also admit there is a lack of information within
society, which causes lower trust and participation. People prefer to participate in
activities that are clear to them, in terms of goals, organisers and possible outcomes.
In the words of a non-activist from Yerevan,

As a non-participant to any protest, I usually join torchlight processions,9 and I will tell you
why. Because I know why I go there, why it has been organised, its reason and what the
outcome will be. While one doesn’t know anything about the protests, including who the
organisers are, who it is being financed by; even if you learn, one can never be sure. You
become a marionette in the hands of others, who have some plans to implement by engaging
a lot of youth. I know a lot of people who simply join protests for the sake of entertainment. I
think, only about ten percent of people who join know why they are there. (male, 25)

Some of our interlocutors shared their experiences of feeling deceived by a
previous participation experience. After attending a rally organised by a political
party, one of our respondents was left with a feeling that the organisers simply
needed the public for the sake of visibility. While gathering people as a means of
generating and maintaining political clout is a normal process for those engaged in
political activities, our respondent felt betrayed. “. . .After that I realised nothing is
worthy. Every gathering needs its constituents for the sake of exercising an exis-
tence, visibility, really, of public support” (male, 27). This story highlights the fact
that for some people, participation as such is not meaningful in and of itself. On the

9Organised annually on the 24th of April to commemorate the Armenian Genocide.
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contrary, it may leave the person with a feeling that he or she is a pawn in somebody
else’s game, leading to withdrawal and cynicism.

The non-activists highlight that they might join various initiatives if there are
new, creative methods. Referring to Electric Yerevan, discussed in detail in Chap. 8,
some mention that, for example, it might have been more productive if the public had
started to not use electricity as a demonstration of being against the policy, instead of
going and shouting on the street. In the words of a non-activist, “I do not participate,
because I don’t think that standing, holding posters or shouting will bring any
change” (male, 22).

It seems that among non-activists, there is a demand for new, non-violent and
creative methods of resistance. At the same time, there is no guarantee that the public
will indeed participate in such alternative types of resistance. There was, indeed, an
attempt to mobilise the public precisely around the issue suggested by our
non-activist interlocutor: a refusal to use electricity was attempted during the Electric
Yerevan campaign. A Facebook initiative to turn off the lights for an hour was
created at the outset of the protests. It received 9000 “attending” on the first day.
However, it made no visible impact. It remains to be seen whether better information
or more creative strategies would succeed in mobilizing the sceptics.

Overall, our qualitative data adds to the quantitative survey data, suggesting that
information plays an important role in generating trust towards civil society, while
lack of transparency creates fertile grounds for distrust and conspiracy theories.
Although distrust of everything foreign, unknown and potentially linked to political
players remains a widespread characteristic of the Armenian public psyche, NGOs
and particularly activists are able to overcome some of the public reservations
through specific tangible actions with clear, achievable goals. Keeping a distance
from the government or challenging it is a source of trust but also a source of unease,
as some of our conscious non-participants suggest.

Summing up, the picture of Armenian political culture depicted by the survey
data discussed in this and the previous chapter is not very encouraging for civil
society. Negative factors include low public confidence in NGOs and social move-
ments and extremely low membership in formal and informal organisations. Among
the findings that can be interpreted as good news for civil society is the fact that
volunteering is on the rise.

Our qualitative data adds context to the overall picture, by contrasting the
perceptions towards civil society sector overall with individual experiences of civil
society actors. Yes, there is an overall negative attitude. However, those NGOs and
activists that are visible to the specific communities and interested public are able to
overcome the mistrust. Good deeds result in good reputation and lead to trust. Our
qualitative data supports the hypothesis that informal civil society entities are trusted
more than formal civil society organisations.

The “post-communist weakness” hypothesis receives some important clarifica-
tions. Our data shows that indeed, low participation and distrust continue to stifle
Armenian civil society. There are some references to communist legacy, particularly
among the non-participants. However, other important factors emerge from our data.
Many of our interlocutors believe the Armenian public is characterised by low levels
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of trust towards civil society due to the social and political conditions of the country,
not the Soviet experience. Howard (2003) argued that the legacy of the communist
experience left negative effects on the people of the post-Soviet countries, develop-
ing an aversion towards any type of voluntary participation and low levels of trust.
While our interviewees also indicated low levels of trust, the Soviet legacy was
practically absent from their explanations, except some remarks by non-participants,
who seemed to remember and fear Soviet repressions of dissent. When reflecting on
low participation and trust, most of our interlocutors identified current social and
political realities, including governmental policies, GONGOs, corruption and
misinformation, as reasons of low trust. These key trust-eroding factors, mentioned
by our interlocutors, underline similarities between Armenia and other post-
communist countries, such as Russia (Daucé 2014; Hemment 2012), Georgia,
(Broers 2005), Azerbaijan (Aliyev 2015) and some Western Balkan countries
(Meyer et al. 2019).

Together with the previous chapter, this chapter explored the post-communist
legacy of distrust and disengagement taking root in the new political reality and
explaining some of the persistent problems of the Armenian civil society. In the rest
of the book, we shift our analytical lenses from focusing on questions of continuity
and influences of the past to the questions of change and new developments within
the realm of Armenian civil society. We start with the question of generational
change.
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Chapter 6
The Generational Change in Armenia
and Its Impact on Civil Society

Generational change has been a focus of many studies of associational life and
volunteering. While no universal pattern seems to exist, some trends can be observed
according to geographic regions and/or the socio-economic development levels of
the countries in question.

In the West, many authors (Inglehart 2003; Wollebæk and Selle 2003) have
indicated that youth are less likely than older people to become members of formal
civil society organisations. With some exceptions, such as youth and sports associ-
ations, young people in well-off countries are less likely to join associations. This
trend is often discussed within the broader context of changing values and patterns of
political participation in affluent Western societies: “classic” forms of associational
life, such as political parties and trade unions, are on the decline, and people are more
interested in environmental issues, emancipation and personal interests (Inglehart
and Welzel 2005), which are often addressed in a less-organised fashion by new
social movements. Young people are most affected by such changing values in
Western societies. While they are not necessarily less socially active, their activities
are less often channelled through formal civil society organisations.

In developing societies, however, the situation is reversed. There is evidence that
young people are more likely to be members of associations (Inglehart 2003). Voicu
and Voicu (2003) demonstrated that in post-communist Romania, young people are
more likely to volunteer in formal civil society organisations, although the overall
level of volunteering is low in Romania compared with other European countries.
The authors believe young people are more engaged in civil society organisations
because they are “more open to innovation, and voluntary associations are new and
innovative in a society in which, during the communist period, any voluntary
activity was forbidden or strongly controlled by the state” (Voicu and Voicu 2003,
p. 151).

In his Weakness of Civil Society in Post-Communist Europe (2003) book, Marc
Howard convincingly argued that the Soviet legacy of distrust and disengagement
prevents people from active participation in civil society. He hypothesised that the
generational change would result in attitudinal change and weakening of the
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communist legacy. The works by Inglehart (2003) and Voicu and Voicu (2003),
cited above, point in the general direction of more engaged post-communist youth.
What is the situation like in Armenia? Is the “independence generation” of young
Armenians who grew up after the collapse of the Soviet system different in their
attitudes towards civil society? This chapter addresses the second hypothesis, for-
mulated in this book.

H2: The post-communist generation is the bearer of change with the potential to
overcome the communist legacy of distrust and disengagement.

In Armenia, one can often hear that the “young generation is different”. Less
influenced by “Soviet mentality”, it is supposed to be more active, more knowledge-
able of its rights and more willing to stand up for them. The younger generation did
not experience the disappointment of the mid-1990s, the time of economic collapse
and derailed democratisation. Do the differences in their life experience translate into
different attitudes towards civil society, as compared to their parents’ generation?

In this chapter we contrast and compare quantitative data from public opinion
surveys and insights obtained from qualitative interviews and discussions with civil
society participants to determine whether the communist legacy of disengagement is
weakening with the arrival of the independence generation. The quantitative data
show that the post-communist generation is different from the previous generation: it
is more trustful of civil society organisations, is more likely to volunteer and is
probably more likely to join associations. This data is supported by our qualitative
research. Most participants of the qualitative study believe that the young generation
is more active and possesses a higher sense of political efficacy.

6.1 The Independence Generation Through Quantitative
Survey Data

Based on previous published works on post-communist civil society development
patterns, cited above, we hypothesised that the communist legacy would gradually
weaken in Armenia and that it would have the least effect on the younger generation.
It is plausible to assume that young people (post-communist generation) in Armenia
are more supportive of civil society. To test the hypothesis, we focus on attitudes
towards civil society and participation in civil society activities. More specifically,
we explore age-related differences in trust towards non-governmental organisations
(NGOs), membership in organisations and volunteering (both formal and informal),
as discussed below. The decimal points in most of the tables and graphs are rounded
for ease of use and visual representation; 0.5 decimals are rounded up (3.5 is rounded
up to 4), explaining why, in some tables or figures, the reported percentages do not
seem to total 100.

80 6 The Generational Change in Armenia and Its Impact on Civil Society



6.1.1 Membership in Civil Society Organisations

To test the relationship between age and membership in various civil society
organisations, we use the Civil Society Index (CSI) 2009, World Values Survey
(WVS) 2011 and CSI 2014 data. To continue with our earlier analysis logic
described in Chap. 4, we examine active membership only. The analysis of each
dataset is presented below in chronological order, starting with the CSI 2009,
followed by the WVS 2011 and then the CSI 2014, to trace the post-communist
generation as it ages and moves through subsequent generational cohorts.

For all three datasets, the respondents were grouped into two categories: those
who are active members (referred to as “members” below) of at least one organisa-
tion and those who are not (referred to as “non-members”). The respondents were
also grouped into age groups to enable a more detailed analysis of generational
differences. A strict definition of the post-communist cohort would include all
people born in 1991 or later. This definition, however, restricts our analysis to
very few cases.1 In addition to our “strict” definition of the post-communist gener-
ation, we also use a more “relaxed” definition, which includes people who were
6 years old or younger at the time of the dissolution of the Soviet Union. Because
these people did not attend Soviet schools (which started at the age of seven), we can
assume that they received little exposure to Soviet institutions. Hence, our more
“relaxed” definition of the post-communist generation would include all those
people born in 1985 and later.

The CSI 2009 data show that there are statistically significant differences between
members and non-members in terms of their ages.2 Members of organisations are, on
average, younger than non-members, at 42 years old, compared with 46 as the
average age for non-members.

While this simple comparison shows that younger people are more likely to be
members, it does not tell us anything about our hypothesised post-communist young
generation. A closer look at the age cohorts is necessary. For 2009, we cannot
consider the “strict” post-communist cohort because there are too few survey
respondents born in 1991 and later; however, those between 18 and 24 years old
correspond to our “relaxed” definition of the post-communist generation.

A closer look at the membership data, divided into age cohorts, shows that the
young generation is more active; 25% were members of at least one organisation in
2009, compared with an average of 17% among the other age cohorts—this differ-
ence is statistically significant.3 Figure 6.1 presents the details.

The WVS 2011 data also demonstrate that there is a statistically significant
difference4 between those who are members of at least one organisation and those

1For example, there are only nine respondents of those ages in the CSI 2009 database.
2t(1615) ¼ 4.050, p < 0.001
3X2 ¼ 6.869, Df ¼ 1, p < 0.005
4t(1098) ¼ 2.216, p < 0.05
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who are not; members are younger, with an average age of 42, compared with
47 years old for non-members.

The WVS data provide the possibility of analysing the “strict” post-communist
cohort. The study included 60 people born in 1991 and later. There were also
121 respondents born between 1985 and 1991 who would also qualify as the post-
communist generation according to our “relaxed” definition. Therefore, we modified
the younger age cohorts to make a distinction between these two groups, while
keeping the older cohorts the same for ease of comparison with the CSI data.

As noted above, the WVS data show lower membership in associations compared
with the CSI data. They also show a different generational pattern, as evident from
Fig. 6.2. The post-communist cohort does not have the highest membership.5 When
comparing those who were born in 1990 and earlier with those who were born in
1991 and later, the chi-square test shows no statistically significant differences in
their levels of membership. Thus, the WVS data do not support our hypothesis that
the post-communist generation is more likely to join civil society organisations.

The third dataset we analysed, the CSI 2014, also shows that respondents who are
members of at least one organisation are younger than non-members, and this
difference is statistically significant.6 The mean age of members is 43 years old
compared with 47 years old for non-members. As with the previous two datasets, we
examine generational cohorts more closely, differentiating those born in 1991 and
after and those born between 1985 and 1990.

25
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18-24
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25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65+ average
25+

Fig. 6.1 Active members of at least one organisation per age cohort, CSI 2009, %

5One should consider the percentages with caution, however, because N is sometimes very low. For
example, there are only three people in the age 18–20 cohort who are members of at least one
organisation.
6t(1568) ¼ 5.320, p < 0.001
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A closer look at generational cohorts shows that the youngest cohort is not very
different from the average. Those born between 1985 and 1990 have the highest
membership rates, as Fig. 6.3 demonstrates. Some of these findings can be explained
by the fact that this age cohort was already active in 2009, as we have seen in
Fig. 6.1. They have now moved to the second age cohort and apparently have
remained active. Nevertheless, these data contradict our hypothesis that the youngest
generation should be the least affected by the communist legacy and the most likely
to join associations. The cohort that corresponds to our “strong” definition of the
post-communist generation is not the most active. Rather, the most active cohort is
that born between 1985 and 1990. It is interesting that this cohort’s childhood was
influenced by the harshest socio-economic conditions in the country. Those who
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were born in 1985 were entering their teen ages at around 1998 when Armenia was
emerging from the “cold and dark” years of the energy blockade and the economic
disaster of the early 1990s. Nonetheless, the cohort with the hardest childhood
experience is the most civically engaged.

Although the comparison between two post-communist cohorts does not confirm
our hypothesis in a narrow sense, it does provide some support to the notion that
broadly defined post-communist generation (those born shortly before the collapse
of the Soviet Union and those born after it) is more engaged in civil society
organisations. The two post-communist cohorts together are significantly more
likely to join associations than the remainder of the population.7

Thus, the CSI 2009 and 2014 data provide some support for our hypothesis that
younger generations are more likely to join organisations, although the youngest
cohort, born in 1991 and later, is the second most active cohort. The WVS data,
however, show a different pattern and no statistically significant differences between
the post-communist and older-age cohorts. It should be noted here that the WVS data
show much lower levels of membership overall. The small number of respondents
could have distorted the analysis.

From the analysis in Chap. 5, we know that membership in formal civil society
organisations is overall lower than engagement in less formal types of civil society
activities, such as volunteering (in general, not necessarily for an organisation). We
also know that such volunteering in Armenia has increased in recent years. Can that
increase be attributed to a changing attitude of the younger generation? We now turn
to the data on volunteering in Armenia to explore our generational change hypoth-
esis further.

6.1.2 Volunteering

To test whether younger people are more inclined to volunteer, we use Caucasus
Barometer (CB) data for all years when the question of volunteering was included.
Overall, the statistical tests performed show that younger people are more likely to
volunteer, and this difference is significant for all 4 years for which the data is
available. Table 6.1 presents the details of the statistical tests comparing the average
ages of volunteers and non-volunteers.

Table 6.1 Age difference between volunteers and non-volunteers, t-test results, CB

2011 2012 2013 2015 2017

t 5.629 6.305 6.332 5.6222 7.752

Df 2341 2371 1830 1857 16.39

Sig (2-tailed) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

N number of responses, Sig significance, t t statistic, Df degrees of freedom

7X2 ¼ 9.783, Df ¼ 1, p < 0.005
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If we divide the most recent survey data into age cohorts, it becomes apparent that
the youngest post-Soviet cohort is the most active one. Figure 6.4 presents the data
for 2017. The data supports our hypothesis that the post-communist generation is
more actively engaged with civil society. However, it is important to note that this is
a recent development. For all previous years, available data depicted a different
pattern. Younger people were as likely to volunteer as other age cohorts, except the
oldest group of respondents who were 65 years and older. The statistically signifi-
cant differences observed in Table 6.1 were due to low levels of volunteering among
older people. Figure 6.5 depicts volunteering by age cohorts for years 2011 to 2017.
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It shows a steady increase of volunteering among those between 18 and 24 years old:
from 23% in 2011 to 45% in 2017.

Thus, our generational change hypothesis is supported by the most recent data on
volunteering. Younger people are more likely to volunteer, although levels of
volunteering are rather high among other age cohorts as well, except for people
who are 65 years and older. Thus, Armenia is similar to Romania (Voicu and Voicu
2003), Russia (Hemment 2012) and many other post-communist and developing
countries in that younger people are more engaged in volunteering. Unlike mem-
bership data that pointed in the hypothesised direction but remained somewhat
inconclusive (two out of three surveys analysed supported the hypothesis), the
data on volunteering provides clear evidence of weakening communist legacy of
disengagement among the younger generation.

In addition to examining participation in civil society organisations and activities,
it is also helpful to look at the overall attitudes of the Armenian society, differenti-
ating by age cohorts. Howard’s (2003) original argument was about distrust of civil
society among the general population of post-communist countries and about a
gradual increase of trust among the younger generation. From the analysis presented
in Chaps. 4 and 5, we know the Armenian population is distrustful of NGOs. We
now turn to the question of generational differences in this overall attitude.

6.1.3 Trust Towards NGOs

To test the generational change hypothesis regarding different levels of trust towards
civil society organisations, we need to compare attitudes of younger vs. older people
in Armenia. The question of trust towards NGOs was asked in the Caucasus
Barometer (CB), as described in Chaps. 4 and 5. We use the same data here to
explore generational differences. Correlation analyses (Pearson’s and Spearman’s)
were performed for all the CB datasets. For all 8 years, both tests show statistically
significant correlations between the age of the respondent and his/her level of trust
towards NGOs; the younger the respondent, the more likely he/she is to express
higher levels of trust towards NGOs (see Table 6.2).

Based on this analysis, we can state that young people in Armenia are more
trustful of NGOs. Figure 6.6 shows data for 2013, with ages grouped into cohorts8

and attitudes towards NGOs, collapsed into broader categories of trust and distrust.
It can be seen that the “neither-nor” attitude is fairly similar across age groups.

The differences are in the percentages of people who express trust or distrust. Those
between 18 and 24 years old are particularly trustful: 33% trust NGOs and only 19%

8For the sake of simplicity, from this point forward, we use standard age cohorts because we work
with eight CB datasets for 8 consecutive years. Regrouping age cohorts for each year to trace only
people born in 1991 and later creates more confusion than clarity. We treat the age 18–24 group as
the “post-communist” generation.
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are distrustful. Positive and negative opinions are almost equal among the 25–34-
year-old cohort. Distrust is larger than trust among the older cohorts.

Based on the CB data, we can confidently state that younger people, particularly
those between 18 and 24 years old, are more trustful of NGOs than other genera-
tional cohorts. That the younger generation is more trustful might signal a genera-
tional value change and the weakening of the Soviet legacy in the development of
Armenian civil society, as we hypothesised.

Overall, our analysis of the available survey data disintegrated by age cohorts
demonstrates that the younger generation is more trusting in civil society organisa-
tions and has recently become more involved in volunteering; the evidence for
membership is somewhat inconclusive, although two out of three datasets analysed
point in the hypothesised direction. Overall, the quantitative data provides support to
our hypothesis that the post-communist generation is more trustful and more
engaged than the older generations impacted by Soviet legacy. However, member-
ship in formal civil society organisations remains very low among the younger
people as well. The next section explores the personal stories of how young people
become involved in civil society and how their engagement might be different from
that of the older generation, using qualitative data collected in the course of the
research.

6.2 Qualitative Interviews and Focus Group Discussions

During 4 years of fieldwork, we conducted 60 interviews and 10 focus group
discussions with NGO leaders, NGO staff members, volunteers, civic activists and
non-activists, i.e. people who are aware of activism but choose not to get involved
(see Chap. 3 for the methodology of the study). One of the consistent patterns that
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emerged from the qualitative data is the idea that the young generation is different,
i.e. more active and vocal, with a stronger sense of political efficacy. In the
remaining chapter, we explore young people’s motivation to engage in institutional
volunteering and/or activism campaigns, the impact their engagement had on their
lives and on the broader society. We also look at the older “Soviet” generation
through the eyes of our interlocutors, noting the difference and the occasional
tension between generations.

6.2.1 Why Do Young People Volunteer?

Volunteering is often the first experience young people have with civil society
engagement. Many young people in Armenia volunteer for a range of reasons
spanning from fun to career advancement. Volunteering with organisations often
takes them beyond their original goals and introduces them to broader societal
structures and problems, shaping their life perceptions and further involvement in
civil society. Institutional volunteering was a first step for many, though not all, of
the activists who later led street campaigns or established their own NGOs.

Study participants who currently volunteer with various organisations were asked
to share their stories about getting involved. Most people identified an intervening
factor that led them to volunteer. These factors are usually events, such as workshops
and seminars, from which the participants learned about the opportunity to volun-
teer. Another factor is a recommendation from a friend or fellow volunteer or the
involvement of a family member of the same generation (usually a brother/sister or a
cousin) in the volunteer activities of organisations.

The reasons for volunteering differ among participants and range from self-
oriented motives to altruistic behaviour. One factor that unites them all, however,
is the positive image of volunteering. Regardless of the sector, activities or location
of their organisations, all the volunteers cherish the opportunity to be involved in
volunteer work, and they consider it to be of great value.

The majority of participants indicate that volunteering is important because it
compensates for lack of work experience. This pragmatic reason for getting engaged
in volunteering was particularly emphasised by leaders of NGOs where young
people volunteer and was frequently mentioned by volunteers as well. In a country
where jobs are scarce, and even entry-level jobs often require work experience,
volunteering becomes a viable alternative to starting ones’ professional career and
strengthening ones’ CV. Many of our interlocutors mentioned professional devel-
opment as a strong motivator to engage in volunteering. For example, volunteers
spoke of self-education, networking and a possibility to apply knowledge, gained at
educational institutions to a practical content within a project or an activity,
implemented at an NGO they volunteer for.

Although improved career possibilities and professional development are essen-
tial motivators for volunteering, they are only a part of what motivates young
Armenians to volunteer. Many of our interlocutors also mentioned social factors,
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such as making new friends or “having a good time”. Altruistic motives (wishing to
help others) were also present among the reasons our respondents provided, when
reflecting on why and how they became volunteers. For some, volunteering was a
chance to change their life and do something different.

Most of our interlocutors acknowledge that volunteering impacted their life
substantially and generally in a positive way. Volunteering opened doors to new
opportunities, helped many of the participants to overcome communication barriers
and helped them reach their goals, whatever those may be. The majority of volun-
teers emphasise qualities of personal growth. These qualities include acquiring
knowledge, developing skills, becoming more active and being an initiative-taker
and a better participant in the civic life of their communities. In the words of an
18-year-old male volunteer, “I have opened the doors to civil society for myself
through volunteering. This was the greatest impact”.

Volunteering with civil society institutions is one way of being involved, but
many of our protagonists went beyond formal volunteering or skipped that stage and
got involved directly with street protests. The next section explores the engagement
stories of those respondents who were active in street campaigns during our study.
They are a somewhat different group compared to institutional volunteers, although
many mentioned NGOs as part of their past or current experience.

6.2.2 Young Activists’ Engagement Stories

The activists’ reasons for becoming engaged range from educational and profes-
sional to social media involvement and to the lack of institutional culture. For some,
evidence of injustice and the resulting strong desire to pursue a change were
significant factors in becoming initially involved. Others got involved because
their personal interests were at stake.

Many of our respondents indicated that awareness (general education, knowledge
or a realisation of a specific problem) was a starting point for their involvement. For
example, a considerable number of environmental activists and journalists actively
engaged with civic initiatives because they had carefully examined the issues and
understood the consequences.

The majority of activists refer to their previous educational, professional or
volunteering experience that helped them to engage. For the majority of participants,
the road to activism was paved by their educational involvement. Many of the
present-day activists started their journey while completing their degrees in media,
social, political or legal studies. Engagement for some activists began as a result of
their prior NGO involvement; being a staff member at an NGOwas an opportunity to
learn and develop some activist qualities.

Professional affiliation sometimes leads to activism. One of the cases of street
mobilisation that we studied was the Dem Emmovement against pension reform, led
primarily by representatives of the information technology (IT) sector. In that
particular case, many activists became involved through their colleagues and
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professional networks. Another example of a professional affiliation leading to
activism is a journalist, whose job brought her out into the street.

It started when I went to provide the coverage of one initiative as a journalist. But, I am a
very bad journalist. From the second gathering of the initiative I was no longer a journalist. I
was an activist, and a part of the initiative. (female, 28)

Some activists became involved as a result of being cheated or deprived of
something. A previously observed injustice at workplaces, discriminatory and unfair
behaviour by bosses, an inability to make one’s point heard and similar scenarios
were mentioned as reasons. Injustices encountered during personal/professional
experiences led people to become more demanding of human rights and the public
good. When opportunities were presented to them (in the form of an activism
campaign organised to address another injustice), these people chose to express
their frustration by joining. One activist explains:

The sense of loneliness is gone, because of my involvement. I was noticing problems, which
are very hard to solve, close to impossible, which have been contributing to the increase in
my feeling of loneliness. Now, when involved, I found out that I am not alone, and there are
other likeminded people thinking about the problems the way I do. It is not a desert. The
greatest impact has been getting exposed to the system of mutual support and encourage-
ment. All the people I have known as a result of my involvement have become a system of
mutual support, understanding and care. This has been the greatest change in my life.
(female, 35)

The shortcomings of the political system also energise civic activism. The lifeless
political party environment and the lack of institutions capable of solving accumu-
lating problems are among the driving forces behind people’s decisions to engage in
activist behaviour. For some, involvement began with the infamous events of
1 March 2008 (see the Appendix). This became a starting point for some people to
rethink the social and political situation facing the country. In the words of one
activist, “When people die, one starts thinking about the reasons. Thinking about the
reasons that led to the events [of 1 March 2008] was an important factor for my
engagement with active public life” (male, 28).

For some, physical activism (defined as “on the street”) has been a gradual
process supported by a change in methods. For example, active physical participa-
tion in the campaigns was a result of previous incremental activities, such as signing
petitions, being active on social media, writing complaint letters and so forth. Some
activists became involved as a result of learning about a gathering/discussion via
social media. Moreover, participation has a contaminating nature; being a part of one
initiative facilitates joining others. Hence, being a part of an activist initiative might
help develop new methods and skills for future resistance. Two years before the
Velvet Revolution, our interlocutors were telling us that engagement often generates
more engagement and leads to learning. In 2018, many participants of our research
were actively engaged in peaceful street protests, sometimes as visible co-leaders
and co-organisers of the decentralised revolutionary movement. It is plausible that
some of the participation ethos and skills were indeed developed and perfected in a
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series of previous small-scale campaigns our protagonists had been engaged before
and during our fieldwork.

Learning can happen over time (previous/current/future activities) as well as
across space: from one location to another, often from the centre to the periphery.
In terms of young Armenian activist engagement, our qualitative data provide some
support to this idea as well. Region-based activists we interviewed noted that being
from another region in itself contributed to becoming active. Their communities
were passive and lacked participation; thus, they decided to take the lead. The
visibility of the Yerevan-based campaigns served as triggers for many regional
residents to pursue such activity and led to region-based activism transformation.
At the time of our fieldwork, much of civil society activities were concentrated in the
capital, but regional activism was noticeably growing. Later, in 2018, regional
mobilisation played an important role in the Velvet Revolution. While these tidbits
of data are not enough to prove anything convincingly, these are potential leads for
further analysis. In retrospect, it seems our qualitative data provides glimpses into
the time period, when the most active representatives of the young Armenian
generation were learning to engage, spreading the knowledge and honing their skills
from one campaign to another, from the capital to the regions, from person to person.

Some active participants admit that their engagement was conditioned by the
immediate consequences of a new policy change. For example, in the Maternity
Leave campaign, discussed in detail in Chap. 8, some participants joined because
they planned to become mothers and this was an important issue for them. The same
is true for the anti-pension reform campaign; many activists would see their income
reduced as a result of the reform. This pragmatic attitude towards activism is one of
the contested issues discussed by our participants. If people engage for personal
goals rather than altruistic reasons, is it activism, and should it be celebrated?

Some participants criticise those activists who became involved as a result of
governmental policies having a direct impact on their family budget, advancing the
argument that activism should not prioritise personal concerns but be for the public
benefit. Other participants indicated that although their original involvement was
strictly pragmatic (the issue raised had a direct financial effect on them), it contrib-
uted to their development as citizens. Perhaps healthy pragmatism is more helpful
than some of our most dedicated “public-good driven” activists believe.

Similar to the experiences of volunteers reported above, activists told us that
being active increases confidence. Activism also teaches patience, in terms of
continued resistance directed at a future change. Making new friends was also
mentioned as a change in involved people’s lives. However, activism not only
entails acquiring friends but also losing friends. As a result of the engagement,
people change their thinking, risking the possibility of no longer agreeing with some
of their friends.

Having less time for family members, relatives and friends is another outcome of
a life of extensive activism. Overall, the impact on life is that, for many, it can be
divided into two periods, namely, before and after they became involved. This
means that involvement entails considerable change and leaves an undeniable
impact on the lives of activists. In the words of an activist:
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My involvement has changed my way of thinking; it has broken stereotypes. For example, in
Armenia, there is this stereotype that females shall not be on the street protesting, not to
mention closing the street for a struggle’s purpose. I have done it. My involvement and
participation have broken such stereotypes in my thinking. (female 32)

6.2.3 Young People as Agents of Change

Many of our interlocutors have an impression that currently, public awareness of
civil society, volunteering, civic activism and social movements have grown mostly
due to the existence of active youth. Young people are active in formal and informal
volunteering and in the civic lives of their communities. One 53-year-old male NGO
leader explains, “The most active and the ‘leading’ group in the population is the
youth”. Many of our interlocutors described the young generation as initiative-
taking, innovative and self-reliant. For example, our NGO-based interlocutors told
us that it was a usual practice in the past for organisations to spread information
about events and to be responsible for inviting young people to different activities
organised by the NGOs. This practice has shifted today. Young people apply with
initiatives and proposals of their own. They no longer wait for invitations. The youth
are developed to the extent that allows them to be active.

Change is also observed regarding gender. The tendencies in the behaviour of
young women are said to have changed. Some NGO leaders emphasise that in the
past, only young men would come and participate in discussions, whereas today
women are able and willing to be present, raise issues and provide input. This
transformation in the behaviour of young women is mostly true about NGOs located
in more remote regions of Armenia.9

Young people are more open and interested in ongoing social, political and
economic issues compared with the older generation. Young people are usually
leading the activism campaigns and creating a positive vibe around activism.
Differentiating between the old and new generations, the leader of an NGO working
to promote cross-border cooperation and to address issues of Armenian foreign
policy explains, “Our NGO is trusted by the youth, who are much more open and
interested in certain issues, compared to the older generation. Parents and relatives of
these young people, however, do not trust our organisation” (male, 32). This remark
nicely illustrates the generational difference. Cross-border cooperation inevitably
includes the conundrums of Armenian-Turkish and Armenian-Azerbaijani relations.
NGOs, working in this area, often organise youth peace camps, bringing together
young people from across the closed borders. This particular NGO leader seems to
believe the parents are less open to such activities than their children.

9In the capital and less remote areas, women’s emancipation has advanced to a larger extent, so the
contrast between the passive young women of the past and the more active young women of today is
more pronounced in the remote regions.
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Some of our interlocutors shared stories of generational differences playing out in
their families across three, rather than just two, generations. Grandparents of activists
are usually extremely sceptical and have many security concerns. Parents might be
more understanding and sometimes even encourage civic participation of their
children. It is worth noting that some of our most active young protagonists are
capable of changing attitudes of their cautious parents and grandparents. An example
of a change in perception is represented in the following stories. A mother of an
activist had always been extremely critical and discouraged her son from participat-
ing. One day, however, the activist woke up in the morning to find his t-shirt with a
protest slogan on it, cleaned and ironed, next to his bed. As he recalls, “In the
morning, she looked at me and said, ‘Wake up, dear. You have to wear this and go
[to a protest]’” (male, 23). The mother of another activist initially discouraged her
daughter from participating. However, once the mother received positive feedback
on the initiative from a colleague, her attitude changed into pride that her daughter
was a core member of a popular campaign.

Activists think that the older people (who succeeded in eliminating the Soviet
Union 25 years ago but still feel disappointed in the capitalist version of society)
have little confidence that tangible change is possible and that achieving such change
depends on them. Older people are more prone to regard civic activism through a
security lens. The younger people, however, are different. They are characterised by
spontaneity of action, increased participation and unity. Our young interlocutors
often described their generation as being “more confident”, “fearless” and “free”.

Some of our respondents regretted the lack of intergenerational exchange of
experience. The older generation has successful activism experience (mostly with
respect to the Karabakh movement). They have qualities they could transfer to their
children. Unfortunately, however, the older population has no visible enthusiasm for
doing so; this has a negative influence on the youth, who are ready to develop in this
regard. Some of our younger activist interlocutors believe the younger population
must be exposed to the details of the past experiences to avoid repeating the mistakes
of the older generation and to utilise previously successful skills.

Some of our interlocutors reflected on the question of why the young are more
likely to act. They think that the young generation recognises the failure of the older
population to challenge the authorities and deliver change. The youth also seem to
have no faith in the capacity of formal entities to deliver societal impact. Instead of
working “with the system”, the young people turn to civic initiatives. Thus, youth
involvement in civil society and particularly in informal civil society has a rebellious
element to it; it is a rejection of and an attempt to challenge the existing system.

The most frequently mentioned answer when asked about the possible reasons for
such a development is the way in which the current generation was raised. Our
interlocutors explain that because the current young generation was raised in a
different time than that of the Soviet generations, they have different values. If the
previous generation was a “generation of executors”, today’s young people are said
to have become both “initiative-taking and executing”.

Another reason behind the change and the rise of young activism named by our
interlocutors is the development of information technologies. The important role of
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the Internet and social media was often mentioned by our interviewees as a
supporting factor in the development of active civic groups. Similarly to other
semi-democratic or undemocratic countries where the mainstream media remained
unsympathetic (Avedissian 2015; el-Nawawy and Khamis 2013; Eltantawy and
Wiest 2011; Martens-Edwards 2014; Tusa 2013; Vu 2017), the Internet became an
essential source of information and mobilisation for activism.

Overall, our qualitative data provides examples and participants’ own reflections
on how and why the young generation in Armenia is different from the older
generation. Being born and raised in an independent country seems to be among
the factors that explain the different mentality and a more active, initiative-taking
mindset. Somewhat ironically, or perhaps even tragically, the generation of Arme-
nians that contributed to a colossal change of dismantling the Soviet Union and
creating the independent Republic of Armenia seems disillusioned in participation
and is wary of changes. Perhaps that is because the change they witnessed brought
multiple hardships of transition and disillusionment with the outcomes. The younger
interlocutors we spoke too are willing to take on the system and demand the change.
The qualitative data support the patterns in quantitative survey data, suggesting that
the post-communist generation is more actively involved in civil society organisa-
tions and activities.

At the beginning of our 4-year research project on Armenian civil society, we
hypothesised that the Soviet legacy of distrust and disengagement still impacts
Armenia to an extent but that the impact should be less on the young generation
who grew up after the demise of the Soviet Union. Young people should be different
because they were not exposed to the Soviet regime with its mandatory membership
in associations and “compulsory volunteering” practice; they should not have a
distaste for engagement as a backlash that occurred after the collapse of communism.

Our quantitative and qualitative findings regarding the question of generational
change produce similar results. Volunteering seems to be on the rise among the
young people; they are more trustful of NGOs, more engaged in civil society
organisations and are often at the forefront of civic activism campaigns and street
protests. The interlocutors of our qualitative interviews agree that the current young
people are different, more confident and initiative-taking. All in all, the data support
our hypothesis. The young Armenian generation is gradually overcoming the com-
munist legacy of distrust and disengagement. They are more active than the previous
generation, are occasionally able to change the attitudes of older family members
and sometimes even influence the broader public through their examples of engage-
ment and activism. This active sub-group of young people was clearly visible in the
political protests in spring 2018 that led to the ousting of the government. Young
people formed the core of the networked resistance before demonstrations grew
massive and took on a truly national character.

One of the limitations of the study is that, because of a lack of better data, we use
cross-sectional survey data in an attempt to identify differences between age cohorts,
in essence conflating age and generation. A proper analysis of generational change
would require longitudinal data that would allow us to compare today’s 18- to
24-year-olds with how much today’s 25- to 31-year-olds participated years ago,
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when they were between 18 and 24. Second, the survey questions that are available
for analysis capture two specific types of participation in civil society: membership
in formal associations and volunteering. Judging by the results of our observations
and qualitative interviews, young people are active in many ways. It is often not
membership in associations or volunteering but something else, such as protests,
issue-based activism, awareness-raising campaigns and so on. Third, the qualitative
data likely overestimates youth activism. If some young people are more active,
forthcoming with ideas and willing to join associations and activism campaigns, they
will be more visible to researchers and other members of civil society. That does not
mean, however, that the entire Armenian youth is more active.

Despite these limitations, the fact that most survey data we analysed and our
qualitative data point in the similar direction allows us to conclude that the young
Armenian generation overall is more inclined to partake in civil society. Our
“generational change” hypothesis is supported. Our qualitative interviews also
suggest gradual emancipation of young women, particularly in the regions beyond
the capital city. This is a hypothesis worth testing with more systematic analysis.

This chapter addressed the “generational change” hypothesis that guided our
research. The next and the consecutive chapters focus primarily on the third hypoth-
esis, formulated in this book: the “ecosystem recovery” process of growing diversity
and complexity of the Armenian civil society, although the first two questions of
communist legacy and generational change are also explored to some extent, being
intricately intertwined with the broader question of the overall development of the
Armenian civil society. Continuing with the overall logic of this work, we compare
and contrast formal and informal domains of the Armenian civil society, starting
with a chapter that focuses on the formal NGO sector, followed by a chapter of civic
activism.
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Chapter 7
The Formal Domain of the Civil Society
Ecosystem: Armenian NGO

Previous chapters discussed low levels of trust towards non-governmental organi-
sations (NGOs) and very low membership in associations, as elements of the
communist legacy that continues to stifle the Armenian civil society. We demon-
strated that the Armenian public overall continues to display typical post-communist
attitudes of mistrust and disengagement, supporting our first “post-communist
weakness” hypothesis. At the same time, our data shows that the younger generation
is more engaged and more trustful of civil society organisations, supporting our
second “generational change” hypothesis. This and the subsequent chapters address
our third “ecosystem recovery” hypothesis. The analogy between a civil society and
an ecosystem, inspired by Edwards’ (2013) work, suggests that a healthy civil
society should consist of diverse entities, linked through an intricate web of inter-
actions and interdependencies. We assumed that the Armenian civil society is
developing in a similar direction, and we formulated the following hypothesis.

H3: The diversity and complexity of the ecosystem of Armenian civil society is
gradually increasing.

To test this hypothesis, we focus on formal civil society organisations, such as
NGOs, and the informal entities, such as civic activism campaigns. This chapter
focuses on the development of the NGO sector; the two subsequent chapters add the
discussion of informal civil society to the overall picture of the growing diversity and
complexity of the Armenian civil society. We begin with a short overview of the
NGO sector development in Armenia prior to the start of our fieldwork. After that,
we present original quantitative and qualitative data, exploring in more detail the
formal domain of the Armenian civil society ecosystem, focusing on key develop-
ments in organisational goals, internal governance and financial sustainability. We
conclude the chapter with a comparison between older and newer NGOs, to explore
some of the changes, happening in the sector. The decimal points in most of the
tables and graphs are rounded for ease of use and visual representation; 0.5 decimals
are rounded up (3.5 is rounded up to 4), explaining why, in some tables or figures,
the reported percentages do not seem to total 100.
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7.1 NGO Sector Development in Armenia: A Short
Overview

In Soviet Armenia grassroots activities were organised and controlled from above.
NGOs as such did not exist. If we were to apply modern terminology, we could
describe the space between the individual and the state as populated by a plethora of
state-run organisations that could be described as GONGOs: governmentally
organised NGOs (OSCE/ODIHR 2000). First genuine NGOs appeared in Armenia
in late 1980s; the Soviet Union was attempting to democratise at the time and
allowed freedom of association without state control. Several human rights and
environmental organisations were created.

With the breakup of the Soviet Union, life in Armenia changed dramatically. The
civil society found itself in an entirely new, rapidly shifting and fairly unpredictable
environment. Starting in 1991, the country’s situation deteriorated rapidly. War in
Nagorno-Karabakh,1 an inflow of refugees and severe economic crises posed new
challenges for the newly formed voluntary associations. Local grassroots responses
to the earthquake, the influx of refugees and increasing poverty were stimulated by
the examples of foreign benevolent organisations that were providing humanitarian
assistance to the country. International NGOs began to work in Armenia in 1990 and
served as exemplary organisations (Blue et al. 2001). By the mid-1990s, a visible
NGO sector had been created in Armenia although the exact number of truly
functioning NGOs in Armenia has always been much lower than the number of
officially registered organisations. According to various estimates, 700–900 NGOs
have been active in Armenia since 1995, while the number of officially registered
organisations fluctuated between 500 and 3500 (Blue et al. 2001; Dudwick 1997;
Paturyan and Gevorgyan 2014).

Similarly to other post-communist countries (Aliyev 2015; Daucé 2014;
Hemment 2004), many Armenian NGOs were created by members of the social
and political elites with financial support from Western organisations (Dudwick
1997). NGOs’ influence on government policies in the 1990s was quite limited.
Some NGOs advocated the passage of specific laws and legislative initiatives, but
their lobbying efforts were not very active or successful. Most Armenian NGOs
remained small and heavily controlled by their founders, charismatic personalities
who set the agenda and led fundraising efforts. The attitude of the government
towards NGOs was mostly indifferent (Danielyan 2001). A difficult economic
situation was a serious challenge for NGOs; organisations had few resources, and
membership fees were nominal or non-existent (Dudwick 1997).

1An armed conflict that started as a series of ethnic clashes between the Armenians of Nagorno-
Karabakh and the Azerbaijanis in late 1980 deteriorated into a full-scale albeit undeclared war
between Armenia and Azerbaijan that ended in a ceasefire in May 1994. In September 2020
Azerbaijan initiated a new round of armed hostilities. The war lasted 44 days, causing massive
loss of life and devastation.
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Despite these limitations, the NGO sector continued to grow. The complex
challenges of regime transition, accompanied by economic collapse, created a
demand for social action, and generous international donor support boosted the
supply. This process led to a mushrooming of NGOs that were heavily dependent
on external donors. Ishkanian (2009) described this process as “genetically
engineered civil society”. While this influx of funds helped to establish a vibrant
NGO sector, it also created the set of constraints that NGOs currently face. If
international developmental aid were withdrawn, most NGOs would exhibit ques-
tionable organisational sustainability. The legitimacy of civil society organisations
in representing local voices is often disputed on the grounds that many NGOs are
funded from abroad.

If NGOs are to perform their functions as civil society elements and contribute to
the consolidation of democracy in Armenia, they need to function as somewhat
financially sustainable, independent and institutionalised organisations. As
discussed above, the institutionalisation of the Armenian NGO sector is far from
certain. In addition to donor-dependency, the “one-man show” leadership style of
many organisations headed by their founding leaders was indicated in previous
studies (Blue and Ghazaryan 2004) as a potential obstacle to the functioning of an
organisation if the founding leader departs. Thus, the level of institutionalisation
overall, the financial viability and the leadership patterns are important to consider in
assessing the overall health of the Armenian NGO sector.

The decision-making structures of Armenian NGOs are important to consider, not
only from the institutional sustainability point of view but also from the point of
view of the overall theory of the relationship between civil society and democracy
discussed in Chap. 2. If NGOs are not internally democratic, their status as compo-
nents of a democratic civil society becomes questionable. Thus, it is interesting to
determine whether NGOs have basic democratic leadership structures such as a
members’ assembly (required by Armenian law) and elected leadership.

This chapter relies primarily on the organisational survey of Armenian NGOs to
explore the assumption of a recovering ecosystem. As described in Chap. 3, a total of
188 NGOs responded to an organisational survey. The chapter presents the descrip-
tive statistics of the survey answers and provides some analysis of the data with the
aim of understanding the current situation and the extent of the changes occurring in
the NGO sector. Where possible, the chapter draws parallels with similar earlier
assessments of the Armenian NGO sector to see what has changed. We add insights
from our qualitative fieldwork, where appropriate, to enhance our understanding of
NGOs’ internal dynamics, management styles and so on.

The NGO sector is part of the broader ecosystem of the Armenian civil society.
Applying our “ecosystem recovery” hypothesis to this domain, we expect the NGO
sector to display a higher level of institutionalisation as a sign of developing
complexity.

7.1 NGO Sector Development in Armenia: A Short Overview 101



7.2 Basic Facts and Organisational Structure

Of the 188 NGOs, 124 (66%) report being located in Yerevan, 56 (30%) are located
in towns, and 8 are in the villages of Armenia. The oldest organisation reported in the
database was established in 1985 and the youngest in 2013 (the year the survey was
conducted). The mean (and median) year of establishment of an organisation
is 2003.

Most organisations hold sustained efforts to remain visible and connected to the
broader society. They hold outreach events (87% during the last year), cooperate
with other NGOs (87%) and international organisations (79%), are engaged in
fundraising (70%) and communicate with government officials (68%). Most
NGOs that were included in the study have websites (72%) and Facebook pages
(65%), which is not surprising given the Internet-reliant sampling strategy, described
in detail in Chap. 3. At least one-quarter of NGOs also use other social media, such
as YouTube and blogs. See the Appendix for details.

Some 63% of the organisations report having paid staff members. This is an
impressive development compared to 2004, when 20% of NGOs surveyed reported
having paid staff members (Blue and Ghazaryan 2004). Paid staff signals a higher
level of institutionalization, which hopefully means more professionalism and con-
tinuity in NGO operation. This finding is in line with our overall “ecosystem
recovery” hypothesis: the higher level of NGO institutionalisation is a sign of
recovering robustness of a healthy NGO sector.

In addition to having paid staff, most organisations report working with volun-
teers; 90% have at least one volunteer and 52% have more than ten volunteers. See
the Appendix for details. These percentages are strikingly similar to the 2004 study
results where 93% reported having regular volunteers and 53% reported having more
than ten volunteers (Blue and Ghazaryan 2004). This data adds another piece to the
bigger picture of the Armenian civil society development. As we demonstrated in the
previous chapters, public opinion data and our qualitative data suggest that
volunteering in Armenia is increasing, particularly among the young people. The
organisational survey data suggests stable levels of volunteering, meaning that the
increase in volunteering most likely happens in the informal domain of civil society.
This supports our assumption that Armenians are more likely to engage in informal
civil society activities (see Chap. 5).

7.2.1 Strong Emphasis on Human Rights and Advocacy: A
Donor-Driven Focus?

Sector-wise, the most popular organisations are dedicated to human rights (50%),
education/employment (47%) and community development (43%) (see Table 7.1).
Thus, our survey demonstrates that half of the NGOs surveyed self-identify as
human rights-related NGOs (in addition to other sectors). This finding is confirmed
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by the next survey question in which the organisations that picked several areas were
asked to prioritise the most important sector of their operation. Twenty-one percent
(40 NGOs) of our respondents prioritised human rights. Overall, one-fifth of the
NGOs consider themselves to be human rights organisations first and foremost,
while half of the NGOs consider themselves to be organisations engaged in human
rights issues in addition to other sectors. In a small country such as Armenia,
40 human rights NGOs assisted by another 50+ NGOs who are supposedly engaged
in human rights issues could have a visible impact. The extent of this impact,
however, remains elusive to capture.

When asked about their organisation’s primary activity (multiple answers per-
mitted), most NGOs mention education, training, information dissemination and
awareness raising. However, when asked to choose only one main activity, advocacy
is mentioned most often, as shown in Table 7.2.

Thus, the Armenian NGO sector consists of a large number of human rights-
related NGOs, at least one-fifth of the organisations’ main activity is advocacy, and
nearly half of the organisations engage in advocacy combined with education and
awareness-raising activities. These survey findings were also corroborated by our
qualitative interviews; nearly all NGOs we talked to claimed to be working in the

Table 7.1 Self-reported sectors of activity of NGOs (during the last year; multiple responses)

Sector % of organisations mentioning the sector

Human rights 50

Education/employment 47

Community development 43

Sports/youth issues 30

Environmental issues 28.5

Culture 28

Health issues 23

Charity/welfare 25

Gender issues 24.5

Economic development 19

Poverty 19

Childcare 18

Humanitarian aid 17

Business relations 13

Pensioner/elderly issues 8.5

Consumer interests 8.5

Democracy promotion, peace, international relations 8

Veteran/victim/refugee issues 7

Ethnic issues 5

Religious activities 3

Other 10

N 188

N number of responses
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field of human rights, including the protection of the rights of specific groups
(e.g. children, women, pensioners and people with disabilities).

Two questions arise in this regard. First, is such a high percentage of human rights
and advocacy organisations within civil society normal or is it unusual? Second, why
is this the case in Armenia?

The proportion of human rights and advocacy NGOs to other NGOs in Armenia
seems unusual compared to the world average. For example, Salamon, Sokolowski
and Haddock (2017) estimate that civic and advocacy organisations constitute
approximately 5% of the civil society organisations workforce worldwide. Granted,
Salamon and colleagues categorise organisations based on an existing classification
system, while we asked our respondents to self-identify with a sector of activity.
Perhaps, given a chance, some of those organisations classified by Salamon and
colleagues as “service” or “health” would also call themselves human rights or
advocacy organisations because a human rights and/or advocacy approach could
be part of an organisation’s repertoire of actions in serving their constituencies.
Nonetheless, the difference between 5% worldwide and 20% in Armenia is stark.
However, it is not entirely out of the ordinary. In New Zealand, for example,
advocacy organisations account for 16% of the civil society sector workforce, and
in Russia it is 18% (Salamon et al. 2017). There seems to be no uniform pattern in
terms of geography, economy or democratic development; countries with a large
number of advocacy sectors are uncommon but are found in different parts of the
world, operating under different regimes. Armenia seems to be one of those outliers.

The second question that arises regarding a surprisingly high number of human
rights NGOs in Armenia is—why. While we cannot give a definitive answer, we
have unearthed evidence that might explain the origins of the prevalence of human
rights issues in the Armenian NGO sector. Is seems to be a sudden development that
occurred at a particular point in time. To document this development, we rely on two
reports produced by World Learning Armenia in 2001 and 2004 in the course of
implementing a civil society strengthening project funded by the US Agency for
International Development (USAID).

In 2001, advocacy was a rather unusual activity (and probably a poorly under-
stood term) for Armenian NGOs; 9% of NGOs assessed said they participated in
advocacy. Most NGOs (39%) were operating in the service delivery sector (Blue

Table 7.2 Main activities of
organisations

Activity %

Advocacy 23

Information dissemination/awareness raising 21

Education/training 20

Research 13

Service delivery 11.5

Other activities 11.5

Total 100

N 188

N number of responses
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et al. 2001). Three years later, the repeated assessment showed that 32% of NGOs
included advocacy in their missions, while 49% of NGOs mentioned human rights as
their technical area of expertise (Blue and Ghazaryan 2004). That is quite a remark-
able change over the short span of 3 years! Incidentally, in approximately 2000,
USAID Armenia (a major donor to Armenian NGOs at the time) revised its
democracy strategy, placing a greater emphasis on advocacy. The same World
Learning NGO Support Program that was conducting the assessment dedicated
“. . .nearly one third of its grant funds and substantial technical training to supporting
the development of advocacy skills and practices by Armenian NGOs” (Blue et al.
2001, p. 24). The clear donor priority and the availability of funds most likely
explain when, why and how the Armenian NGO sector developed its strong empha-
sis on advocacy and human rights, or at least the tendency of many NGOs to call
themselves human rights NGOs. This is yet another illustration of the donor-driven
development of the sector. It is remarkable that the impact is lasting. Once advocacy
and human rights have been introduced into the sector, the NGOs remain committed
to that narrative.

7.2.2 Members, Leaders and Leadership Changes

Most of the surveyed NGOs have young people (up to 35 years old) among their
members; 59% of organisations claim to have young members as a majority.
Similarly, 55% of NGOs report having more than 50% female members (either as
paid staff members or volunteers). One-fifth of NGOs have more than 90% female
membership. See the Appendix for details.

Unfortunately, the questions regarding the membership composition of the NGOs
(in terms of age and gender) were not asked in the earlier assessment, so we do not
know if the NGO sector is becoming “younger” or more balanced in terms of gender.
Our qualitative research participants often expressed the opinion that the younger
generation is more active in the civil society sector, and some also suggested that
young women are becoming more engaged.

Changing the focus from members to leaders, we have data both from our
organisational survey and from the older surveys. The data show little change in
terms of age and gender composition of NGO leadership. The Armenian NGO sector
seems to have remained remarkably stable during the past decade. Most NGO
leaders are between 36 and 55 years old, approximately a quarter are younger, and
another quarter are above 55. The age pattern is similar to those found in the earlier
studies in 2001 and 2004 cited above. See the Appendix for the detailed age
breakdown of the positions of the president, executive director, secretary and
accountant of the NGOs.

In the early stage of post-communist civil society development, the NGO sector
attracted many women, who saw it as an opportunity to get engaged. Ishkanian
(2008, p. 59) reports that during the 1990s most NGOs (possibly up to 80%) were
run by women. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, the situation started to

7.2 Basic Facts and Organisational Structure 105



change. Men became more engaged with the NGO sector and took over the
leadership. Blue and Ghazaryan (2004) show that NGOs established before 1990
were often led by women, while NGOs established after the mid-1990s mostly had
men as leaders. Unfortunately, we were not able to corroborate the finding regarding
the change of gender roles in the NGO sector because very few older NGOs
participated in our survey. Our study only shows the current situation and confirms
that nowadays most of the NGOs (58% of those we surveyed) are led by a man. Our
results are strikingly similar to the earlier study by Blue and Ghazaryan (2004) that
found that 58% of NGO leaders in 2001 and 2004 were men. Thus, the Armenian
NGO sector is currently male-dominated, like most other sectors of the Armenian
society.

If an NGO has an executive director, the function is almost equally likely to be
performed by a man or a woman. The secretary and accountant positions are mostly
occupied by women (see Table 7.3). Thus, if women had leading roles in the
Armenian NGO sector during its early stage of development, they have since mostly
moved to secondary and support positions. Blue and Ghazaryan (2004, p. 20) add an
interesting observation by their fieldwork team: “Interviewers reported that many
NGOs are structured as traditional families, with men as figureheads and women
actually engaged in the day-to-day work and decisions”. It seems, a decade after this
assessment, NGOs are still structured as traditional families with men as the leaders
and women performing the supporting functions.

Our qualitative data allows us to explore the personal stories of NGO leaders. The
story of becoming an NGO leader for most of the qualitative study participants began
with their professional fields and their interests before joining the NGO sector.

Table 7.3 Gender roles at NGOs

N %

President Male 109 58

Female 71 38

No president 6 3

Missing gender data 2 1

Executive director Male 35 19

Female 32 17

No executive director 120 64

Missing gender data 1 0.5

Secretary Male 15 8

Female 64 34

No secretary 106 56

Missing gender data 3 2

Accountant/financial manager/cashier Male 35 19

Female 89 47

No such position 59 31

Missing gender data 5 3

N number of responses
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Professional knowledge and the experience of working in the field would often
combine with concerns, dissatisfaction and a desire to change things or to address a
critical issue; this combination of professionalism and concern would inspire a
person to join or establish an NGO. Thus, someone with a PhD in urban planning
establishes an NGO aimed at the preservation of buildings of historical and cultural
value. A person working in a clinic for people infected with the human immunode-
ficiency virus (HIV/AIDS) establishes an NGO to work with people infected with
the virus, convinced that creating a space for these people to come and talk to others
is as important as their treatment in the clinic.

Some respondents became NGO leaders through a different pattern that was less
related to their professional interests and more to their Soviet-type occupations and
the overall historical transformations of Armenian society in the early 1990s. They
witnessed the breakup of the Soviet Union and experienced all the hardship and
confusion of the early years of Armenian independence. The leaders of older NGOs
recalled the difficult social and economic situations of the country, which made them
believe that involvement in civil society was essential at that time. By recognising
the necessity to be active, these people became part of the civil society of the past,
and they have naturally developed into leaders of organisations established both
before and after independence. Their previously held Soviet occupations became the
starting points for involvement in the NGO sector. For example, one of the leaders
was a member of the youth division of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union
(Komsomol); currently, the NGO addresses youth issues. Another leader of an NGO
working on youth affairs has work experience in the public sector, previously
serving as the deputy minister of youth affairs.

The third type of story of becoming an NGO leader includes interviewees who
sought opportunities to receive financial contributions and grants that would help
them implement projects in areas of personal concern. The implementation of pro-
jects through foreign grants is identified as a motive for establishing an organisation.
NGOs are seen by participants as a necessary legal entity to implement projects as
the means to reach their goals.

In summary, the main factors that have led people to establish NGOs are personal
interests, professions, unique historical experiences of living at a time of rapid
change, witnessing a painful transformation of the social fabric and seeking an
opportunity to receive grants to implement projects in fields of personal concern. It
is also important to mention the existence of dispositional factors, such as ambition
and the desire to be active and involved in social life.

Our quantitative survey shows that most organisations experienced leadership
changes, with 25.5% of organisations reporting their current president being the only
president the organisation has ever had. This finding shows that the NGO sector has,
by and large, overcome the “one-person show” problem, previously mentioned as
one of the main obstacles to the development of a sustainable civil society sector.

However, our qualitative interviews suggest that the tendency to personify
organisations still exists, i.e. an organisation is popular and recognised because of
its leader. This was considered as both a positive and a negative factor for the overall
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functioning and the future prospects of specific NGOs. Here we shortly summarise
how some of our interviewees pondered the dilemma of personified NGOs.

On the one hand, it is good that a well-known charismatic leader adds to the
reservoir of trust towards the organisation and boosts its reputation. The long-term
leaders of top NGOs also know each other well, strengthening the cooperation
capacities of their respective NGOs. However, what happens if/when the leaders
leave? Will the social capital, acquired by the previous leader, be transferred to the
organisation? Although admitting that people’s knowledge about organisations is
often conditioned by their knowledge of its leader, some of the NGO leaders we
interviewed were sceptical about such conditions. Several participants thought it
would be better to see this tendency of “judging [the organisation] by the leader”
lessen. Says one 47-year-old male NGO leader, “There has to be no personification. I
could pass away or have a heart attack, become disabled, etc. I would be ashamed if
my organisation ‘died’ with. . .its leader”.

In contrast to the trepidations described above, many NGO leaders we
interviewed considered leadership change unnecessary and of no value. Most
NGO leaders we interviewed are basically being repeatedly re-elected. These inter-
view participants see no necessity for leadership changes solely for the sake of the
change or compliance with the organisational statute. The primary justification is
that an organisation operates best with its current leader, who is often one of the
founders. As one 41-year-old male founder and head of an NGO indicated,
“According to our statute, the head should change every three years, but why do it
if everything works fine?”

Thus, while our organisational survey shows leadership change in the NGO
sector overall, our qualitative interviews reveal that the founder-leader figure is
still prominent and acceptable to many, working in the NGO sector. The reason
behind this discrepancy may lie in the fact that purposive and snowball sampling of
NGOs for the qualitative component of the study generated a sample of mostly well-
established, active NGOs. Unlike the overall NGO sector, the core active group of
NGOs seems to continue being heavily influenced by their respective founding
leaders.

Within the topic of leadership, we asked our qualitative interview participants to
reflect on decision-making processes within their NGOs. Nearly all of our respon-
dents recognise the importance of involving a larger number of people in decision-
making, such as board and organisational members. Our interlocutors told us that
they think more people should participate in decision-making processes to guarantee
quality. Decision-making is considered a collective undertaking. Thus, an inconsis-
tency is observed with the majority of NGO leaders being against leadership changes
(they are simply re-elected every time); however, they advocate the importance of
collective decisions as a democratic practice for healthy NGO operations. Thus,
established NGO leaders are either accomplished consensus-builders who continue
to lead the organisation because they take others’ opinions into consideration, or
they are semi-dictators who listen to other members’ opinions as long as those do not
contradict their vision of how the organisation should be run.
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Returning to our organisational survey results, more than two-thirds of NGOs
report boards and general assemblies. Note that according to the Armenian legisla-
tion, all organisations should have general assemblies. Thus, about one-third of
active NGOs in Armenia are not in strict compliance with the letter of the law. A
members’ general assembly is one of the quintessential elements of internal democ-
racy and membership empowerment within an organisation. Not having membership
assemblies restricts NGOs’ potential to function as “internal schools of democracy”:
a much-celebrated function, ascribed to civil society by the neo-Tocquevillian
tradition of interpreting civil society as a democratising force (Barber 1998; Cohen
and Arato 1994; Diamond 1999; Fung 2003; Keane 1988; Putnam 2000; Putnam
et al. 1994).

7.2.3 Financial Sustainability of NGOs

Approximately 55% of the organisations report receiving a financial grant during the
past year. This is similar to 2004, during which 54% of the organisations reported
receiving a grant (Blue and Ghazaryan 2004). In our study, most organisations report
receiving one (15%) or two (17%) grants (the mean is 1.6). Three organisations
report receiving 10, 11 and 12 grants during the past year. International and foreign
organisations constitute the primary sources of grants for Armenian NGOs. About
10% of organisations that filled our survey report receiving grants from the Arme-
nian government (see Table 7.4). Regarding the question related to the total amount
of grant funding received during the past year, the majority of NGOs either refused
to answer the question (21%) or claimed to have received more than $50,000 (see
Table 7.5).

The remaining 45% of the NGOs report receiving no grants during the past year;
nevertheless, they do maintain a certain level of activity and our research team was
able to contact them. This, in addition to leadership change, is another sign of higher
institutionalisation compared with previous studies of the Armenian NGO sector.

In addition to grants, the main sources of funding for Armenian NGOs are social
enterprises (30%) and financial donations (29%), while another 29% does not have
any other sources of funding. The percentage of NGOs collecting membership fees
has decreased from 45% in 2004 (Blue and Ghazaryan 2004) to 32%. See the
Appendix for details.

Table 7.4 Sources of grants
(multiple choice)

N %

International and foreign organisations 82 44

Armenian government 18 9.6

Personal donations 16 8.5

Armenian non-profit organisations 11 5.9

Armenian business organisations 4 2.1

N number of responses
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7.3 Comparison of Older and Younger NGOs

In this chapter, we address the generational change question not only in terms of
younger people being more active in civil society organisations (which seems to be
the case, as discussed in Chap. 6). We also explore the issue of generational change
from a different angle, looking at it from the organisational, rather than individual,
perspective, exploring how older civil society organisations are different from
younger organisations in their structures, activities and strategies.

Older NGOs have had more time to accumulate experience and institutionalise
themselves. Younger NGOs, in contrast, might have advantages of greater flexibility
and the ability to utilise new developments (such as the rise of social media). We
expected to see differences between newer and older NGOs in terms of
organisational structures, fundraising activities, areas of involvement and use of
communication tools. It is plausible to assume that younger organisations have lower
organisational capacity (in terms of paid staff and volunteers) and are less successful
in attracting funding. On the other hand, younger organisations are more likely to use
social media to promote their activities. Thus, we formulated the following
sub-hypotheses that are related to the “generational change” hypothesis but compare
“generations” of NGOs rather than people.

H2.1: Younger organisations have lower organisational capacity.
H2.2: Younger organisations are less successful in attracting funding.
H2.3: Younger organisations use the Internet and social media more to promote their

activities.

If the year of establishment of the organisation can be considered a measurement
of the organisation’s “age”, the leadership change can be considered as a measure-
ment of organisation’s maturity and development, particularly in the Armenian
context where, as we discussed above, the impact of the founding leader and the
risks associated with leadership change are significant. Therefore, we explore the

Table 7.5 Amounts of grant funding received by NGOs

N % Valid % Cumulative %

Less than $1000 6 3.2 5.8 5.8

$1001–3000 10 5.3 9.7 16

$3001–10,000 17 9 17 32

$10,001–30,000 15 8 15 47

$30,001–50,000 11 5.9 11 57

More than $50,000 22 12 21 79

Don’t know/refuse to answer 22 12 21 100

Total valid 103 55 100

Missing 85 45

Total 188 100

N number of responses
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aspect of NGO leadership change within the broader framework of our “ecosystem
development” hypothesis.

We expected to see differences between those organisations that underwent
leadership changes and those organisations that were still run by the founding
leaders, expecting the latter to be less flexible and adaptable to new developments
but to have stronger organisational capacity due to the experience of the founder.
Thus, we hypothesised that organisations led by their founding leaders have higher
organisational capacity (measured as numbers of paid staff and volunteers) and are
more successful in attracting funding. In terms of use of social media, we assumed
that organisations led by their founding leaders use social media less to promote their
activities. Therefore, the following sub-hypotheses were formulated.

H3.1: Organisations still led by their founding leaders have higher organisational
capacity.

H3.2: Organisations still led by their founding leaders are more successful in
attracting funding.

H3.3: Organisations still led by their founding leaders use the Internet and social
media less to promote their activities.

To test our hypothesis that relatively recently established organisations are likely
to be different from older organisations, we performed a number of statistical tests
with the year of establishment of the organisation as one of the test variables. We
indeed find some organisational age-related patterns and differences.

The correlation test found a statistically significant negative relationship between
the year of establishment and the number of presidents an organisation has had.2 The
older the organisation, the more leadership change it has experienced, which is
intuitively logical but important to confirm in light of the already mentioned concern
of the previous “one-man show” problem of the Armenian NGO sector and the
discrepancy between our quantitative and qualitative data. The older organisations
are also likely to have more paid staff members.3 There is no statistically significant
correlation between organisational age and number of volunteers. Older organisa-
tions are also more successful in attracting grant funding; they report more grants
received during the past year than the younger organisations.4 More paid staff
members and more grants per year received by older organisations suggest that the
older surveyed organisations are relatively more institutionalised than the younger
organisations, supporting our H2.1 and H2.2 hypotheses. Older organisations have
higher organisational capacity (in terms of more paid staff if not in terms of engaging
more volunteers) and are more successful in attracting funding for their activities.
See the Appendix for the details of the correlation analysis.

In line with our prediction, younger organisations differ from older organisations
in their use of the Internet and social media. The t-test shows a statistically significant

2r ¼ �0.306, N ¼ 188, p < 0.01 (2-tailed)
3r ¼ �0.344, N ¼ 188, p < 0.01 (2-tailed)
4r ¼ �0.157, N ¼ 188, p < 0.01 (2-tailed)
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difference between NGOs that report having a website and those having no website;
newer NGOs are more likely to have one.5 The same pattern is true for the use of
Facebook.6 Thus, our H2.3 hypothesis is supported as well.

There is no difference between older and younger NGOs in terms of their
involvement in advocacy activity. Although advocacy seems to be a relatively new
type of activity for Armenian NGOs, the older NGOs (which were originally more
focused on service provision) have, by now, included advocacy in their repertoire of
activities. The similarity between old and new organisations also holds true for all
other types of activities measured by the survey (information dissemination, aware-
ness raising, etc.).

In our study, we also hypothesise that those organisations that are relatively older
but have experienced a leadership change are different from the organisations that
are older and remain led by their founding presidents. In our database, there are
30 organisations established before 2005 and led by their first presidents and
88 organisations established before 2005 that have experienced a change in presi-
dent. We compared these two sets of organisations. The two groups do not differ in
terms of numbers of paid staff members or volunteers (organisational capacity).
They also do not differ regarding whether they have received a grant during the past
year. They do, however, differ in the numbers of grants received during the past year.
The organisations that have experienced a leadership change receive, on average,
two grants, while those who remain led by their original presidents receive, on
average, one grant. The t-test shows this difference to be significant.7 The chi-square
test shows no statistically significant differences between these two groups of NGOs
in terms of their use of modern communication tools (e.g. websites, Facebook and
e-mail lists). There is also no difference in terms of involvement in advocacy or other
types of activities that the organisations report. Thus, all three sub-hypotheses
regarding the differences between organisations, led by their founding leaders, and
those that experienced leadership change are rejected. Leadership change is not
connected to organisational capacity neither to the likelihood of using social
media. Moreover, the slight difference in the fundraising capacity of founder-led
versus new-leadership organisations is in the direction, opposite to the one
hypothesised. Organisations that experience leadership change attract more grants
per years, compared to founder-led organisations.8

Overall, we find some support for our sub-hypotheses in terms of differences
between old and new NGOs. Old NGOs seem to have more organisational resources,
while younger organisations are more prone to utilising websites and social media

5t(186) ¼ �2.047, p < 0.05
6t(186) ¼ 2.394, p < 0.05
7t(114) ¼ 2.076, p < 0.05
8This finding is inconclusive and needs to be treated with great caution. On the one hand, we could
argue that more grants are better than fewer grants because they signal greater diversification of
funding sources and potentially greater level of independence and financial security. On the other
hand, few large grants might be better than many small grants in terms of management costs,
specialisation in a narrow field, ability to deliver impact and so on.
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for their outreach purposes. We find almost no support for our assumption that old
NGOs run by their establishing presidents are different from old NGOs that have
undergone leadership changes. From the variables tested, the only difference was
that NGOs that had experienced leadership changes were able to attract more grants
per year.

Based on the survey data from 188 NGOs, we can conclude that the Armenian
NGO sector has overcome some of its initial problems and achieved a higher level of
institutionalisation compared with 2004, when the last comprehensive study of
active NGOs was conducted in Armenia. In particular, most organisations have
undergone leadership changes, which is a new development compared with previous
studies in which “one-person show” was listed among the top problems of the NGO
sector. Although our qualitative study shows that dominance of the founding leaders
remains an issue for some organisations, two-thirds of the organisations that partic-
ipated in our study have experienced leadership changes and have obviously sur-
vived. Moreover, they seem to be doing slightly better than those run by their older
founding presidents because they tend to attract more grants per year. This supports
our “ecosystem recovery” hypothesis. The Armenian NGO sector is developing and
becoming more robust, adapting to powerful “external” influences, such as donors’
emphasis on advocacy or availability of new information technologies.

The majority of surveyed NGOs exhibit relatively well-developed organisational
structures, i.e. they have staff, volunteers and basic decision-making bodies in place.
The NGOs are mostly led by male presidents in their 50s; many women are involved
as rank and file and support staff (e.g. secretaries and accountants). Older NGOs
seem to have more organisational resources, while younger NGOs are more Internet
savvy.

This chapter discussed the formal NGO sector of the Armenian civil society
ecosystem, noting some of the main developments that occurred during the past
decade. The next chapter continues to explore the “ecosystem recovery” hypothesis,
shifting the focus to the informal domain of civic activism. The chapter discusses the
developing diversity and complexity of the Armenian civil society through the prism
of five activism campaigns.
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Chapter 8
The Informal Domain of the Civil Society
Ecosystem: Civic Initiatives

A significant new development in the realm of Armenian civil society is the
relatively recent emergence of a new type of activities and organisational structures
called “civic initiatives”. The term is a self-description used by a variety of issue-
oriented, loosely structured groups of individual activists that unite around a com-
mon, often very specific cause (such as preventing construction in a public park, the
preservation of an architecturally valuable building or protests against a new mine).
These new forms of civic participation have registered a number of victories since
their emergence in 2008 (Ishkanian et al. 2013) and are now an important and highly
visible element of Armenian civil society.1 Most civic initiatives are small in
numbers and are often confined to or spearheaded from Yerevan. The core activists
are young people; they use social media to organise and to spread information
(Bagiyan 2015; Kankanyan 2015).

This chapter focuses on the five case studies of activism campaigns, providing a
short description of each case, intending to highlight patterns, similarities or con-
trasts. The cases we chose for our study are very different in nearly every respect.
The scope ranges from tiny to huge; there are failures, triumphs and partial suc-
cesses, stories of persistence and cases of losing momentum, altruism and money-
driven concerns.

The original focus of our project was the strategies and interaction patterns of
formal and informal elements of civil society. The description of the cases allows
seeing these strategies and interactions in action. Since the “Velvet Revolution”, an
additional focus of interest is to see how earlier developments might have created
favourable preconditions for later mobilisation. This is again a question of strategies
as well as a question of networks. We assume that activists created mobilisation
networks and tested, improved or discarded various repertoires of action that later

1We follow Ishkanian et al. in considering 2008 to be the start of the development of civic initiatives
in Armenia, although mini-movements resembling spontaneous self-organisation were periodically
evident even prior to 2008.
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helped strengthen the spring 2018 movement. The five cases of civic activism are
important mini-laboratories to observe the processes of civil society mobilisation.
We present each case as succinctly as possible. For a more detailed description of
each case, see Paturyan and Gevorgyan (2016).

8.1 Presenting the Five Cases

8.1.1 Save Teghut Civic Initiative

In 2001, the Armenian government granted an exploitation license for what was to
become Armenia’s second-largest copper-molybdenum mine near the village of
Teghut in northern Armenia. Most of the territory allocated to mining was covered
with pristine forest that would be cut down. The forest is rich in flora and fauna,
including endangered species.

Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and independent activists (including
some in the diaspora) sounded the alarm at the end of 2005 and started collecting
information about the company’s mine exploitation plans. These activities paved the
way for the emergence of the Save Teghut Civic Initiative in 2007, spearheaded from
Yerevan (Ishkanian 2016). The activists engaged in a range of activities, such as
various awareness-raising campaigns, petitions, appeals to international organisa-
tions and pickets in front of government buildings and banks funding the mine.

As a result of the activist campaign, Teghut became a recognisable name; many in
Armenia would be able to describe it as a “mine versus forest” dilemma. However,
the public did not rally around the environmentalists. The activists had little to no
local support; their rallies and other events rarely gathered more than 200 partici-
pants. A petition was signed by 5000 citizens2; the Facebook group has 8000
members. The initiative can be characterised as moderate in scope.

Initially, the relationship between the activists and the local Teghut community
was tense. In 2012, 200–300 people marched to Teghut and were confronted by a
large group of local residents working for the company who claimed they needed the
jobs (Kankanyan 2015). During our interviews, the activists confirmed that Yerevan
was the hub of decision-making, while the issue the activists were seeking to address
was located in a relatively remote area. The activists recognised this as a disadvan-
tage that diminished their efficiency. As the campaign unfolded, the activists
searched for solutions. Recognising the importance of the economic factor, the
activists re-visited their overall strategy. The primary argument for the opening of
the mine was the economic benefit it would bring to the local communities and the
country in general. The activists proposed an alternative, sustainable, eco-friendly
development strategy focused on eco-tourism, honey and natural cosmetics. They

2Interestingly, the signatories were joined by the two first ladies (the wives of Armenia’s second and
third presidents).
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organised several fairs in nearby villages featuring local honey, fruits, vegetables,
nuts and homemade sweets. Some village residents hosted guests who had travelled
from other cities, as an additional source of income.

While the activists spread information and picketed the ministries and the banks,
the NGOs attempted litigation. In 2009, several NGOs appealed to the Administra-
tive Court, challenging the legality of the exploitation license. The Court rejected the
appeal claiming that an NGO is not eligible to defend the rights of other citizens or
communities in court. Thus, the Teghut case exposed serious limitations on NGOs’
litigation abilities. The NGOs were not willing to accept this limitation. A prominent
human rights NGO appealed to the Constitutional Court, demanding the review of
the case. The Constitutional Court recognised the NGOs’ rights to appeal cases in the
Administrative Court. However, the Law on NGOs as of 2016 restricted this right to
environmental issues. Thus, the Teghut case contributed to improved, albeit limited,
NGO ability to defend public interests in court.

Mining operations started in Teghut in 2014 with no change in the initial
exploitation plans. Despite assurances by various experts and monitoring groups
including the World Bank (2016) assessment that the mine is environmentally safe
and economically viable, the mine was recently closed, supposedly temporarily.
Scant information provided to the public seems to suggest environmental issues; the
tailing dump threatens the river.

The activists have not given up; among other activities, they continue contacting
the relevant government bodies and providing them with evidence of the damage
currently done to the environment and people living nearby. The activism campaign
reached a new institutional level; it rents and maintains a small office space in the
centre of Yerevan. Its website is well developed, saturated with information and
regularly updated. The continuation of activities makes Teghut the longest civic
initiative in Armenia to date (Ishkanian 2016).

8.1.2 Stop Changes in the Maternity Leave Law

This initiative is an interesting case of restarting activism after a period of inaction.
The initiative first began in 2011 as a response to a change in the legislation on
temporary unemployment benefits. The change affected pregnant working women,
who would see their benefits reduced. The initiative organised a number of activities,
including protests, press conferences and sending letters to legislative representa-
tives and executive officials. In February 2011, under pressure from activists, the
media and the broader public, the government reversed its decision and restored the
original provision of 100% paid maternity leave.

The initiative achieved its objectives and went dormant for a few years. It
returned to action in October 2014 after the government again proposed changes
to the maternity leave law. Women who did not work would receive more money,
while women who work would no longer receive compensation equal to their
salaries while on maternity leave; instead, the sum would depend on the number
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of years they had worked. The Stop Changes in Maternity Leave Law initiative was
re-launched as a reaction. On 23 October 2014, working mothers and their children
protested in front of the government building. Approximately 150 people partici-
pated in the demonstration (Paturyan and Bagiyan 2017). On 29 October 2014,
during a press conference organised by an NGO, the activists said that if compen-
sation during maternity leave were to depend on the number of years worked,
women would postpone pregnancy until their work histories were long enough for
proper compensation. Two weeks later the National Assembly stated that it would do
everything possible to both increase the compensation of non-working mothers and
give 100% salary compensation to high-income working women.

Thus, the initiative can be characterised as a success; the government decision
was reversed. The initiative is not active currently, but it cannot be considered fully
dissolved. There seems to be some organisational inertia present, and people
involved remain active to some extent, particularly on social media. As one of the
leaders mentioned in an interview, it is like a “spontaneous volcano” that, based on
circumstances, erupted unexpectedly and has the potential to erupt again.

The initiative can be characterised as relatively small-scale, in spite of raising
issues relevant for all working women planning to have children. It did not spread
beyond the capital and did not attract even moderate numbers of participants in the
streets. More than 5000 people signed a petition on www.change.org, but the
number of participants “on the ground” never exceeded 200 people.

8.1.3 Dem Em (I Am Against)

At the end of 2013, a new pension reform with a mandatory contribution component
was announced, to be implemented starting January 2014. According to the new law,
any citizen born after 1 January 1974 would have to pay 5% of his/her income to a
personal savings fund. The money would be kept and invested on their behalf and
made available to them upon retirement.

The Dem Em initiative formed in opposition to the mandatory component of the
reform. Information technology (IT) sector specialists were particularly influential in
the core group and in the initiative in general. They are well-paid; the 5% loss was
perceived as non-trivial.

The initiative began as a social media discussion platform. The discussions were
initiated to inform the public and determine the general mood. The initiators also
used this time to research the experience of other countries that had implemented
pension reforms. Journalists became involved in the group and covered the social
media discussions.

In December 2013, the Dem Em initiative published its main demands: to remove
the mandatory element from the pension reform, to consult with society before
making such decisions and to hold a referendum before enforcing a new pension
system. Mass demonstrations started at the beginning of 2014 and lasted for approx-
imately 4 months. Many supporters placed Dem Em stickers on their cars,
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encouraging greater visibility and participation. Another strategy announced by the
initiative was mass cash withdrawals from banks and late payments of utility bills.
The initiative also received celebrity support from some famous singers, actors and
TV reporters who publicly endorsed the activist campaign.

The scope of the initiative is difficult to estimate. The number of social media
followers (see below) provides a rough idea of the online aspect of activism and at
least the minimum level of awareness and involvement. According to participants’
estimates, sometimes the number of demonstrators reached into the tens of thou-
sands (Paturyan and Bagiyan 2017). The initiative was mostly confined to Yerevan,
but some activities were held in other regions, including Gyumri (the second largest
city in Armenia).

The pension reform also faced a serious court challenge. Parliament members
from four oppositional political parties applied to the Constitutional Court. In an
unprecedented move, the Constitutional Court agreed with the opposition instead of
supporting the government as it usually did. In its decision announced on 2 April
2014, it declared the articles of the law mentioning a mandatory component as
unconstitutional because they contradicted the right to property.

On 3 April 2014, the prime minister resigned. On 18 April 2014, the newly
appointed prime minister met with the activists of Dem Em protesting in front of the
Presidential Palace and offered to cooperate.

On 1 July, the pension reform came into force without the mandatory component.
The introduction of the mandatory component was postponed for several years while
the government refined the reform package and some of the relevant legislation. The
mandatory component entered into force in July 2018, with some modifications. The
delay of the implementation of the mandatory component would unlikely have
happened were it not for Dem Em and the highly visible public demonstration of
discontent it mobilised.

The Dem Em initiative remains active, as its representatives believe that the new
pension system needs numerous reviews and corrections. Dem Em has participated
in other civic initiatives, including Electric Yerevan. This civic initiative is consid-
ered a partial success.

8.1.4 Let’s Preserve the Afrikyan Club Building

The 11 Teryan Street building in Yerevan was built at the end of the nineteenth
century by a wealthy Afrikyan family. It has since become known as the “Afrikyan
Club”, a gathering place of the town’s intellectuals and the elite. In 1926, the
building was taken over by the Soviet security apparatus. One of the most renowned
twentieth-century Armenian poets, Yeghishe Charents, was imprisoned there in
1937 during the Stalinist purges. Later, the house was turned into an apartment
building for 30 families.

In 2014, the lot was sold to a construction firm, although the building had been
previously recognised by the government as a place of eminent public interest. It was
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decided to transfer the stones of the building to a space in the centre of Yerevan,
where the “Old Yerevan” project was to be implemented at some unspecified future
point in time.

Let’s Preserve the Afrikyan Club Building campaign started in June 2014, issuing
a call to the citizens concerned with the future of the old building. Activists’
statement indicated that the building was more than 130 years old. The stones of
the building were enumerated for the purpose of transporting and restoring it in
another location. However, according to the activists’ statement, such promises
regarding other monuments had not been realised. The activists were also concerned
with the fate of the residents of the building. The statement ended with a call to the
people to join the initiative, mentioning this as an opportunity to prevent further
destruction of Yerevan’s historic landmarks.

After issuing the public call, the activists gathered at the construction site; they
started to erase the numbers from the stones of the building and destroy the wall
erected by the developer. The police arrived and detained one of the activists.
Thereafter, the protesters exhibited considerable opposition to the police by not
allowing them to detain anyone else.

In the following months, the activists continued the awareness campaign at the
construction site and elsewhere. They were disseminating flowers and flyers to
passers-by, explaining why the building was important, and calling on people to
join the initiative. They addressed a letter to several European diplomatic missions
accredited in Armenia and to the EU Delegation and the Council of Europe, stating
that the government had violated the European Convention for the Protection of
Architectural Heritage. The activists also organised peaceful rallies in the centre of
Yerevan, which were very poorly attended: approximately 30–40 people were
present (Paturyan and Bagiyan 2017). Cultural events and musical performances,
on the other hand, were more successful in attracting crowds. On 24 June, a well-
known piano player Tigran Hamasyan performed in the yard of the building. The
day is considered to be the most well-attended. While they could, the activists used
the yard of the building for musical performances and other cultural events, such as
movie screenings. Although the activists did not occupy the site continuously, they
tried to maintain a visible presence, often climbing onto the roof of the building,
expressing their opposition to the ongoing construction work. In later conversations
with us, the activists regretted their inability to occupy the site continuously.

The initiative was the smallest in scope of the five cases being studied. Judging by
social media and the accounts of rally participants, it largely failed to attract public
attention, except the concert mentioned above. It was also very limited in scope,
which is partially explained by the fact that it was targeted at a particular site in
Yerevan, although the activists did make an effort to frame it as a broader issue of
preserving Yerevan’s “historical face”.

Similarly to the Teghut case, the NGOs attempted to support the campaign
through court litigation. Two NGOs filed a lawsuit in the Administrative Court to
declare void the City Hall’s and government’s decisions regarding the dismantling of
the building. A lengthy process, including several appeals, yielded no results.
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By the beginning of September 2014, the building had been removed. On
23 September 2014, an open letter was addressed by Armenian celebrities (including
actors, singers and artists) to the Armenian President, asking him to pay attention to
activities endangering the identity of Yerevan and asking for his assistance in
restoring the Afrikyan building as soon as possible. Since then, the initiative has
ceased.

8.1.5 Electric Yerevan

The electricity supply in Armenia is exclusively provided by the Electric Networks
of Armenia (ENA), owned by a Russian company since 2006. It had thrice increased
electricity prices, in 2009, 2013 and 2014. As a result, in 2015, people were paying
nearly twice as much for electricity as they had been paying in 2008; approximately
eight US cents per kWh. According to data released by an Armenian NGO, this was
the highest price among all post-Soviet republics, except Lithuania and Latvia
(Epress News 2015).

In May 2015, ENA applied to Armenia’s Public Services Regulatory Commis-
sion to request a further increase in electricity prices, citing low profits and accu-
mulated debts. The Commission approved a price increase of 17%. This increase
sparked the protests, now commonly referred to as Electric Yerevan, although the
protests quickly spread beyond the capital.

According to some news sources (Baitarian 2015), the first protest was staged by
a group of youth activists affiliated with the Armenian Revolutionary Federation
(ARF) political party. On the day of the decision to raise prices (17 June), activists
gathered in front of the Public Services Regulatory Commission’s office. As a result
of clashes with the police, several activists were detained and released hours later.

On 19 June, a larger crowd, describing themselves as “concerned citizens” not
affiliated with any political party, gathered at Opera Square in the centre of the city.
Three days later, protesters marched to Baghramyan Avenue, one of the central
streets housing the Presidential Palace, the National Assembly, the Constitutional
Court and several embassies. News reports and other accounts (Avedissian 2015)
reported the number of participants in the thousands and mention the activist group
“No to Plunder”. The demonstrators proceeded towards the Presidential Palace,
where they were met with riot police blocking the street. News reports describe
the security presence as “out in full force”, including water cannons and other
machinery. At this point, the activists made a decision, which the participants later
described as spontaneous: to “sit on the street” and stay the night. In the early hours
of the morning, the riot police began dispersing the crowd (which now consisted of
only a few hundred people) using water cannons and batons. There were scores of
plainclothes officers participating in the dispersal. The police mistreated journalists;
some recording equipment was damaged. A total of 237 people were detained in
different police stations throughout the city (Movsisian et al. 2015). According to the
Armenian police, 29 people suffered injuries, including 11 police officers.
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Police violence employed during the protest dispersal clearly backfired. Protests
resumed and grew in numbers. Some estimate the size of the crowd gathered at
Baghramyan Avenue the evening after the water cannon dispersal at 15,000
(Baitarian 2015). The protesters erected a makeshift barrier (a single line of empty
plastic garbage bins) to separate them from the police lines. Interestingly, that barrier
is almost always referred to as a “barricade” in the media, although it barely reached
a metre high and could have been easily moved aside or vaulted.

Two weeks of standoff followed. The hashtag #ElectricYerevan went viral on
Twitter. Hundreds would be present on Baghramyan Avenue during the days, and
thousands participated in the evenings, with some of the most dedicated activists
camping on the street overnight. News outlets reported 10,000–20,000 in the
evenings, with approximately 800 staying overnight. After the Karabakh Movement
of 1988, this was the largest activism campaign in Armenia.3

A high level of self-organisation was evident. People were bringing and distrib-
uting food and water and cleaning up after themselves. In a matter of days, several
“working groups” (such as legal, logistics and public relations) appeared; posters
were attached to trees and lampposts signalling the locations where the groups were
to meet. The atmosphere was peaceful during the day and rather festive in the
evenings; singing, drumming and dancing to Armenian folk music were a constant
feature of evening gatherings. A couple of weddings occurred on Baghramyan,
adding to the festive mood. The protesters made extensive use of humour, on posters
and by dressing in swimming suits (a joke regarding the use of water cannons).

There was a strong national element in all of the events. Armenian flags were
abundant, but no other flags were permitted. This became particularly important
because the Russian media was drawing parallels with the Ukrainian Maidan4 and
alleging external interference and a “Western” hand behind the protests. To counter
those allegations, English language placards such as “This is not Maidan, this is
Marshal Baghramyan” and “Baghramyan will never become Maidan” appeared.

The activists repeatedly sought to emphasise a peaceful attitude towards the
police; those on the other side of the “barricade” were regularly offered food, sweets
and fruits. There were also cases of cooperation such as alerting the police to the fact
that some drunk and aggressive people were among the protesters and asking for
police assistance in removing them.

On 28 June, the President made some concessions, calling for an audit and
announcing state subsidies to cover the increased prices for individuals (but not
for businesses). People would not have to pay until the completion of the audit.
Some interpreted this as a partial success and suggested re-locating to Opera Square,
while others insisted on staying. What followed was a split, which the leaders later

3Three years later, it was overshadowed by the Velvet Revolution, which was much larger in scope
but still not as populous as the Karabakh Movement.
4A wave of protests, also known as Euromaidan, took place in Ukraine in 2013–2014. The protests
were sparked by the Ukrainian government’s decision not to ratify an association agreement with
the European Union and to seek closer ties with Russia and the Eurasian Economic Union instead.
The protests led to a revolution: the president and other high government officials fled the country.
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attempted to mend and even deny. Nevertheless, there were eyewitnesses and a
media report on the split. The “No to Plunder” activist group, which had been in the
lead until then, led a small group of followers towards Opera Square amid cries of
“shame” and accusations of betrayal. Radio Liberty reported “. . .some visibly
shocked activists of the group said that their movement has been hijacked by more
radical elements”. Those who remained were threatened by another violent breakup.
At one point, the fully geared riot police and water cannons started moving towards
the demonstration. A number of Armenian opposition politicians and prominent
figures lined up in front of the barricade. The police moved back (Danielyan et al.
2015).

On 30 June 2015, the groups re-united. The crowds and the festive mood returned
to the evenings, but the numbers declined gradually over the subsequent days. The
“No to Plunder” group renounced whatever coordinating responsibilities they had
previously held; a new leadership seemed to be emerging. The mood was becoming
more political; anti-government posters started to appear, and some of the speakers
on an improvised podium made statements such as “we will have a liberated
Armenia at the end of this struggle”.

On 4 July, the new leaders of the protest issued an ultimatum about advancing to
the Presidential Palace if their demand of annulling the electricity price hike was not
met. This was likely more than the authorities were willing to tolerate. Moreover, the
numbers had dwindled; at some hours, there were barely 50–60 people present on
the street. On 6 July, Baghramyan Avenue was cleared. No use of water cannons or
batons was reported. Approximately 100–200 protesters sat down to make it more
difficult to disperse them but did not resist in any other way.

The clearing of the street marked the end of the major visible activities. Ten days
later, approximately 100 activists briefly blocked a major traffic intersection in the
centre of the city and then marched towards the office of the Prosecutor General,
demanding stricter punishments for police officers involved in the earlier violent
crackdowns. This action had almost no resonance among the public. Three more
attempts (in July and September) at rallying people attracted approximately 100 par-
ticipants and failed to create a lasting impact. The protests subsided.

8.2 Civic Activism Compared and Contrasted

The five presented cases are very different in terms of issues they addressed, their
scope, duration and impact. They are similar in that they all used the classic social
movement repertoire of protest demonstrations. All of them also utilized social
media at least to some extent. Taken together, the five cases provide insights into
growing diversity and complexity of the informal domain of the Armenian civil
society. They highlight issues activists grapple with, strategies they chose and
impact their activities have. Comparing and contrasting the five cases, we can
discern some patterns in how civic activism in Armenia evolves. We start with an
overarching discussion of the gender dimension of civic activism in Armenia,
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followed by a discussion of the varying scope and the duration of the civic initiative
campaigns, as well as their leadership and decision-making styles. We then discuss
the role of the Internet and social media in the five cases. The section concludes with
a summary of discernible patterns and a reflection on the applicability of some
aspects of the social movements theory.

8.2.1 The Gender Dimension of Activism in Armenia

Armenia has a traditional culture based on a patriarchal family model, but its
exposure to Western feminism and gender equality narratives is striking a chord
with both the NGO community and some young activists who strive to reshape the
traditional gender roles in Armenian society. Some of the prominent Armenian
activists are young women. They advocate feminist causes (such as awareness of
social and cultural inequalities, domestic violence and sex-selective abortion) and
join, or lead, civic activism campaigns.

Maternity Leave is the only case we studied that had an explicit gender dimen-
sion. Women composed the core leadership and the majority of the initiative.
Moreover, gender was a boon to this case. Maternity (past, present or future) is
perceived as a vital element of feminine identity in Armenia and commands deep
respect. This element of the Armenian culture was successfully employed by
organisers and participants, who framed the problem around motherhood and child-
birth. An example of a poster stating, “I want to be born in Armenia, while my
government doesn’t”, illustrates the power of such framing. One of the leading
activists was pregnant at the time; she gave a few spirited public speeches. The
government was essentially forced into an unwinnable situation by arguments based
on motherhood, one of the most cherished and respected values held by Armenian
society.

The four other cases had no explicit gender dimension but provide insights into
gender roles of activists (leadership vs. support, risk-taking, perceptions of “proper”
activities), gender-related symbols used during the protests and the broader gender
discourse the activists contributed to.

Men and women were equally involved as rank-and-file members of Teghut,
Afrikyan and Electric Yerevan campaigns. Afrikyan initiative activists recall that
several women were involved, perhaps even slightly outnumbering the men. Our site
observations of the Electric Yerevan protests confirmed that women were present in
the demonstrations in equal proportion to men.5 Women were somewhat less
involved in the Dem Em initiative because, as mentioned above, IT (male-
dominated) sector specialists and other upper-middle class employees composed
the core of the Dem Em initiative.

5The research team members were explicitly instructed to pay attention to the gender distribution of
the people present on site and to report approximate estimations.
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In terms of core leadership, women were as active as men in the Teghut and
Afrikyan initiatives; there was a prominent and visible female leader in Dem Em
initiative, but not in the Electric Yerevan, which was probably the most “masculine”
of the five cases. All visible leaders were young men. Some of the rhetoric and
symbols used on posters were considered distinctly masculine and inappropriate for
public display, particularly in the presence of children and women. The amount of
public exposure made some feel uncomfortable, while others welcomed the new
level of openness and breaking stereotypes in political humour and the use of visuals
during protests.

Our five cases show young women as powerful leaders (in three cases) and equal
participants (in all cases). Women were the driving force of the Maternity Leave
campaign. In the case of Electric Yerevan, the issue of “proper” gender roles came
into focus and added to the current gender discourse in the country. One thing is
clear—women participate in activism, including street activism, as much as men.
Young women often take leadership roles, which can result in adverse scenarios,
such as the harassment of environmental activist Mariam Sukhudyan, or positive
scenarios, such as the prominent political career of Dem Em activist Mane
Tandilyan. Both stories are shortly presented below as drastically different examples
of activism impact on personal life and career.

At one point, Mariam Sukhudyan was one of the key faces identified with the
Teghut struggle. In August 2009, the police initiated a criminal case against Mariam
Sukhudyan that envisaged severe punishment in the form of imprisonment for up to
5 years. The case began when Mariam publicised allegations of sexual abuse made
by the students against a teacher of a special boarding school for disabled children
(Armenian Weekly News Agency, 26 March 2010). The move against Mariam
Sukhudyan provoked outrage among activists and the broader society. The press
releases of some prominent human rights and advocacy NGOs strongly condemned
the criminal case and demanded that it cease immediately. In March 2010, Mariam
Sukhudyan was awarded the Women of Courage Award by the US Embassy in
Armenia. The next day, the law enforcement authorities announced that the criminal
case against the activist had been dropped (Armenian Weekly News Agency,
26 March 2010). Although Mariam was cleared of all charges and continued to
partake in environmental campaigns, she is no longer as visible as she used to be
during the peak of Teghut activities.

In contrast, Mane Tandilyan’s story is that of a continuous rise to public prom-
inence. Although new to activism at the time, Mane Tandilyan became one of the
visible and recognisable leaders of Dem Em campaign. For her, the Dem Em
initiative served as a catalyst of political activism. Later, she joined an opposition
political party and was elected a member of the parliament in 2017. After the
so-called Velvet Revolution in spring 2018 swept the opposition into power, she
briefly held the position of the Minister of Labour and Social Affairs. She resigned
from her post to participate in snap parliamentary elections 6 months after the
revolution, stating that she sees herself more as a parliamentarian than as a member
of the cabinet.
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In our qualitative interviews, we asked female activists whether they felt gender
was an issue that influenced how others perceived them. Our qualitative data
generally reveal negative attitudes towards female participation in protests. The
culture of shame is used to discourage women’s participation. For example, a
32-year-old female activist mentions a time when a policeman approached her
during a protest, saying “You are a girl, and came to protest here. Do not do this.
This is a shame”. Another story we were told is somewhat whimsical but captures the
attitudes of part of the population. An activist tells the following story:

A friend of ours is from [a village]. Once people came to their house to ‘take her as a bride’
according to the still existing village tradition. After learning, during the dinner table
conversations, that the girl is an activist, they left. They literally left the house. By the
way, our friend is happy it didn’t work out. (male, 26)

The truly discouraging finding, however, concerns the attitudes of the male
participants and the leaders of activism campaigns towards their female counterparts.
Several female activists mentioned that while they were actively involved in the
organisational activities of protests, whenever there was an opportunity to assume
greater responsibility, such as speaking to the public, the group would look for a
man. Female activists in the Electric Yerevan campaign relate occasions of male
activists asking them to stop going to the frontlines. Because they are female, they
should stand behind the men, as it might be dangerous for them to occupy the front
rows. Similarly to the “traditional” role distribution during the Ukrainian 2013–2014
Maidan protests (Phillips 2014), male protesters’ attempts to “protect” women
undermined women’s agency and visibility.

8.2.2 Scope, Leadership and Decision-Making

Considering our five cases, we can see that scope, duration and outcome do not fit a
simple pattern. We have two large campaigns (Dem Em and Electric Yerevan), two
small campaigns (Maternity Leave and Afrikyan) and one campaign of an average
size (Teghut). The average-sized initiative is also the longest one that perseveres.
Being large probably helps to create impact; both Dem Em and Electric Yerevan
forced the government to make concessions. However, our tiny Maternity Leave
campaign is a compelling case of success and of sustainability of activism—going
from being dormant to being active when needed.

Teghut is one of the oldest ongoing civic activism campaigns; the core leadership
underwent some changes over time, including an attempt at enlarging the coordi-
nating group. The enlargement led to the formation of sub-groups with different
visions; the sub-group in favour of more radical actions and closer cooperation with
political actors eventually formed a spin-off Pan-Armenian Environmental Front.
The core team numbers remained at approximately five to seven people, with some
dropouts and replacements over time (Hakobyan 2016). It is also an interesting case
of continuation despite fatigue and a search for alternatives when initial strategies do

126 8 The Informal Domain of the Civil Society Ecosystem: Civic Initiatives



not seem effective. Activists we interviewed admitted to having become “tired of
being on the street” and were looking for new, creative approaches to continue the
struggle.

The leadership of the Maternity Leave campaign consisted of women, both
activists and NGO leaders. One of the leaders was also an active member of the
Dem Em initiative. The core activist group seems rather small. According to the
information we gathered, the leadership was a group of three to five women, two of
whom were active in both the first and second stages. The leadership seems very
fluid and informal; a few people simply took the initiative and acted based on
circumstances. Similarly, the Afrikyan campaign had a small and fluid leadership.
Bagiyan (2015) describes this initiative as somewhat disorganised. Our study depicts
a similar picture. There seems to be a loosely organised core of three to four activists
who led the initiative. Some of our interviewees described the organisation as rather
chaotic, attributing this to the fact that mostly “arts” people were involved and that
they seemed to have an “artsy” type of spontaneity, rather than structure and order.

In contrast to that, Dem Em was often characterised by our interlocutors as the
most organised group, with decision-making rules and structures. However, it was
also criticised for being “closed” by some activists, who said they wanted to get
involved but were not admitted into the inner circle of decision-making. Decisions
were made through consensus within online forums. The coordinating team
consisted of 25–35 people, with the core 25 people (primarily accountants, lawyers
and IT specialists) involved continuously.

The Electric Yerevan original leadership group consisted of approximately 10–13
people (Hakobyan 2016). As the protests grew, more people joined. Our reconstruc-
tion of the case above demonstrates the disagreements on how to react to govern-
ment concessions, leading to a temporary split among the protesters. There was also
a leadership drift from the original group to a more radical group that assumed
leadership when the original leaders were prepared to weaken the pressure on the
government.

In terms of leadership patterns, we see that the small initiatives (Maternity Leave
and Afrikyan) have rather informal and flexible structures, which is intuitively
plausible. The larger initiatives however do not necessarily mean formal leadership
structures. Dem Em had rather formal structures of leadership and decision-making,
Electric Yerevan did not and Teghut seemed to have semi-formal structures. Note
that Dem Em was the one case that managed to keep its rather large leadership group
unified, possibly due to its decision to remain “closed” and follow clear decision-
making procedures.

8.2.3 Internet and Social Media

The two large initiatives (Dem Em and Electric Yerevan) and the medium-sized
initiative (Teghut) use the Internet the most; they have web pages and various
Facebook pages/groups, including regional pages in the cases of Dem Em and
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Electric Yerevan. The two small campaigns only used Facebook. In the case of the
Maternity Leave, it was one single page. It served its purpose of staying in touch and
mobilising for a second time as the need arose. It is still active.

Although summing numbers of members and likes of various groups/pages is an
extremely crude measurement that does not consider significant overlaps, it does
provide a sense of online following. Therefore, if we sum all the numbers of various
social media pages and groups we identified during our research (see Paturyan and
Gevorgyan 2016 for details), Dem Em is an absolute leader with more than 70,000
followers on Facebook, followed by the Electric Yerevan with more than 27,000
followers; Teghut has more than 13,000 followers while Maternity Leave and
Afrikyan both have approximately 2000 followers. It is interesting to note that in
the case of Electric Yerevan, the numbers of people active online roughly correspond
to the peak numbers of people in the streets (20,000), while for Dem Em this is not
the case. They never got close to 70,000 at their demonstrations; 10,000–15,000 is
the highest estimate.

Our interviewees made some observations regarding the social media. They
consider the role of social media to be significant. Because the traditional media
was governmentally centralised at the time of our research, one could not expect it to
provide much information. Instead, the activists rely on social media both to gather
and to spread information. In fact, some leading civic activists have become popular
due to social media. On a humorous note, a 37-year-old male activist highlights that
“Writing a status online has become a writing genre”. Activists are also aware of the
potentially damaging role of social media in terms of encouraging slacktivism
instead of physical activism. “From time to time we would say, ‘. . .the revolution
is not going to be broadcast. Get out of the social media and come out on the street!’”
(activist, male, 25).

8.3 Summing Up

Each of the five cases we discuss has its specificities. The Teghut case is unique in its
duration. It shows an impressive level of endurance despite setbacks and an inability
to prevent the mine from being constructed. When it failed to address its primary
objective, it formulated new goals and remained active, unlike, for example, the
Afrikyan case. In the latter case, the failure to save the building signalled the end of
the struggle. This did not need to be the case. The group could have shifted its
attention to determining what happened to the stones of the building or continued to
monitor the conditions of other endangered cultural sites.

The Afrikyan case can be considered a powerful reminder to those who cherish
spontaneous activism. While bottom-up creative energies are undoubtedly impor-
tant, a campaign requires at least some basic level of organisation. Dem Em is the
perfect contrast in that respect. Its distinctive feature was its level of organisation and
sense of professionalism. For instance, Dem Em participants spoke of “branding”
during interviews, a language hardly used by other activists. A well-developed
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website was available early in the campaign, the leadership group was well defined
and closed to “outsiders”, and decision-making procedures were fairly formalised.

The Maternity Leave case is unique in that it shows how an initiative can become
dormant following an initial success and then become activated again as the need
arises. It is also a case of powerful framing, which could be an explanation for its
success.

The Electric Yerevan was the most intense (2 weeks of non-stop action) and drew
large crowds, but it was brief (perhaps an unavoidable trade-off of intensity). Unlike
the other campaigns, it was also relatively simple in terms of repertoire. It was what
can be considered a classic street protest campaign.

The three campaigns that registered at least some success (Maternity Leave, Dem
Em and Electric Yerevan) were all related to personal financial benefits for large
segments of the population. The two failed initiatives (Teghut and Afrikyan) were
both aimed at protecting a public good: a clean environment in one case and the
cultural heritage of the capital in the other. Thus, similarly to the situation in Russia
(Evans 2012) campaigns that target specific problems tend to be more successful,
compared to campaigns that focus on more abstract issues.

Another observation is that longer campaigns, such as Teghut and Dem Em,
either evolve organisational structures or begin well organised. The Maternity Leave
campaign also provides partial support for this argument. The initial campaign was
not long (a few months), but it created structures (personal and online networks) that
were used for a subsequent mobilisation years later.

As civic initiatives are a relatively new phenomenon in Armenia, they present an
intriguing scientific puzzle regarding the applicability of theory to practice. Which
social science concepts and approaches are well suited to explain the dynamics on
the ground? Although the activists often stated that their activities are not social
movements, at the outset of our research project we assumed that a social movement
framework could offer helpful insights. Respecting the activists’ wishes not to be
called what they think they are not, we refrained from using this framework in
discussing the research results, but we did consider it when analysing our data. At
this point, we would like to offer our reflections on the applicability of some of the
concepts, particularly drawing on the work of Tilly and Tarrow. The two contem-
porary classics of social movement research note that escalation and radicalisation
often occur when the challenged state “responds with vigour” (Tilly and Tarrow
2015). We observed this during the Electric Yerevan campaign. When the state
dispersed a relatively small crowd with water cannons, the protests visibly grew in
number. State overreaction clearly helped strengthen the protests.

What about explaining some of the weaknesses of civic activism? A question that
both the activists themselves and the broader interested public seemed to be grap-
pling with was “why do those protests diminish and stop?”Why is civic activism not
becoming more widespread? We believe that Tilly and Tarrow provide some
guidance in that respect in their elaboration of the concept of the social movement
base as “movement organisations, networks, participants and the accumulated cul-
tural artefacts, memories, and traditions that contribute to social movement cam-
paigns” (Tilly and Tarrow 2015, p. 148). This aspect seems to be lacking in Armenia
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and might be the reason that the initiatives we studied did not grow into sustained
movements. Based on our case studies, Dem Em performed somewhat better at
having a base and was successful in sustaining mobilisation over an extended period.
These are initial hunches worth investigating in future research.

Another concept that might help explain the lack of a shift in scale is “certifica-
tion: an external authority’s signal of its readiness to recognise and support the
existence and claims of a political actor” (Tilly and Tarrow 2015, p. 36). Certifica-
tion by an external authority adds legitimacy to protests and grievances voiced; it
would make it more difficult for the government to ignore the activists. There does
not seem to have been any certification in the cases that we observed. Western
embassies and local offices of various international organisations urged the Arme-
nian authorities not to resort to violence against demonstrations and to investigate
any cases of violence that did occur, but this was the extent of such support. That
might partially explain why the initiatives failed to increase in scale.

This chapter explored the increasing diversity of the Armenian civil society
ecosystem, which has been greatly enriched since the emergence of civic initiatives.
Our study of the five cases of activism campaigns also shows growing complexity of
the ecosystem, where the newly emerged informal entities of civil society interact
with formal entities (the NGOs) and with various political actors, such as the
government and the political parties. The next chapter continues to explore the
“ecosystem recovery” hypothesis, focusing on this growing complexity of interac-
tions between various actors of civil and political societies in Armenia.
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Chapter 9
Growing Complexity of the Civil Society
Ecosystem

A decade ago Ishkanian (2009, p. 10) argued that the overemphasis on
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) harmed the overall diversity of the civil
society ecosystem: “. . .Genetically engineered civil society. . .began to colonize and
squeeze out all indigenous competitors, becoming the dominant type in its
environment. . . Civil society was reduced to professionalised service delivery or
advocacy NGOs”. Today that is no longer the case. As our discussion of rising
activism demonstrates, indigenous self-organisation has returned to the arena of civil
society, restoring some of the balance and adding diversity and complexity of
interactions. This development confirms our “ecosystem recovery” hypothesis.

The previous chapter focused on the growing diversity of the Armenian civil
society ecosystem, exploring various cases of civic activism, the increasingly rich
repertoires of action and so on. This chapter discusses the growing complexity of
Armenian civil society ecosystem, focusing on interactions between various entities
(NGOs and activist campaigns) and links between civil society and the political
society. In addition to exploring what happens “inside” the civil society arena, we
also present various types of relationships civil society has with the government and
other political actors.

To highlight the interdependence of civil society actors, we continue the discus-
sion of the five cases of civic activism, presented in the previous chapter, focusing on
interaction patterns and mutual perceptions of formal and informal entities of the
Armenian civil society. Occasionally our discussion goes beyond the five case
studies because during the qualitative stage of fieldwork our interlocutors were
encouraged to reflect on interactions between NGOs and activists or between civil
society and government more generally. To discuss complex relationships between
civil society and political society, we compare and contrast our qualitative data with
some relevant data from our organisational survey (discussed in detail in Chap. 7).
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9.1 Interactions Within Civil Society: Formal and Informal
Entities

9.1.1 How Do Activists and NGOs Interact?

Our five cases of civic activism reveal very different patterns of interaction between
the NGOs and civic initiatives, from close cooperation to being barely visible and
involved on the margins. On the positive end of cooperation are cases such as Teghut
and Maternity Leave, where the NGOs were explicitly and extensively involved. In
the case of Maternity Leave, the NGOs intentionally preferred to remain in the
background but were instrumental in providing coordination, logistics and “foot
soldiers” (i.e. NGO members participating in demonstrations). In the case of Teghut,
the NGOs performed a wide range of activities from awareness-raising to court
litigation. The Afrikyan case is a curious example of confusion over the role of the
NGOs. While they were involved, their involvement went unnoticed by some core
activists. This is a good example that NGOs could be doing work that is not noticed
and is easily dismissed. Dem Em and Electric Yerevan are on the other end of the
continuum, with barely any NGO involvement. In the case of Dem Em, there was an
isolated minor episode of a sports club helping publicise the case. In the case of
Electric Yerevan, NGOs were not involved, but the information they provided was
used to strengthen the protesters’ arguments. Table 9.1 schematically presents the
NGOs’ involvement in the five cases of civic activism, with some examples of the
types of activities they perform.

The Teghut case is that of cooperation and learning. There was extensive engage-
ment and support from the NGOs. Some of the most prominent environmental,
human rights and anti-corruption NGOs were involved at all stages. The NGOs
helped sound the alarm; they gathered and presented evidence, appealed to interna-
tional organisations and attempted local court litigation. Moreover, although the
Teghut activists had a good relationship with and support from NGOs, at some point,
they felt the need to establish their own NGO to apply for a donor grant for a specific
activity they wanted to perform—satellite imaging of the area to monitor the mining
contract’s implementation.

Table 9.1 NGO involvement in civic activism

Level of
involvement

Minimal
involvement Moderate involvement Active involvement

Civic initiative Dem Em; Electric
Yerevan

Afrikyan Teghut; Maternity Leave

Types of
activities

– Publicise the case
– Fact-finding

– Court litigation
– Logistics
– Participation in
demonstrations

– Court litigation
– Logistics
– Coordination
– Participation in dem-
onstrations
– Legal consulting
– Fact-finding
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In the Maternity Leave case, there was close and clearly acknowledged cooper-
ation with NGOs. In addition to the fact that the majority of the members of the
initiative were members of the NGOs that support women’s rights and/or gender
equality, the NGOs also hosted coordinating team meetings and supported the
initiative with legal consulting and printing services. A previous study of this
initiative found that NGO leaders made a conscious choice of not assuming a leading
role in the initiative and instead provided logistical support. The strategy was
motivated by the NGOs’ concern about existing anti-NGO stereotypes among the
general public (Bagiyan 2015).

In the Dem Em case, the NGOs were slightly involved and mostly invisible.
There was one instance of cooperation with the Bicycle Plus NGO. A bicycle tour
within the central area of Yerevan was intended to increase the population’s aware-
ness of the disadvantages of the new pension reform.

The Afrikyan case is a good example of the fluidity and uncertainty of something
as seemingly simple as NGO involvement in a civic campaign. The NGOs were
clearly involved; at least three prominent NGOs provided support and attempted
judicial action to defend the building. There were several activists who were also
NGO members and even NGO leaders. However, Bagiyan (2015) reports that there
was confusion among the participants regarding the capacity in which they partic-
ipated. The NGO member participants made contradicting statements. While one
member stated that he/she participated as an individual, another member of the same
NGO stated that this was an issue that the organisation supported; hence, such
participation represented the NGO’s involvement. In addition to participating in
protests, the NGOs had institutional involvement in the case. Three organisations
filed lawsuits against the Yerevan Municipality, and several cultural NGOs were
involved in designing press releases and organising various cultural events. Inter-
estingly, this formal participation went unnoticed by some activists, who claimed no
NGO involvement in the case (Bagiyan 2015).

The NGOs were not visible during the Electric Yerevan protests or at any other
stage of the activism. They did play a role as information providers; a report by an
NGO was used as a basis for the argument that Armenians already paid too much for
electricity compared to other post-Soviet countries. Transparency International anti-
corruption NGO publicised a few facts exposing Electric Networks of Armenia
(ENA)’s mismanagement and questionable procurement deals.

In terms of the patterns of interaction between activists and NGOs, our five cases
reveal a spectrum from one-time, minor involvement to well-functioning collabora-
tion. NGO involvement was minimal in two cases: Dem Em and Electric Yerevan.1

Both cases are characterised as partial success cases. The only clearly successful
case, the Maternity Leave campaign, had apparent but behind-the-scenes NGO

1In the case of Electric Yerevan, there was no cooperation between activists and the NGOs, but the
NGOs did nonetheless play a small role as information providers that helped shape the grievances of
the protesters. This finding fits well with the theoretical discussion of various roles of NGOs in
democracy, including the role of information providers.

9.1 Interactions Within Civil Society: Formal and Informal Entities 135



involvement. The Teghut and Afrikyan cases present an interesting contrast; both
had extensive NGO involvement (including involvement by the same NGOs that
tried to support each initiative with similar strategies), but in one case the NGO
involvement is recognised by the participants, and in the second case it seems to
have gone unnoticed by some activists.

It is worth noting that the success of activism campaigns is not related to NGO
involvement. Our two failed cases, Teghut and Afrikyan, both had prominent NGOs
involved. Dem Em and Electric Yerevan were the two most widely supported
campaigns, which pushed the government to at least temporarily reverse its deci-
sions; they had almost no NGO involvement. Maternity Leave is a curious case of a
brief, small, yet effective campaign with a high level of organisational involvement
and low public involvement.

Unsurprisingly, our study found a range of forms and levels of interaction
between the activists and NGOs. A somewhat surprising finding, however, was
that the NGOs were considerably more present in civic initiatives than we had
expected at the outset. Nevertheless, the NGOs were much less visible to the activists
than they were to us. When we started our project, we were under the impression that
three of the five cases had no NGO involvement. Using Eliasoph’s (2003) analogy,
the NGOs were visible at the “front of the stage” in the Teghut case, but they were
intentionally operating “backstage” in the Maternity Leave campaign. We found that
Afrikyan was a bizarre case of explicit and intensive NGO involvement that went
unnoticed by the activists. Electric Yerevan used NGO data-gathering reports to
strengthen its cause, and even the most tightly knit, sceptical of NGOs campaign,
Dem Em, was at one time promoted by an NGO. The NGO may have promoted this
campaign on its own initiative and it had minimal impact. However, this is not our
point. Our point is that the NGOs were involved as explicitly recognised partners,
information providers or uninvited supporters. We regard this as a positive sign of
interaction between these two elements of the civil society ecosystem and its
growing complexity, as suggested by our “ecosystem recovery” hypothesis.

9.1.2 How Do Activists and NGOs Perceive Each Other?

It is difficult to derive a single, overarching description of the activists’ perceptions
of the NGOs currently operating in Armenia. The perceptions vary from very
positive to extremely negative, with all the categories in between. Those activists
who have experience interacting with NGOs usually describe it as positive and
useful. Leading activists are often also NGO members (currently or previously).
Many of them mentioned NGO affiliation or work as part of how they became
involved in civic activism. Many activists, however, have dismissive or negative
attitudes towards NGOs. Overall, negative or dismissive attitudes outweigh the
positive attitudes.

Many activists indicate the importance of distinguishing several NGOs now
operating in the country from the others. There are some strong and committed
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organisations that, according to activists, should not be judged with the remainder of
the sector.

You need to filter NGOs and understand which ones are “pocket NGOs,” in the govern-
ment’s pocket, which ones are just donor NGOs, doing only donors’, particularly foreign
government donors’ projects, and which ones are NGOs with social interests and large
membership. (female, 32)

Activists we interviewed believe there are few “real” organisations. In addition to
them, the more than 4000 NGOs currently registered in Armenia are perceived as
highly restricted by their donor commitments at best and worthless or even harmful
at worst.

Positive perceptions are due to the few active and committed organisations. Many
activists with positive perceptions have experience being involved with an NGO and
think that they developed into active citizens because of that experience. These
activists highlight the importance of NGOs for the success of activism campaigns,
mentioning specific examples of cooperation in addressing a common cause. Many
of our interlocutors mentioned the case of Teghut as an example of good cooperation
between activists and NGOs. The activists maintain that it is important for “real”
NGOs to support civic initiatives. The NGOs are beneficial for initiatives, as they
can offer support by providing access to experts and funding; however, the benefit is
mutual. The NGOs’ inclusion in activism campaigns can help create and strengthen
positive perceptions of specific NGOs, which is something they need given the
amount of negative or dismissive attitudes towards NGOs among the general public
and the activists.

According to many activists, most organisations have either no or little impact on
society. Activists tend to think that NGOs provide no help; it is the activism
campaigns that deliver change. These activists do not take the NGOs seriously, as
they believe that more can be achieved via informal measures than with the aid of
formal entities. Some of our interlocutors went as far as to consider the NGOs
harmful. This attitude was particularly visible among a group of activists with a
more traditional mindset. An argument around issues related to the promotion of
LGBT rights in Armenia erupted during one of the focus group discussions, with
participants divided over the issue. Some activists considered it to be a “Western
thing” that should not be promoted. The NGOs that promote it are perceived as
harmful by those activists.

In addition to “no impact/little impact/harmful impact” types of arguments, other
reasons for the negative perceptions towards the NGOs can be discerned from our
interlocutors’ answers. Those have to do with the lack of transparency (in terms of
both finances and goals) and unclear NGO missions. The NGOs’ finances are seen as
opaque, used inefficiently and sometimes originating from suspicious (to some
activists even sinister) sources. According to many activists, the NGOs are accus-
tomed to spending considerable resources for purposes little known to the public.
The limited available information on how funds are spent is an important reason for
the low level of trust in the NGOs among activists. Another reason for the negative
perceptions of the NGOs is the lack of clarity in their missions. People are not always
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aware of the NGOs’main organisational missions, the foci of their struggle and their
achievements. The activists believe that to increase trust and impact, the NGOs’
work should be tangible and visible to the public. Instead, the NGOs generally
engage in activities behind closed doors (say our activist interlocutors). This behav-
iour initiates suspicion and distrust.

Some activists note that it is difficult to determine the reasons that NGOs join
civic campaigns. “Because organisations are funded, one never knows if they join
the protest because they believe in the cause or because they are paid for it” (female,
38). This undermines the legitimacy and the sincerity of the NGOs’ participation
from the perspective of the activists. As a result, sweeping dismissals of the NGOs’
work are not uncommon among activists. “To me, their [NGOs’] activities are
characterised by printing a brochure. Nothing else. But, I believe they could have
done more” (female, 38).

What is remarkable about the quote above is that it came from an activist who was
involved in the Maternity Leave campaign. As we argued above, of the five cases,
we considered the Maternity Leave campaign to have had the most coordinated and
substantial NGO support, although NGOs chose to remain in the background.
Nonetheless, it is striking that a participant of the most organised, NGO-driven
and successful campaign considers the NGOs to be nothing more than brochure-
printers. It seems, even the NGOs who actively support activism campaigns face an
uphill battle in regard to recognition of their impact.

In a stark contrast to the overall guarded and often cynical attitude of activists,
NGO leaders and members describe their interaction with activists as positive and
fruitful. NGOs have financial resources, whereas activists have human resources.
According to NGO members, the collaboration of the two groups benefits the larger
society. The majority of NGO leaders and members interviewed recall examples of
successful cooperation between the two groups, describing the cooperation as “a
natural development”. The NGOs see their role as professionals guiding and pro-
viding support to civic activists. Some NGOs are proactively offering support.
“Whenever a group of people unite for a common cause, they become our target
group at once” (environmental NGO leader, female, 50).

The NGO leaders and staff members have overwhelmingly positive perceptions
of civic activism and its current importance in the country, with exceptions that
concern specific individuals and their particular behaviour. They call civic activists
“the progressive part of the public”. An NGO member recalls his experience of
visiting an activism campaign: “I haven’t seen so many intellectual faces gathered in
one place in a long time”2 (male, 45). Some claim that civic initiatives are able to set
the agenda for the country, on par with the government. Civic initiatives are lauded
for breaking stereotypes of public helplessness in the face of government decisions.

Many NGO members understand that activists and civic initiative campaigns do
not wish to be associated with the NGOs due to the latter’s negative reputation and
public perceptions. The NGO leaders and members we interviewed were aware that

2Reference made to the Electric Yerevan initiative.
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NGOs are seen as too donor-dependent. Based on this public perception, civic
activists do not want to be seen as associated with the NGOs, to counter any doubts
cast on the activists’ legitimacy. The activists claim to represent the public concerns;
in a somewhat toxic atmosphere of suspicion over “who works for who and who
represents who”, cooperating with a Western donor-funded NGO could undermine
that claim.

Some NGO members confess that activists’ perceptions of the NGOs might be
negative because organisations are not there when activists need them. The activists
take the lead in voicing issues and concerns, mobilising the public and organising
rallies, and it is the NGOs’ role to join; however, they do not always participate. For
the NGOs, the question of joining or not joining an activism campaign is not a
simple one.

Most of our interlocutors consider cooperation to be inherently positive; it allows
obtaining resources, combining strengths and countering each other’s weaknesses.
The NGOs could improve their public image by joining activists. However, they
could also jeopardise the overall positive image of activism campaigns because of
the issues described above. If the activists are not too keen on the NGOs’ involve-
ment (something our interviews show), would the NGOs’ involvement not add to the
tension? The answer to the cooperation question seems to be more nuanced than a
simple enthusiastic “yes”.

Several NGO leaders believe that there is mutual distrust between the activists
and the NGOs. Some NGO interviewees noted difficulties in cooperation between
the two groups due to a lack of consensus and mutual understanding. They lamented
a certain amount of “conspiratorial thinking” regarding who does what and repre-
sents who. This (in the words of one NGO leader) has become a social disease,
reflecting the overall deficit of social trust.

Interestingly, however, the majority of activists seem to have developed as
engaged citizens based on their experiences with an NGO. The activists’ back-
grounds usually contain NGO involvement, either as a staff member, volunteer or
an intern. Some NGO members also admit the possibility of the opposite scenario—
people coming to work for NGOs as a result of their previous (and ongoing) activist
involvement. According to many of our interlocutors, being an activist creates
substantial opportunities for non-governmental sector involvement.

It has to be recognised that there are both activists and NGO members that are
extremely critical of each other. Some activists refuse to have any association with
an NGO in the framework of an activism campaign. They believe there is little role
for NGOs in civic initiatives, and for such sceptics, this limited contribution does not
justify cooperation with the NGOs. Similarly, sceptical NGO members are confident
that initiatives are unlikely to succeed without the NGOs’ backing or cooperation.

Overall, while activists are critical, the NGOs are consistently positive in their
perceptions of activists and are supportive to the extent possible. Of course, we were
speaking with a specific subset of the NGO sector—those who choose to become
involved. We believe that this approach is justified because we wanted to understand
the patterns of interaction; thus, it was reasonable to seek those organisations that
attempted to interact. Despite probing and explicitly asking, we received very few
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accounts of negative experiences from the NGOs. The rare criticism concerned
specific instances of activists’ individual behaviour.

The formal and informal elements of the Armenian civil society have developed
in parallel, as well as sometimes in interdependent and interconnected ways. In all
five cases of activism we have analysed, the NGOs were present at least to some
extent. In some cases, they were valuable partners, while in other cases, they worked
in the background or served as information channels. There is evidence that both
NGOs and activists learn from each other. The relationship is not always smooth, it
is even antagonistic at times (particularly from the activists’ side, claiming that the
NGOs are harmful and wanting to stay away from them), but there is a relationship,
nonetheless. The analogy of the ecosystem that inspired our thinking about the
Armenian civil society neatly illustrates the process of adapting to each other’s
presence and forms of operations. The NGOs and activists are developing collabo-
ration strategies. The activism campaigns sometimes evolve into NGOs. While a
campaign is a space to express disagreement, the establishment of a legal entity
provides an opportunity to select new strategies and engage in a struggle via formal
means. The opposite also seems to be happening—NGOs adopting more contentious
strategies and engaging in street protests.

The NGOs seem to be rather open towards activists. Their positive attitude
towards activists is contrasted with the guarded attitude of the activists towards the
NGOs. Although many activists have experience working in the NGO sector (and
cite that experience as a reason for becoming active), their attitude towards NGOs is
cautious. Some activists differentiate between “good” and “bad”NGOs and note that
the NGO sector as a whole is dominated by donor-driven NGOs and is tainted by
government-controlled organisations. Many activists fail to notice the work of
NGOs, even when they are actively involved in the very campaigns that the activists
join. Blanket dismissals of NGOs as “grant-eaters” and “brochure-printers” are not
uncommon. It is likely that both sides, the NGOs and the activists, are still learning
and discovering each other’s strengths.

9.2 Ecosystem in Its Broader Environment: Politics
and Anti-politics

In addition to growing complexity of relationships within civil society ecosystem,
there is also the question of how civil society interacts with its broader “environ-
ment” and adapts to the changing political “climate” in the country. This section
discusses how the Armenian civil society interacts with the political society, focus-
ing on the two main actors of the political arena: the government and the political
parties.

Should civil society engage in politics? Should it be safeguarded against the
potentially corrupting influence of politics? Can it exist outside of politics? Can it
succeed in pursuing its goals without assistance from political actors or with their
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minimal support? Is “playing politics” a departure from civil society ideals, a
necessary evil or a normal part of the daily functioning of civil society actors and
organisations? These, mostly normative, questions are vigorously debated by theo-
rists of civil society and practitioners on the ground. Armenia is no exception. The
questions our interlocutors grapple with might not be framed in the classic Western
theoretical terms, but the dilemma of the uneasy civil society-politics relationship is
recognisable. This section presents the issue from the perspective of our participants.
First, let us briefly review the grand theoretical debate on politics and civil society.

Two main schools of thought with distinct positions on this issue are the liberal
school of thought that traces its traditions to the work of Alexis de Tocqueville (2007
[1864]) and the critical3 school of thought that is associated with Antonio Gramsci.
The liberal Tocquevillian school of thought defines civil society as a sphere between
the market and the state where people come together to pursue common goals
(Barber 1998; Cohen and Arato 1994; Diamond 1999; Fung 2003; Keane 1988;
Putnam 2000). Civil society entities are expected to interact with the state and
political entities if it helps advance those shared goals, but neutrality (in terms of
politics) is considered essential. The civil society arena is considered to be distinct
from the political society arena; civil society activities are considered to be different
from political activities. The Gramscian school of thought challenges the idea of
separation between civil society and politics. The authors, belonging to this scholarly
tradition, consider civil society to be another arena where power relationships
develop, creating internal divisions and inequalities. Power and politics are omni-
present (Bernhard 2020; Buttigieg 2005; Fowler 2012; McIlwaine 1998; Shirinov
2015; Vu 2017). Civil society cannot and should not be neutral. Instead, it should be
aware of power inequalities and potential oppression and struggle against them. The
struggle, in turn, is inevitably political.

While most of our interlocutors are probably unaware of the grand Tocqueville-
Gramsci debate, they grapple with those very questions in their daily decisions. Can
civil society remain politically neutral? Should it? Given the Armenian public’s
alienation from politics at the time of our study, the NGOs and activists had to make
difficult decisions on framing their issues, building alliances, accepting or rejecting
help from political actors and so on. This section of the chapter discusses the politics
and anti-politics of the Armenian civil society, trying to understand how civil society
actors see themselves vis-à-vis the political actors, under which circumstances they
think it is beneficial to cooperate with political actors and why some political issues
were cast as “social”. In the rest of this chapter, we focus on the interactions between
civil society and political society, discussing the relationship with the government
first and then shortly presenting civil society actors’ attitude towards political parties.

3Sometimes also called radical, neo-Marxist or post-Marxist.
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9.2.1 Interactions with the Government

We begin the discussion of civil society-government relationships with some quan-
titative data from our organisational survey, to provide an overview of the extent of
interaction between the two domains. We then contrast our survey data with
qualitative data gathered during interviews with NGO leaders.

The organisational survey, discussed in Chap. 7, contained several questions
regarding the NGOs’ relationships with the government. When asked how they
interact with the national government, 38% of the NGOs report no interaction of any
type. Among those that do interact with the national government, the most popular
types of activities are consultancy/expert involvement (40%), naming and shaming/
providing recommendations (30%) and coordinating events/activities (21%), as
presented in Table 9.2.

As Table 9.3 shows, the same question regarding the local government yielded
similar results. No interaction with the government was reported by 35% of the
survey participants; other frequent responses were naming and shaming/providing
recommendations (30%) and coordinating events/activities (24.5%).

The majority of respondents in our survey believe that working with the govern-
ment helps/would help the organisation reach their goals (61%); 42% believe it
improves/would improve the image of the organisation, although 12% are concerned
that working with the government damages/would damage the image of their
organisation from the perspective of those who know about their organisation
(12%). Most of the respondents (46%) believe that working with the government
does not/would not affect the image of their organisation. Thus, the survey results
seem to suggest that the NGOs work with the government and see it as an overall
positive/useful experience. See the Appendix for the details.

Many of the NGOs we interviewed during the qualitative data collection stage
mentioned various instances of interaction with the government. The NGOs engage
in a number of activities, such as participation in the development of laws,

Table 9.2 Interaction with
the national government
(multiple choice)

%

Consultancy/expert involvement 40

Does not interact with government in any way 38

Naming and shaming/providing recommendations 30

Coordinating events/activities 21

Watchdog activities/developing alternatives 21

Formal lobbying 18

Informal lobbying 16

Protesting/criticising 14

Working for the government on a contractual basis 10

Receiving funding/subsidies 8.5

Other 8

N 188

N number of responses

142 9 Growing Complexity of the Civil Society Ecosystem



regulations and government decisions (e.g. by participating in specific standing
committees at the National Assembly or in government ministries of Armenia) and
lobbying activities. Some NGOs cooperate with and are supported by the govern-
ment. However, our qualitative interview respondents described cooperation with
the government as fraught with undesirable consequences. The NGOs receiving
assistance from the government automatically become dependent and restricted in
their speech and actions. Our interlocutors emphasise that it is impossible to receive
any type of support from the government and simultaneously alienate its policies. It
becomes impossible to protest, even regarding an entirely different issue advocated
by the government. It is either full dependence or no support at all. When asked
about the government, including support from it and possible ways of cooperating
with it, one NGO leader said, “The best support on behalf of the government to the
non-profit sector would be its [government’s] absence” (male, 47, town). Thus, the
government is not seen as the most favourable institution with which to cooperate,
but discourse with it is still considered possible. While the uneasy relationship with
the semi-democratic Armenian government was exacerbated by the government’s
ambiguous signals (Falkenhain 2019), the problem of NGO co-optation is not
limited to authoritarian or hybrid regimes. It is something NGOs all over the world
are concerned about (Glasius and Ishkanian 2015).

Interestingly, NGOs do not consider their interactions with the government as
part of “politics”. Our qualitative NGO interlocutors unanimously stated that NGOs
should avoid politics. They stressed the importance of distinguishing between
cooperation with the government and the involvement of organisations in the politics
of the country in general. To them, engaging in politics contradicts the very idea of
establishing a civil society organisation. Whether it is support for any political party
or lobbying for particular political interests, once this boundary is crossed, an
organisation is close to collapse. One young NGO leader, rejecting the possibility
of cooperation with political institutions, asked, “Why should I seek additional ways
of cooperation or establishing some sort of relations with governmental bodies?

Table 9.3 Interaction with
the local government (multi-
ple choice)

%

Does not interact with the government in any way 35

Naming and shaming/providing recommendations 30

Coordinating events/activities 24.5

Consultancy/expert involvement 23

Watchdog activities/developing alternatives 22

Protesting/criticising 13

Informal lobbying 10

Receiving funding/subsidies 6

Working for the government on a contractual basis 5

Formal lobbying 5

Other 4

N 188

N number of responses
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There is a specifically defined, legal framework that regulates all kinds of relation-
ships”. He concluded, “There is absolutely no cooperation with any political party,
any political institution. We might share their ideology, but there is no cooperation.
This is a matter of principle” (male, 32, town).

The involvement of NGOs in politics-related activities is limited to participation
in roundtable discussions and meetings organised by government ministries, stand-
ing committees and other public bodies. This type of participation is perceived as
necessary, considering the importance of dialogue and cooperation. Overall, the
word “politics” has a negative connotation among the leaders of the NGOs.

Overall, the organisational survey and the qualitative interviews contradict each
other. Most surveyed organisations report working with the government and per-
ceive such cooperation as potentially useful. Cooperation with the government can
help improve an organisation’s image or have no impact on its image. Few organi-
sations consider it to be potentially harmful for their image. The respondents of the
qualitative interviews, however, identified the difficulties and the potential pitfalls of
cooperation with the government. It should be noted that such dangers and pitfalls
were always discussed in general terms, i.e. something that can happen to other
NGOs. Their NGO manages to navigate the challenging course of a potentially
fraught relationship with the government. This apparent contradiction between the
quantitative and the qualitative data requires further research. Currently, we can note
that the quantitative survey is more in line with the liberal Tocquevillian vision of
civil society amiably cooperating with the government to advance its agenda, while
the qualitative data is more in line with the critical Gramscian perspective of power
struggles. It is possible that the contradiction cannot be resolved. The method of data
collection defines the types of answers received. A survey provides a surface-level
overview of the field, while a qualitative interview that asks critical questions
encourages deeper critical reflections of what is happening below the surface.

The NGOs tend to carefully balance the need to work with the government with
the need to maintain a measure of independence. The activists, however, tend to
adopt a more confrontational stance towards the government. They routinely engage
in street protests and openly criticise government decisions. Some of them also see
their activities as political, but, similarly to NGO leaders, many civic activists avoid
an open association with politics and political parties.

Civic activists might cast their campaigns as apolitical, but most of them under-
stand that they are dealing with quintessential political issues. For the overwhelming
majority of activists, it is impossible to not politicise issues when the campaign
requires changing government policy. Because all of the campaigns were initiated to
combat governmental decisions and the concerns addressed in all of the initiatives
targeted political authorities, all of initiatives become politicised by default. As some
of activists we interviewed indicated, in Armenia, civic means political and political
means civic. There is no distinction between the two because all the civic activities
seek to address a political reality.

As individuals, they are also more exposed to government pressure. Some
interviewees shared stories of being pressured to leave campaigns. Those activists
who happen to have relatives or friends working in the public sector often receive a
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call, first requesting and then demanding that they withdraw from an activism
campaign. The threatening arguments used to support such demands usually revolve
around issues of safety and security, elaborating that they can be saved from the
pressures and further conflicts with the authorities, if they quit the initiative
immediately.

9.2.2 Political Parties: A Tainted Reputation

Many of our civil society interlocutors think that Armenian political parties are
formed and operate based not on ideologies but on profits. The political parties lack
certain crucial qualities, such as a culture of debate and cooperation. In the words of
an activist, “If Armenia had a full-fledged and effectively operating political party
system, then there would be no need to develop civic activism” (male, 57). Most of
the activists we interviewed consider Armenian political parties as thoroughly
discredited institutions.

Serious politicians approach us with a serious face and say “you should raise the issue of the
President’s withdrawal. . .” It was almost funny to realise they approach a civic initiative
with such a purpose, when they happen to be experienced politicians with many years of
political experience. Today, they approach an initiative that is organised simply to fight
against a service delivery issue. How bad the situation of a country must be, when the people
attach their hope to initiatives that do not represent an institutional body, do not have any
funding, and simply join the struggle after 6 PM. (male, 28)

Even though the activists agree that they are engaged with politics, most of them
are very critical of the classic political actors, i.e. the political parties. They seem to
differentiate between the “good” activists engaged in a confrontation with the
government for the “just” causes they pursue and “bad” political parties engaged
in “politics for the sake of politics and power”. Civic activists are playing politics,
yet at the time of our fieldwork they were unwilling to build any political alliances to
advance their causes.

For civic activists, their campaigns concern political issues, but they are not about
political parties. In their discussions with us, they went to great lengths to delineate
themselves from political parties and traditional politics. The issues that initiatives
pursue are political, but the organisers are not political party members. This specific
distinction was raised repeatedly; it shows the extent to which political parties do not
have a good reputation. The activists insist that being a political party member
affects one’s involvement in an initiative. When visible political party members
join civic initiatives, the public tends to react negatively. Political party members are
seen as negatively influencing the outcome of a campaign, in terms of public
mobilisation and trust. Therefore, political parties and civic initiatives are considered
mutually exclusive entities. If one is a member of a political party, then it will be very
difficult for that person to become trusted among civic activists. The activists believe
that such a person seeks to promote a party agenda; otherwise, why would they join?
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Many of our respondents note that in Armenian society, being a member of a
political party is regarded sarcastically. This is due to the negative connotations that
exist of political parties, which are characterised as institutions that have lost their
reputation. Another problem with parties is that they are extremely individualised—
each party is seen through the lens of its main leadership.

Our interviewees maintained that no “pure” person wants to become involved in a
political party; if one does, he or she becomes “unclean” and acquires a reputation
similar to that of the party (which is usually corrupt). However, the system will not
change unless bright young individuals enter politics and do the “cleaning” them-
selves. This argument is made by several activists, who believe in making change
through engaging with the government rather than advocating resistance. For some
of our interlocutors, it is strange to hear other activists say they do not want to engage
in politics because it is “dirty”. One must become involved in politics to change
it. Otherwise, activists will always remain activists who are merely reacting to things
while not having any tangible input into the policymaking process. It is interesting to
note that some of the activists we interviewed later entered politics and became quite
visible as political figures.

The activists we interviewed had a rather negative attitude towards political
parties. However, our case studies of activism campaigns show that political parties
and politicians are sometimes valuable allies. This was particularly visible during the
Dem Em campaign. Four oppositional political parties4 submitted a case against the
new law at the Constitutional Court of Armenia based on the fact that the new law
breaches human rights enshrined in the Constitution. The same four parties also
presented a draft law that would postpone the implementation of the mandatory
component of the pension reform for 1 year. It is worth highlighting that the four
political parties had serious disagreements with one another and were ultimately
united over the fight against the reform.

The activists have a rather confrontational attitude towards the government and a
negative attitude towards the political parties. In that sense, activism campaigns
resemble social movement with their contentious repertoire of action and their tacit
acceptance of the political nature of the issues they raise. Recognising their struggles
as political, they often opt for anti-politics—a rejection of the entire political
establishment, government and opposition alike.

The NGOs have a more moderate approach towards the government, although
they share many of the activists’ concerns. As our survey data demonstrates, the
NGOs routinely cooperate with the government, although our qualitative discussions
with NGO leaders show that they are also careful to delineate themselves from
politics. In the organisational survey, two-thirds of the organisations report commu-
nicating with government officials, with approximately 60% believing that working
with the government helps (or would help) in reaching their goals. The qualitative
data, however, shows that NGO leaders and members are concerned about being

4Heritage (Zharangutyun), Prosperous Armenia (BHK), Armenian National Congress (Azgayin
Kongres) and Armenian Revolutionary Federation (Dashnaktsutyun).
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perceived as being too close to the government. Before the Velvet Revolution of
April 2018, most of our qualitative study interlocutors had negative perceptions of
the government and of politics in general.

Thus, the Gramscian approach to civil society is evident particularly in the case of
less formal entities and individual activists. Armenian civil society is often an arena
for power struggle and political contention. The more formal entities of the civil
society, the NGOs, at first glance seem to adhere to the Tocquevillian model; they
carefully delineate themselves from politics and cooperate with the government on
various specific issues to promote their stakeholders’ interests. This is hardly
surprising, given that the NGO sector mainly came into existence due to Western
aid, heavily influenced by the neoliberal Tocquevillian paradigm. When probed
deeper, however, the NGO leaders reveal stories of power struggles and subversion,
reminiscent of Gramsci.

This chapter explored the growing complexity of interactions within the Arme-
nian civil society ecosystem. We discussed how formal and informal entities of civil
society co-exist, interact, cooperate and perceive each other. While their operational
logic may be somewhat different (e.g. an emphasis on collaboration with the state
versus an emphasis on confrontation), they often strengthen each other through
relationships that resemble a “symbiosis” (Glasius and Ishkanian 2015) in an
ecosystem. NGOs openly join or tacitly support activist campaigns; activists often
grow personally and professionally, thanks to their voluntary or paid jobs at NGOs.
Activists often invite the NGOs to participate in campaigns, raise awareness and
contribute with journalistic or legal expertise. The NGOs see their role as pro-
fessionals guiding and providing support to civic activists. In the words of an
NGO leader, “There is no civic activism without NGOs standing behind them”

(female, 64). NGO leaders’ and members’ perceptions of activists are generally
positive, while activists’ perceptions of NGOs are varied and often negative.

The civil society’s relation with politics remains a contentious issue. The civic
activists see their activities as political but at times choose to present their activities
as non-political, because of the negative perceptions towards politics. The NGOs are
careful to delineate themselves from politics but do cooperate with the government.
Both the NGOs and activists are particularly critical of political parties as thoroughly
discredited institutions. Anti-politics, the rejection of the political establishment and
its institutions, is evident in Armenian civil society. In that sense, Armenia is not
different from many other countries where anti-politics and populism are on the rise.
What makes the Armenian case different is that this is not a new phenomenon.
Withdrawal from politics and distrust of state and political institutions began during
the Soviet times. There was a short period during the last years of the Soviet Union
and the first years of independence when people became interested in politics;
however, it did not last long. Apathy and disdain returned a few years later and
remained a constant aspect of the Armenian civic life, until spring 2018. The Velvet
Revolution seemed to suddenly shake most of the nation out of its civic stupor.

This chapter analysed complex relationships between various civil and political
society actors, providing some support to the “ecosystem recovery” hypothesis,
concluding the analysis of Armenian civil society development over the past
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decades. The next chapter summarises the main finding of the book and provides
some reflections on possible future trajectories of Armenian civil society develop-
ment, given the political transformations in contemporary post-revolutionary
Armenia.
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Chapter 10
Conclusion and Discussion

What did Armenian civil society look like on the eve of the spring 2018 uprising?
How did it develop in the preceding decades? To what extent was it influenced by the
Soviet legacy and also a generational change? This book attempted to answer these
questions, drawing on rich and diverse evidence from a range of sources. The
starting point of our research was an assumption that the Armenian civil society is
a complex ecosystem (Edwards 2013), shaped by the communist past but gradually
developing over three decades of independence. We hypothesised that communist
legacy of distrust and disengagement, documented in previous studies conducted in
other post-communist countries (Hemment 2004; Howard 2003; Salmenniemi 2010;
Voicu and Voicu 2003), continued to plague Armenian civil society, although the
younger generation should be less affected. More specifically, we formulated the
“post-communist weakness” and the “generational change” hypotheses.

H1: The communist legacy of low participation and distrust continues to stifle
Armenian civil society.

H2: The post-communist generation is the bearer of change with the potential to
overcome the communist legacy of distrust and disengagement.

The generational change is an important source of development in civil society,
but it is only a part of a bigger picture. Civil society develops, stagnates or degrades,
influenced by many factors. While a systematic discussion of factors impacting civil
society development in Armenia was beyond the scope of this work, our overarching
assumption was that freed from communist repression, Armenian civil society would
display signs of gradual development over the past three decades. Following
Edwards’ (2013) argument, we assumed that a developed civil society ecosystem
should display a diversity of actors and entities, interlinked through complex
relationships and interaction patterns. Thus, the diversity of actors and the complex-
ity of interactions between actors became the two foci of our analysis of the
Armenian civil society ecosystem development. We formulated our third “ecosys-
tem recovery” hypothesis.
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H3: The diversity and complexity of the ecosystem of Armenian civil society is
gradually increasing.

To further narrow down the diversity and the complexity aspects of our third
hypothesis, we focused on the contrast between formal and informal entities of civil
society, comparing and contrasting non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and
civic activism campaigns to capture some of the growing diversity of the Armenian
civil society. In terms of the growing complexity of the Armenian civil society, we
focused on the interactions within civil society and between civil and political
society actors (the government and political parties).

We used secondary data analysis, an organisational survey, 60 in-depth inter-
views, 10 focus group discussions and direct observations of street protests to assess
the strength of the formal and informal Armenian civil society and to explore how
civil society has changed during three decades of post-Soviet transition. Our field-
work concluded 2 years before a dramatic spring 2018 peaceful mass uprising,
commonly referred to as the Velvet Revolution. We believe our research provides
insights into the strengths and weaknesses of Armenian civil society on the eve of
this transformative event, allowing us to make some cautious predictions about
possible future developments.

Testing our first “post-communist weakness” hypothesis, we concluded that post-
communist distrust and disengagement were indeed noticeable, but there were
reasons to believe they were conditioned by contemporary social and political
problems as much as they were an echo of the past. Our data suggest that Howard
(2003, p. 150) was correct in his prediction that the weakness of civil society would
likely persist in the region for at least several decades. The weakness of civil society
manifests itself in distrust and persistently low membership in civil society organi-
sations in Armenia and the broader post-communist region, as Chap. 4 documents.
Few people trust civil society organisations, and even fewer join them in post-
communist countries. However, it is important to emphasise that the Soviet legacy
of disengagement is detectable in the formal domain of the Armenian civil society,
less so in the informal domain. In a way, the old problems of distrust of formal
institutions (including the institutions of civil society) have persisted and taken root
in the new reality, as Chap. 5 demonstrated.

The disconnect between the Armenian public and the formal civil society is
exacerbated by the fact that NGOs overestimate public trust towards their sector.
While some of them are aware that NGOs are distrusted by the Armenian public,
most believe that NGOs are rather trusted and that their NGO in particular enjoys
public support. Our qualitative data show that NGO leaders tended to blame the
previous Armenian government for low public trust of the NGO sector, either
because the government, in the opinion of our interviewees, was intentionally
spreading discrediting information about the NGOs or because the government ran
its own “pretender” NGOs that undermined the genuine NGOs’ credibility from the
public’s perspective. Unlike the NGO leaders, volunteers were more inclined to see
public perceptions, life conditions, mentalities and the overall political culture of the
society as the root causes of distrust.
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The finding that the NGO leaders tended to blame the government for the
tarnished NGO reputation and negative public perceptions becomes particularly
important in the current Armenian political context. The government has changed.
The alleged anti-NGO campaign has ceased. If the NGO leaders were right in
pointing to the government as the primary source of negative public image, they
should now be able to gradually reclaim their good name in the public’s eye. If,
however, our volunteers, activists and some critically minded NGO staff and leaders
were right in assuming deeper roots of mistrust, including both overall public
mentality and problems originating within the NGO sector, regaining public trust
will be more difficult and would require some critical self-reflection, adjustment of
priorities and, perhaps, creative strategies of positive image promotion. Otherwise,
the post-communist weakness of public distrust and disengagement might linger for
yet another decade in Armenia, particularly impacting the formal sector of the
Armenian civil society.

Our “generational change” hypothesis was also supported by quantitative and
qualitative data: although membership in formal civil society organisations remains
very low across age cohorts, the younger generation, raised after the collapse of the
Soviet Union, is more trustful of civil society organisations, is more engaged in
volunteering and is often the driving force of civic activism. Based on the data,
presented in Chap. 6, we can state with confidence that the new generation is less
affected by the communist legacy. The young people might not necessarily be
significantly more active than the remainder of the Armenian population, but they
are certainly somewhat more active. Moreover, their activism is often novel (in the
Armenian context if not in the world context), and it expands the repertoires of
collective action in Armenia, therefore enriching the Armenian civil society and
gradually changing the narrative of what the Armenian civil society is or ought to be.

While testing our third “ecosystem recovery” hypothesis, we found that the
ecosystem of the Armenian civil society showed signs of remarkable resilience
and slow recovery. The Armenian civil society went through stages of development
similar to those of other post-communist civil societies and, to some extent, other
developing countries.

The communist ideology and the Soviet regime heavily impacted the Armenian
civil society ecosystem, undermining some indigenous forms of self-organisation
and subverting others. Formal civil society organisations were placed under strict
state control. Nonetheless, some informal self-organisation persisted. An informal
civil society manifested itself powerfully around the time of the Soviet Union
collapse but was dormant for a while after that. The communist legacy and the
economic difficulties of the early 1990s resulted in disengagement and distrust of
associations. At the same time, the formal NGO sector modelled on the Western
experience grew in Armenia owing to generous donor support, as described in
Chap. 7. NGOs played an essential role in the development of Armenian civil society
but also risked to become “invasive species” of the civil society ecosystem.

As the situation stabilised in the late 1990s and gradually improved during the
first decade of the twenty-first century, the public as a whole and the civil society
sector in particular slowly recovered some energy and interest in the public domain.
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The ecosystem of civil society became richer, with new types of entities appearing.
Informal civil society resurfaced in the form of activism campaigns. Grassroots
informal activism has returned to the civil society arena. We focused on five such
activism campaigns, described in detail in Chap. 8. The five cases we studied provide
a broad palette of issues, mobilising strategies, leadership styles, success stories and
challenges. Activists involved in those campaigns grappled with universal issues
such as altruism versus pragmatism of campaign participants, dedication to a cause
at the cost of increased tensions in one’s family and so on. They challenged gender
stereotypes, experimented with social media and forged or refused alliances with
other players (discussed in Chap. 9); in other words, they acted collectively and
re-invigorated the Armenian civil society through their collective action.

The scars of communism are fading, the wreckage of the transition period is
gradually being overcome, and a new system is being shaped. The mass peaceful
uprising in spring 2018 highlighted the importance of informal, often spontaneous,
activism and gave the Armenian civil society a new impetus. The NGOs are no
longer equated with civil society, although they continue to play an essential role in
the civil society domain. This book demonstrates that civic activism campaigns are
as important as NGOs in shaping the Armenian civil society, contributing to the
overall shift from understanding civil society as NGOs to a broader
conceptualisation of civil society as an arena populated by diverse actors.

There is cooperation but also tensions between the “old” NGO sector and the
“new” civic activism. Because many activists have NGO backgrounds or continue to
be involved with NGOs, the distinction between NGO member and activist becomes
blurred. The NGOs and civic initiatives had distinct modes of functioning and their
own strengths and weaknesses. Donor dependence is a handicap of the NGOs and
might be the reason that the activism campaigns steer clear of donor money.
However, independence from donors has drawbacks as well: activists often lack
resources to promote their causes and sustain their activities. The strengths and
weaknesses of the formal and the informal elements of civil society seem to mirror
each other: what is strength for one is a weakness for the other.

Occasionally, formal and informal civil society elements we studied
complemented one another. For example, the NGOs offered their expertise to the
activist groups, while civic initiatives inspired the NGOs and provided a much-
needed link to the broader public. We collected considerable evidence of NGO
members actively participating in civic initiatives as individuals.

The NGOs’ perceptions of activists were overwhelmingly positive—activists are
the progressive youth, the source of hope and the new generation that has the stamina
to stand up for its rights and is able and willing to break stereotypes. The activists are
even somewhat romanticised as the “progressive”, “intellectual” and “educated”
sector of society. Beauty, of course, is in the eye of the beholder. Our task as
researchers is not to define what “progressive” might mean but to highlight that
our interviews depict a much more complex picture. For example, not all activists we
interviewed saw other activists as “progressive”. We heard descriptions such as
“patriarchal”, “closed”, “disorganised”, “nationalist” or “selfish”. We even heard
conspiracy theories that specific campaigns were secretly supported or even
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organised by the government. The activists themselves do not always and necessar-
ily regard one another as unconditional comrades-in-arms on the same side of the
barricade, but the NGOs tended to see them all in a positive light (or at least that is
what they expressed during the interviews).

By contrast, the activists’ perceptions of the NGOs were rather varied, nuanced
and generally guarded. Most activists stressed the existing diversity within the NGO
sector and the need to differentiate between “good” and “bad” NGOs and between
the ones that “serve the public interest” and the NGOs that are “grant-eaters” and “in
the government’s pocket”. The attitude towards the first type, the “good”NGOs, was
cordial but not overly enthusiastic. Most activists think that NGOs are doing their job
and are being paid for it and it is good to have their help. According to the activists,
the NGOs are certainly not knights in shining armour. The approach is rather
pragmatic.

Our “ecosystem recovery” hypothesis of developing diversity and complexity of
the Armenian civil society was supported in both aspects. Civic initiatives increased
the diversity of the actors, restoring a much-needed balance to the NGO-dominated
post-communist Armenian civil society domain. With the new actor entering the
stage, the complexity of interactions between civil society entities has also increased,
as our five activism campaign cases and our qualitative interviews demonstrate.

In addition to interacting with each other, civil society actors also interact with
political society. Our exploration of ecosystem recovery processes included studying
the complex relationships between civil society on the one hand and the government
and political parties on the other hand. Our organisational survey shows that around
60% of NGOs interact with the government and see those interactions as potentially
helpful in attaining NGOs’ goals. Our qualitative data also provides examples of
NGO-government cooperation, although our qualitative interlocutors were careful to
highlight that engaging in a dialogue with the government is “not politics” and that
accepting government funding entails a loss of independence and, subsequently,
existential risk to an NGO. NGOs are careful in positioning themselves as “pro-
fessionals” working with the government while maintaining their impartiality, not
“dubbing in politics” and avoiding contacts with political parties.

Activists’ relationship with government is more confrontational and covertly
political. Most civic initiatives are reactions to government decisions. Many activists
position themselves as “outside of politics”, although some of the issues they raise
are inherently political, such as the opposition to the government-proposed pension
reform. The rejection of politics also means rejection of political players, such as the
opposition political parties, which could be valuable allies in many cases. Despite
activists’ rejection of political parties, parliamentary political opposition did support
one of the cases we studied. Some activists also later on became politicians. The
relationship between activism and politics in Armenia, as in most other countries, is
more complex than a simple dichotomy between civil and political society.

Overall, our study captures an interesting period in the development of the
Armenian civil society, shifting from being dominated by NGOs to a healthier mix
of formal and informal types of self-organisation. In the years preceding the peaceful
April uprising, civil society had matured significantly in terms of organisational
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structures and capacities, but its formal entities had weak ties to the broader public.
Low membership and distrust, the signature weaknesses of post-communist civil
society, continued to characterise the formal sector of Armenian civil society. The
silver lining of our research was the active and more trustful youth who were
repeatedly cited as the new generation bringing new hope. Spearheaded by young
activists often acting outside of the formal NGO format, Armenian civil society had
registered several victories in overriding unfavourable governmental decisions and
in voicing mounting public concerns. These examples served as sources of inspira-
tion and optimism for those working in the sector.

On the eve of the Velvet Revolution, Armenian civil society was unquestionably
more complex than it was 10 or even 5 years prior. Armenian civil society,
particularly its informal groups and entities, seemed to be going through a rather
steep learning curve, reflecting critically on both successful and less successful cases
of mobilisation. The civil society’s repertoire of actions was much broader than it
was 25 years ago. It ranged from court litigations to protests, from humorous street
action to online information campaigns and from grassroots mobilisations to celeb-
rity endorsements. Civic activism seemed to be the arena in which civil society was
able to overcome the post-communist syndrome of disengagement. The civic activ-
ists had become visible challengers to power holders, as civic activism campaigns
were able to promote their own agendas. The civic initiatives showed that people
power matters.

Two years after the completion of our fieldwork, people power manifested itself
through a mass uprising that led to the change of government. A wave of mass
mobilisation swept Armenian executive leadership from power in what is currently
referred to as the Velvet Revolution in spring 2018. The scale of the mobilisation
caught many analysts, including us, by surprise. At the time of our fieldwork, it was
difficult to imagine that the civic activism we were witnessing could be up-scaled
from a few hundred to a hundred thousand participants over the course of 2 weeks.

Social science may never be able to correctly predict a rapid rise of a massive
movement, but we should at least be able to offer some plausible explanations. We
believe this book provided insights into Armenian civil society before the mass
uprising. Activists were gaining visibility and public trust through informal cam-
paigns and mini-social movements. They were grappling with questions of what
motivates people to get involved. In spring 2018, visibility, trust and an ability to
frame abstract issues (a transition from one political system to another) as specific
(the president’s broken promise) and potentially personal (poor governance that
affects everyone) would become important resources, used skilfully during critical
times.

Armenian civil society actors were experimenting with various approaches and
testing a broad range of strategies. Peaceful resistance has characterised all cases of
activism in Armenia since 2008, except three cases, shortly discussed in the Appen-
dix. We believe that the experience of more violent confrontation helped solidify the
commitment to peaceful resistance, as elaborated by some of our participants.

The three violent resistance episodes are different in many respects, but they have
all ended in failure and prison terms for their leaders. It is plausible to assume that the
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active part of the Armenian public learned the lesson that violence undermines the
cause and usually leads to imprisonment of the leaders. Civil society contributed to
this commitment to non-violence and trained some of its participants in the basics of
peaceful resistance. Here is a quote from an activist to illustrate the point:

Before all this [involvement in activism], I was very aggressive, got into fights, but then you
get to a point during a demonstration a policeman hits you and you do not hit back because
you know that if you hit back you will have big problems; you and people next to you will
face more serious problems. During the 100 dram protest1 there was a situation when I was
being hit but I just stood there. It was the first such case, it was very hard for me. I just stood
and looked at the face of that person because I knew that I had no right to hit him. Because I
speak of the law means I, myself, should not judge others. (male, 32)

We might never be able to estimate the extent to which civil society in Armenia
contributed to the development of peaceful resistance skills. The quote above shows
that it did, at least to some extent. In spring 2018, an unwavering commitment to
non-violence, similar to one described by our participant above, manifested itself
repeatedly in numerous locations in Yerevan and across Armenia during 2 weeks of
anti-government protest. Non-violence was actively encouraged by the protest
leaders but was also enthusiastically upheld by virtually all groups involved, many
of them acting autonomously. Moreover, there were many cases of peaceful pro-
testers successfully preventing vandalism and/or provocation. Self-discipline, self-
organisation and non-violence were the defining features of the Velvet Revolution.
What was the source of these skills and values? We might never have a definitive
answer, but our research seems to suggest civil society contributed to these skills and
values. It took smart leadership and opportune political developments to employ
them productively. However, the peaceful transition of power Armenia witnessed in
2018 would be less likely without the groundwork accomplished by civil society in
the preceding decade.

The ecosystem of the Armenian civil society is unquestionably much richer today
than at the outset of the Armenian independence in 1991. If the analogy of an
ecosystem continues, richer means more robust, resilient and healthy, meaning the
Armenian civil society has gradually developed. Since the Velvet Revolution of
2018, the situation has changed dramatically, and civil society finds itself in a new
context. If the Armenian civil society gradually developed under the challenging
conditions of the past two decades, does it mean it will flourish now in a more
conducive climate? One is tempted to make such a prediction. Assuming that
Armenia is on a path to consolidate its democracy, its civil society’s future is
probably optimistic. However, are there any caveats to watch for?

The first problem is well known and has been observed in other countries going
through similar transitions. Some of the best and the brightest move from civil
society into the government. This “brain drain” weakens civil society and makes it
difficult for civil society to assume a critical stance towards a government that is

1A small but successful protest in Yerevan in 2013 against raising public transportation fees. The
dram is the Armenian currency.
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largely staffed with former comrades. Broers (2005) describes this process in
Georgia after the Rose Revolution in 2003. Something similar happened in Armenia
after the Velvet Revolution in 2018 (Ishkanian and Manusyan 2019). However,
healthy doses of constructive criticism are necessary to help keep the government on
track and perform to the best of its abilities. Armenian civil society must replenish its
ranks and continue to perform its watchdog functions.

The second problem is somewhat a continuation of the first. During our inter-
views and focus group discussions, many NGO members and activists expressed the
opinion that mobilisation is necessary because the government fails at its tasks of
protecting rights, protecting the environment, providing services and so on. The “If
we had a rule of law, we would not need to protest” type of attitude was frequently
mentioned. Now that Armenia has a democratically elected government committed
to the rule of law, will these activists demobilise? Will the NGOs return from
attempted advocacy and human rights to service provision? Was Armenian civil
society developing as a reaction to weak or irresponsive government? Was it just an
alternative source of grievance aggregation because the “standard” mechanisms
(such as political parties, elections, judiciary and law enforcement structures) were
not working properly? If so, what will happen if these mechanisms start functioning
properly? The literature on civil society suggests that a vibrant civil society is an
asset to even the most developed democracies. Although some demobilisation is
probably inevitable, it would be a setback for the Armenian civil society if it is
unable to maintain its current momentum.

The third caveat is the opposite of the first two. Those members of the Armenian
civil society that remain mobilised and opt not to join (or are not invited) the ranks of
the new government must adapt to the new reality. While they still must perform
their watchdog functions, they must start making use of the fact that the government
is currently more open; however, simultaneously, it cannot please everyone. It is no
longer “the enemy” (if it ever was). However, it is bound by many obligations and
must balance various interests. Politics is rarely black and white. An antagonistic
stand towards the old government was easier to justify, but how are more radical
elements of the Armenian civil society going to act when a legitimate democratically
elected government is not immediately reacting to their concerns or is not adopting
solutions or policies they propose? Is the Armenian civil society prepared for the
complexity, the bargaining, the compromises and the imperfect outcomes of demo-
cratic politics?

In conclusion, we must mention that although we are hopeful for the future and
that as this manuscript goes to press, Armenia seems to be strengthening its
democratic institutions; as political scientists, we are painfully aware of how fragile
young democracies are and how frequently democratisation processes are derailed. It
happened in Armenia in 1991, and it could happen again. It is up to many players,
including civil society, to keep a watchful eye on Armenia during the next few years.
If Armenia starts deviating from the path, civil society would again have to mobilise
and simultaneously start adapting to a changing reality; a civil society’s job never
ends. Neither do the jobs of those who study civil society.
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Appendix

A.1 What Is Civic Activism?

We sought to understand what civic activism means to people in Armenia who
choose to get involved. How do they understand, define and describe it? We received
a wealth of diverse answers, opinions and perceptions. This section is an attempt to
synthesise the participants’ understandings and definitions to produce a typology
based on their answers.

First, it is important to note that when asked “What is civic activism?”, many of
our respondents admitted that they had not given it much thought. Their answers
emerged as they pondered the question and tried to verbalise what activism meant to
them. Many also noted that they do not consider themselves to be “activists” but
rather concerned and responsible citizens.

The participants’ definitions of civic activism can be grouped into three categories
that seem to follow a sequence: from development of consciousness, through
actions, to outcomes and impact. The spectrum of answers provided by our partic-
ipants depicts activism as a process that forms a citizen and influences the society at
large, starting from the development of personal qualities, leading to the transfor-
mation of behaviour resulting in specific actions and, finally, societal impact. While
some respondents would define activism as fitting into one of the following three
categories, others would provide answers that would fit into two or three of the
categories:

1. Activism as a personal development
2. Activism as behavioural development, actions and performances
3. Activism as impact

For many of our respondents, activism starts from an understanding of belonging
to a society and caring about the processes that shape the reality of one’s
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surroundings. This “belonging to society” stage is often related to an understanding
of fundamental rights and freedoms. Understanding constitutional rights is what
differentiates an activist citizen from “just a citizen with a passport”. In its initial
phase, it is the process of knowledge accumulation and the development of self-
consciousness, which brings with it a demand for higher standards of life, justice and
the rule of law. An activist is a conscious citizen prepared to challenge people or
institutions attempting to violate human rights. A common definition of activism is
caring or not being indifferent.

The second “level” of defining activism moves from consciousness to action. For
some of our respondents, civic activists are people who not only know their rights
but are also courageous enough to defend them. Many respondents see a natural
progression from awareness to action, i.e. the second builds on the first. Activism as
actions is based on an awareness of rights and duties and a readiness to raise issues of
public importance. It is a change of behaviour intended to permanently engage the
activist in public affairs. Activists start advocating for the public interest. Readiness
to act goes beyond a person’s specialisation, occupation or formal affiliation. It
becomes a responsibility to contribute to the public benefit, not necessarily because it
is a professional duty or occurs during working hours.

The behavioural shift means that an activist is someone who not only realises
one’s roles and responsibilities but also acts based on the activist consciousness. In
this sense, activism is engagement in the economic, political or social life of a
country. Every person or organisation chooses levels and methods of involvement;
it is difficult to arrive at a single definition. Instead, activism is thought of by our
respondents as visibility; if one’s actions are invisible to the community, then it is not
activism. While the overwhelming majority of our respondents thought of activism
as something occurring in the streets, some indicated that activism can take different
forms and include a range of methods of resistance, including the analysis of policies
or circumstances.

Some of our respondents defined activism as change or impact. Government
policies are changed as a result of public pressure, mobilised by activists. Activism is
an impact and a process leading a country to development. According to this view,
activism is a part of a state-building process and should be seen within a broader
framework, with each citizen having to play his or her part.

Table A.1 presents the typology developed based on the participants’ perceptions,
attitudes and beliefs with regard to activism.
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A frequent subject in the debate on definitions of activism revolved around the
purpose of activism. Is it activism only if the cause addresses a larger public good?
Some of our respondents argued that this is the case, while others disagreed, arguing
that something becomes “activism” whenever a group of people take a consequent
plan of actions to achieve a goal, no matter its purpose.

Another topic of disagreement among our participants was whether activism is a
permanently cherished public behaviour or if there is a need for it only in response to
governmental wrongdoing. The overwhelming majority of participants approach the
concept through the prism of a problem. There are issues to be resolved, which is
why activism is visible in a society. If there are no problems, there will be no
activism. In other words, activism happens whenever something goes wrong. People
stand up to defend their rights when their rights are violated. In the words of a
31-year-old female activist participant, “If conditions in a country are ideal, there is
no need for activism”. Activism is therefore understood as a reaction to certain
developments.

However, there is an opposing opinion in favour of activism as a normal
condition (as opposed to a reaction) that should be maintained whether under a
democracy or a dictatorship. Regardless of conditions, activism means responsible
citizens who constitute the core of a country. Activism is therefore understood as a
reality outside governmental activities. It is not a matter of demanding things from

Table A.1 Civic activism typology

Personal development (consciousness)
Behavioural development
(action) Impact

Education Participation Contribution to
society

Accumulation of knowledge Speaking out, raising
concerns

State-building

Self-consciousness Defending human rights Visibility

Decision not to be indifferent Disobedience A way of life

Civic self-development Peaceful resistance Independence

Self-esteem development Change in manners

Sense of waking up from within Engagement in economic
and political life

Understanding one’s own rights and duties System of continued
activities

Appreciation of things Act of defending public
interest

Understanding the importance of making a
decision/taking a position

Identifying issues left out of
the governmental agenda

Mentality change Informing the public about
changes in public policy

Dissidence Research and analysis

Development of social responsibility Public display
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the government but rather of being a good citizen. It is a person who is vigilant in
caring about his or her community.

This divergence of opinions led the discussion to another level. Is it a functioning
democracy that leads to public activism (because in a true democracy the rule of law
allows people to freely voice concerns)? Alternatively, is it a non-democratic society
that inevitably develops activism and leads to development? Are vigilant societies
able to maintain public spaces of resistance in a non-democratic setting, or is it an
already established democracy that educates and provides space for participation?

For the majority of participants, activism would be unnecessary if a country
operated based on democratic principles. There would be no rising activism in
Armenia were it not for the wrongdoings, defined as partisan decision-making and
corruption. Activism in Armenia develops because citizens are not content with the
economic, political or social decision-making of the country. In the words of an
activist, activism is a tool to change the system.

There is consensus among the participants regarding the interplay between formal
institutions and informal activism. Because of the lack of a healthy democratic
political culture, civic activism is on the rise. Activism in Armenia is seen as
happening on the street because this is the only way to achieve the actors’ goals.
Due to the lack of political will on the part of the previous authorities, people
resorted to peaceful resistance in the streets, hoping to win there. In the words of a
political activist: “It seems that people in Armenia stand up for minor issues, whereas
in reality they stand up for their dignity and pride” (male, 57).

It is interesting to note that a few years ago when we conducted our fieldwork,
most of the civil society participants thought of activism as a reaction to undemo-
cratic and inefficient state policies. The assumption seemed to be that if “proper”
democratic channels of representation and citizen voice are restored, there would be
less or no need for activism. As this manuscript is being prepared for publication,
Armenia’s government has changed, in part due to the mass mobilisation assisted by
civil society participants and strategies. A new parliament was formed through free
and fair elections. The new government appears to be much more open to public
demands. Does that make civic activism less relevant? Will some of our protagonists
now sit back and let the democratic government do its job? It remains to be seen how
Armenian civil society will develop in the new phase of openness.

A.2 Cases of Violent Protests in Armenia

The 2008 presidential elections culminated in clashes (resulting in ten deaths)
between supporters of Armenia’s first president, Levon Ter-Petrosyan who decided
to return to politics, and the government forces. When the results of the elections
were officially announced, granting victory to the then prime minister Serzh
Sargsyan, endorsed by the outgoing president Robert Kocharyan, the opposition,
led by Levon Ter-Petrosyan and Nikol Pashinyan (the future leader of the Armenian
peaceful Velvet Revolution 2018) refused to accept the results, claiming massive
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electoral fraud and calling for a continuous protest. The opposition mobilised daily
rallies and an overnight tent occupation of one of the capital’s main squares. After
several days of allowing the protests but warning that those were unauthorised, the
police violently removed the tent camp, using excessive force on 1 March 2008. The
protesters regrouped, and hours later the protests deteriorated into riots with barri-
cades, Molotov cocktails, burned cars and looted shops. Ten people lost their lives.
This episode received a significant amount of coverage and various assessments,
including international criticism of police brutality. Not justifying police actions in
any way, it is, however, important to emphasise that the protests stopped being
peaceful and moved to a more radical phase. The confrontation failed to produce the
intended outcomes (i.e. a change of government), leaving the Armenian society
traumatised. Nikol Pashinyan received a 7-year prison sentence for “organising mass
disorders” but was released in 2011 as part of a general amnesty, declared by the
government.

The second incident in which the protesters cannot be characterised as peaceful is
less known. On 5 November 2013, a small group of protesters armed with wooden
sticks and magnesium flash bombs tried to advance towards the presidential resi-
dence. Their leader, Shant Harutyunyan, called for a revolution. When the group met
with the police, a scuffle ensued and the protesters threw their homemade explosives.
As a result, approximately 20 people were detained, and Mr. Harutyunyan and
5 other participants were arrested and tried in court. Shant Harutyunyan received a
sentence of 6 years in prison.1The whole incident received little attention outside of
political circles. The “revolutionary group”was tiny, and their scuffle with the police
raised eyebrows among the general public. While some were sympathetic with the
arrested leader, many felt that throwing explosives in the centre of Yerevan was a
mistake. The whole event was clearly planned to attract attention, based on the Guy
Fawkes masks worn by some participants, the timing of the “revolution” on the
Gunpowder Plot day and the (harmless but noisy) explosives thrown at people’s feet.
However, the spectacle failed to attract much attention and simply landed its leaders
in prison.

The third violent episode of resistance occurred in July 2016. An armed group of
war veterans, known as the Daredevils of Sassoun, stormed a police station and held
hostages (including medical personnel who came to treat the wounded) for 2 weeks.
During this same period, peaceful and not so peaceful (throwing rocks at police)
demonstrations occurred in various parts of Yerevan in support of the armed group,
demanding that the government resolve the standoff peacefully. Ultimately, the
Daredevils surrendered, were arrested and were tried in court.2 The standoff resulted
in the deaths of two police officers, an activist who set himself on fire and an activist
who was imprisoned for bringing food to the Daredevils and later died in prison.

1He was released by amnesty in November 2018.
2They were released (pending trial) after the so-called Velvet Revolution formed a political party
but did poorly in the December 2018 parliamentary elections, receiving 1.8% of the votes.
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A.3 Additional Tables

Table A.2 Public trust
towards NGOs, organisational
survey

N % Cumulative %

Fully distrust 3 1.6 1.6

Somewhat distrust 27 14 16

Neither trust nor distrust 46 25 40

Somewhat trust 81 43 84

Fully trust 9 4.8 88

Don’t know/can’t say 22 12 100

Total 188 100

N number of responses

Table A.3 Public trust
towards your NGO,
organisational survey

N % Cumulative %

Neither trust nor distrust 13 6.9 6.9

Somewhat trust 81 43 50

Fully trust 85 45 95

Don’t know/can’t say 9 4.8 100

Total 188 100

N number of responses

Table A.4 Reasons for joining organisations, CSI 2014, multiple answers permitted

Count
% of
responses

% of
cases

Expectation of improved career possibilities in general 95 16.7 24.2

Self-fulfilment/self-esteem 88 15.4 22.4

Friends/family members are members 77 13.5 19.6

Feeling of belonging/desire to have such a feeling 52 9.1 13.2

Spending free time 50 8.8 12.7

Philanthropy 48 8.4 12.2

Expectation of becoming employed by organisation/group in
the future

38 6.7 9.7

Non-monetary benefits, expectation of non-monetary benefits 37 6.5 9.4

Learning/acquiring new skills, expectation of learning/
acquiring new skills

36 6.3 9.2

Reciprocity 34 6.0 8.7

Other 15 2.6 3.8

Total 570 100 145

CSI Civil Society Index
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Table A.5 Reasons for not joining organisations, CSI 2014, multiple answers permitted

Reason N %

Too busy/no time 535 45

Do not want to/not interested 254 21

Health problems/too old 128 11

Do not trust 74 6

There are no such organisations/groups in the community 57 5

Not informed 29 2

Has not been offered 20 1.7

Not profitable 8 0.7

Never thought of it 5 0.4

I am not an active person 1 0.1

No answer/don’t know 74 6

Total 1185 100

CSI Civil Society Index

Table A.6 Reason for performing voluntary work for organisations/groups, CSI 2014, multiple
answers permitted

Number
% of
responses

% of
cases

Philanthropy 66 19 30

General expectation of improved career possibilities 56 16 26

Self-fulfilment/self-esteem 50 14 22

Friends/family are members 44 13 20

Feeling of belonging 30 9 14

Expectation of becoming employed by organisation/group
in the future

28 8 13

Spending free time 21 6 10

Learning/acquiring new skills 21 6 10

Reciprocity 19 5 9

Non-monetary benefits, expectation of non-monetary
benefits

10 3 5

Other 7 2 3

Total 352 100 162

CSI Civil Society Index
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Table A.7 Reasons for not volunteering for an organisation/group, CSI 2014

Reason N %

Too busy/no time 596 44

Do not want to/not interested/see no sense 223 16

Health problems/too old 117 9

Cannot afford 80 6

Has not been offered/no opportunity 80 6

No such organisations/groups in the community 33 2.3

Have problems/need help myself 29 2.1

Do not trust 12 0.9

I have a paid job 11 0.8

Not informed 10 0.7

I am not an active person 4 0.3

No one does that for me 2 0.1

Was not present in the community 2 0.1

My house is far away 1 0.1

No answer/don’t know 162 12

Total 1362 100

CSI Civil Society Index

Table A.8 Volunteering and socio-demographic variable analysis statistics

2011 2012 2013 2015 2017

Gender (chi-square)

Pearson (chi-square) 44.646 36.791 103.296 48.111 41.049

Df 1 1 1 1 1

Sig (2-tailed) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

Education (t-test)

t N/R �5.685 �5.159 �2.688 �7.634

Df N/R 2363 1824 1854 1638

Sig (2-tailed) N/R 0.000 0.000 0.007 0.000

Income (t-test)

t N/R 3.955 7.174 3.809 4.335

Df N/R 2238 1773 1769 1468

Sig (2-tailed) N/R 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

Df degrees of freedom, Sig significance, N/R no statistically significant results
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Table A.9 Activities implemented by surveyed NGOs

Type of activity Number %

Fundraising Last month: 41 Last month: 22

Last 6 months: 48 Last 6 months: 26

Last year: 42 Last year: 23

Not implemented: 57 Not implemented: 30

Outreach event Last month: 72 Last month: 38

Last 6 months: 50 Last 6 months: 27

Last year: 42 Last year: 22

Not implemented: 24 Not implemented: 13

Work with international organisations Last month: 60 Last month: 35

Last 6 months: 40 Last 6 months: 21

Last year: 43 Last year: 23

Not implemented: 39 Not implemented: 21

Cooperation with other NGOs Last month: 85 Last month: 45

Last 6 months: 32 Last 6 months: 17

Last year: 47 Last year: 25

Not implemented: 24 Not implemented: 13

Work with volunteers Last month: 84 Last month: 45

Last 6 months: 41 Last 6 months: 22

Last year: 40 Last year: 21

Not implemented: 23 Not implemented: 12

Communication with government officials Last month: 46 Last month: 24.5

Last 6 months: 33 Last 6 months: 18

Last year: 48 Last year: 25.5

Not implemented: 61 Not implemented: 32

General meeting of organisation’s members Last month: 37 Last month: 20

Last 6 months: 42 Last 6 months: 22

Last year: 63 Last year: 33.5

Not implemented: 42 Not implemented: 22

Table A.10 Types of com-
munication tools organisa-
tions use to promote their
activities

N %

Website 136 72

Facebook 122 65

E-mail list 67 36

YouTube 47 25

Blog 40 21

Google+ 24 13

Twitter 21 11

LinkedIn 19 10

Odnoklassniki 15 8

Vkontakte 7 3.7

Other 2 1.1

N number of responses
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Table A.11 Percentage of young people and women at NGOs (members, staff members and
volunteers)

NGOs with
young
members

Cumulative
%

NGOs with
women
members

Cumulative
%

No representatives of the group 5 5 5 5

Less than 10% of the members
are representatives of the group

7 12 7 12

Less than 50% of the members
are representatives of the group

15 27 11 23

Approximately 50% of the mem-
bers are representatives of the
group

14 41 22 55

More than 50% of the members
are representatives of the group

29 70 34 79

More than 90% of the members
are representatives of the group

30 100 21 100

Total 100 100

Table A.12 Age of various position holders at surveyed NGOs

Position Age Number %

President 18–25 9 5

26–35 35 19

36–45 53 28

46–55 36 19

Older than 56 46 25

No president 6 3

Missing age data 3 2

Executive director 18–25 6 3

26–35 15 8

36–45 18 10

46–55 16 8

Older than 56 12 6

No executive director 119 63

Missing age data 2 1

Secretary 18–25 20 11

26–35 24 13

36–45 22 12

46–55 11 6

Older than 56 3 2

No secretary 106 56

Missing age data 2 1

Accountant/financial manager/cashier 18–25 11 6

26–35 39 21

36–45 36 19

46–55 29 15

Older than 56 11 6

No such position 59 31

Missing age data 3 2
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Table A.13 Number of paid
staff members in organisations

Category %

0 37

1–5 26

6–20 22

21–30 6

31–245 9

Total 100

N 188

Mean 11

Median 3

N number of responses

Table A.14 Number of vol-
unteers in organisations

Category %

0 10

1–5 29

6–10 18

11–30 23

31–100 11

101–4000 9

Total 100

N 188

Mean 58

Median 8

N number of responses

Table A.15 Other sources of
funding (in addition to grants)

N %

Membership fees 60 32

Social enterprises 57 30

Financial donations 55 29

Commodity donations 37 20

No other sources 55 29

Other sources 10 5.3

N number of responses

Appendix 169



Table A.16 Pearson’s correlations for organisational age, personnel and fundraising

Year of
establishment

Number of paid
staff members

Number of
volunteers

Number of
previous
presidents

Year of
establishment

Pearson’s
r(N )
Sig
(2-tailed)

1 �0.344 (188)
0.000

�0.306 (188)
0.000

Number of paid
staff members

Pearson’s
r(N )
Sig
(2-tailed)

�0.344 (188)
0.000

1 0.274
(188)
0.000

0.209 (188)
0.004

Number of
volunteers

Pearson’s
r(N )
Sig
(2-tailed)

0.274 (188)
0.000

1

Number of pre-
vious presidents

Pearson’s
r(N )
Sig
(2-tailed)

�0.306 (188)
0.000

0.209 (188)
0.004

1

Number of
grants last year

Pearson’s
r(N )
Sig
(2-tailed)

�0.157 (182)
0.035

0.426 (182)
0.000

0.158 (182)
0.033

Note: Only statistically significant correlations are reported in the table
N number of responses, Sig significance

Table A.17 Working with
the government helps or hin-
ders in reaching the goals of
organisations

%

It helps/would help reaching our goals 61

It hinders/would hinder reaching our goals 5.5

It doesn’t/wouldn’t affect goal achievement 34

Total 100

N 188

Table A.18 Working with the government improves or damages the image of the NGO

N % Cumulative %

Improves/would improve the image of our organisation 79 42 42

Damages/would damage the image of our organisation 23 12 54

Doesn’t/wouldn’t affect the image of our organisation 86 46 100

Total 188 100
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A.4 Organisational Survey of NGOs in Armenia: The
Questionnaire

1. Location of the organisation:

• Yerevan
• Other city
• Village

2. Year of foundation of your organisation ________
3. Current number of paid staff your organisation has (both part-time and full-time)

________
4. Current number of volunteers your organisation has ________
5. Among the members of your organisation (including paid staff, formal members,

periodically included volunteers and all of those you consider to be active
members), the percentage that constitutes:

0
Less than
10%

Less than
50%

About
50%

More than
50%

More than
90%

Young people (up to
35 years old)

o o o o o o

Women o o o o o o

6. Does your organisation have? (Please tick the box.)

Yes No

President

Executive Director/Chief Executive

Secretary

Board

Accountant/Financier/Cashier

Working groups

General assembly

7. Please mention the gender of the above-mentioned occupants of these positions.
(If the position is occupied by more than one person, please skip the box.)

Male Female None

President

Executive Director/Chief Executive

Secretary

Accountant/Financier/Cashier
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8. Please provide the ages of the above-mentioned occupants of these positions. (If
the position is occupied by more than one person, please skip the box.)

18–25 26–35 36–45 46–55 56 and older None

President

Executive Director/Chief Executive

Secretary

Accountant/Financier/Cashier

9. How many YEARS has the current president (head of organisation) been in
his/her position? (If the head of your organisation has occupied his/her position
for less than a year, please indicate “less than a year”.) _______________

10. How many presidents (heads of organisation) has your NGO had in the past?
_______________

11. Please, indicate the sector(s) in which your organisation has been active during
the past year. (Please check all that apply.)

• Human rights
• Gender issues
• Environmental issues
• Health issues
• Child care
• Charity/welfare
• Pensioners/elderly
• Veterans/victims
• Religious activities
• Education/employment
• Poverty
• Ethnic issues
• Sports/youth issues
• Culture/music
• Economic development
• Humanitarian aid
• Community development
• Business relations
• Consumer interests
• Other ______________

12. If you have specified more than one option, which sector is the most important?
(Please choose from the list.)

• Human rights
• Gender issues
• Environmental issues
• Health issues
• Child care
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• Charity/welfare
• Pensioners/elderly
• Veterans/victims
• Religious activities
• Education/employment
• Poverty
• Ethnic issues
• Sports/youth issues
• Culture/music
• Economic development
• Humanitarian aid
• Community development
• Business relations
• Consumer interests
• Other ______________

13. What is your organisation’s primary activity? (Please check all that apply.)

• Information dissemination/awareness raising
• Education/training
• Research
• Free service delivery
• Advocacy
• Other ______________

14. If you have mentioned more than one option, which activity is the most
important? (Please choose from the list.)

• Information dissemination/awareness raising
• Education/training
• Research
• Free service delivery
• Advocacy
• Other ______________

15. Which of the following types of modern communication tools does your
organisation use to promote itself and its activities and to share information
about output, etc.? (Please check all that apply.)

• Website
• E-mail list
• Blog
• Facebook
• Google+
• Twitter
• YouTube
• LinkedIn
• VKontakte
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• Odnoklassniki
• Other ______________

16. Has your organisation conducted any of these activities within the past 1 month,
6 months or 1 year?

Past
month

Past
6 months

Past
year Never

Fundraising

Public event organisation (e.g. public meeting/discus-
sion/conference/seminar)

Communication/work with international organisation(s)

Cooperation with other NGOs

Work with volunteers

Communication with or contacting government official
(s)

General assembly with members of the organisation

16.1 What other activities has your organisation conducted during the past year?
(Please indicate.)_______________

17. In your opinion, what is the level of public trust towards NGOs?

• Fully distrust
• Somewhat distrust
• Neither trust nor distrust
• Somewhat trust
• Fully trust
• No answer

18. In your opinion, what is the level of trust of those people who know (about) your
organisation towards your organisation?

• Fully distrust
• Somewhat distrust
• Neither trust nor distrust
• Somewhat trust
• Fully trust
• No answer

19. How do you interact with the national government? (Please check all that
apply.)

• Receiving funding/subsidies
• Working with the government on a contractual basis
• Coordinating events/activities
• Consulting/involving experts
• Formal lobbying
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• Informal lobbying
• Protesting/criticising
• Watchdog activities/developing alternatives
• Naming and shaming/providing recommendations
• No interaction with the national government in any way
• Other _____________________

20. How do you interact with the local government? (Please check all that apply.)

• Receiving funding/subsidies
• Working with the government on a contractual basis
• Coordinating events/activities
• Consulting/involving experts
• Formal lobbying
• Informal lobbying
• Protesting/criticising
• Watchdog activities/developing alternatives
• Naming and shaming/providing recommendations
• No interaction with the local government in any way
• Other _____________________

21. Do you think that working with the government (either national or local) helps
or hinders (would help or hinder) you to reach the goals set by your organisa-
tion? (Please assess the current situation. If you do not work with the govern-
ment [either national or local], please assess the possible situation if you were
working.)

• It helps/would help in reaching our goals.
• It hinders/would hinder in reaching our goals.
• It does not affect/would not affect in any way our goal achievement.

22. Do you think that working with the government (either national or local)
improves or damages (would improve or damage) the image of your organisa-
tion in the eyes of those people who know about your organisation? (Please
assess the current situation. If you do not work with the government [either
national or local], please assess the possible situation if you were working.)

• It improves/would improve the image of our organisation.
• It damages/would damage the image of our organisation.
• It does not affect/would not affect in any way the image of our organisation.

23. Has your organisation received a grant(s) during the past year?

• Yes
• No
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24. How many grants has your organisation received during the past year?
_________

25. From which sources has your organisation received grants during the past year?
(Please check all that apply.)

• International or foreign organisation
• Armenian non-profit organisation
• Armenian business organisation
• Armenian government
• Individual donation
• Other, please specify _______________

26. What is the total amount received by your organisation in the form of grant
(s) during the past year?

• $1000 or less
• $1001–$3000
• $3001–$10,000
• $ 10,001–$30,000
• $30,001–$50,000
• More than $50,000
• Don’t know/refuse to answer

27. Apart from grants, what other source(s) of funding does your organisation have?

• Financial donations
• Commodity donations
• Membership fees
• Social enterprise
• Does not have other sources
• Other _______________

28. Please indicate the name of your NGO _________________________
29. Please indicate the names of three NGOs working in your sector in Armenia

with which you have collaborated and/or of which you are aware:

• _____________________
• _____________________
• _____________________

Thank you for your cooperation.
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A.5 Sectors of Activities of NGOs Included in the Qualitative
Study

• Armenian foreign policy
• Benevolence
• Children and youth issues
• Community development
• Cultural heritage preservation
• Education
• Environment
• Freedom of speech
• HIV/AIDS issues
• Human rights
• Media development
• Military education and support
• Peace building and cross-border initiatives
• People with limited abilities issues
• Research and teaching
• Tourism
• Women’s issues

A.6 Interview Guide for NGO Leaders (First Round
of Interviews)

Name________________________________ Position __________________
Gender: F M; Age ___
Level of education: Elementary Secondary Vocational Higher
NGO year of establishment ____________ Location: Yerevan town village
NGO main sector of operation

________________________________________________

1. About the organisation: mission, main activities, scope. Icebreaker: simply let
them talk about the organisation.

2. History of the organisation: ups and downs, difficulties, success stories, critical
junctions

3. Your personal story as the organisation leader. How did you become involved (if
this is not the first NGO involved, how did they become involved with civil
society?)? How did you become the leader? What do you think will happen if
you go? How do leadership changes occur in the organisation?

4. Change: Based on your personal experience with this NGO, what has changed in
the NGO or in the NGO environment? What has become easier/more difficult?
Are there new opportunities or new challenges?
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5. How does the NGO work with the public? [explore what their understanding is
of “the public”, what the relevant “public” is for them, what the groups are—
stakeholders, beneficiaries and individuals—that might potentially become
involved and help the neighbourhood, community, etc. To whom do they
attempt to reach out?] What are the problems or success stories? Examples?

6. Trust towards NGOs: Is your NGO trusted? Who trusts you? Who doesn’t? Do
you think NGOs in Armenia are trusted in general? Why? Why not? [Tell them
about the Howard argument, ask them to comment; show them CB statistics on
trust, ask them to comment]. (Ask about positive and negative stereotypes about
NGOs they have encountered and how those stereotypes influence their work.)

7. Involvement of volunteers in the organisational activities: What they do, how
they are recruited, and how are they motivated to stay? Why do you think they
volunteer? Do you need more?

8. Youth: Are young people (up to 24 years old, “post-communist” generation)
active in your organisation? In what way? Do you think they are different?
How?

9. Any recommendations: How can you strengthen civic engagement?
10. Relations among NGOs: Does your NGO cooperate with other NGOs? How? Is

there a platform easing cooperation? If not, what could be done to improve inter-
NGO cooperation? What about regional cooperation? [South Caucasus] Are
there any other entities with which you cooperate in the region? Are there any
prospects?

11. What about any relations with policy/decision-makers? Does your NGO have
access to the political arena?

12. Policy question: Is there any policy helping NGOs or obstructing their work
(at the local and/or national level)?

Thank you for your cooperation.
Date: _____________________

A.7 Interview Guide for NGO Leaders (Second Round
of Interviews)

Name ________________________________ Gender: F M; Age _____
Level of education: Elementary Secondary Vocational Higher
From: Yerevan town village Armenian diaspora other

1. What is today’s political culture in Armenia? (prompt: (a) political participa-
tion, (b) public attitudes toward political actors/politics, (c) cooperation/con-
flict) How does this political culture affect your NGO? In what way(s)?

2. What are perceptions (prompt: positive, negative)/stereotypes regarding NGOs
in Armenia today?
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3. What is civic activism to you? How do you understand the term? Please define
civic activism.

4. What role does civic activism play in Armenia today? How is civic activism/are
civic activists perceived (prompt: positive, negative) by Armenian society
today? Any stereotypes?

5. How do you think civic activists perceive (prompt: positive, negative) NGOs?
Should these two groups be interacting/cooperating? Yes/No. Why? Which of
the scenarios would produce better results?

6. Do you have any experience/relationship in cooperating with civic activists?
(Members of your NGO?)

7. If yes, why do/did you cooperate? What is/was easy/difficult in cooperation?
What is/was the tension, if such? What is/was your overall impression of
cooperation? (prompt: disorganised vs. responsible, effective vs. lousy). If not,
why not?

8. Do you think Armenia needs a different civil society? If yes, what should be the
difference? How should we get there? Give recommendations.

9. If you could change something in today’s Armenian political culture, what
would it be?

10. Experience with case study campaigns: How, in what way, did you participate
in the following five campaigns?

(a) Save Teghut Civic Initiative; (b) Maternity Leave; (c) Dem Em; (d) Let’s
Preserve the Afrikyan Club Building; (e) Electric Yerevan

11. If no participation (to any of these cases): why?

Thank you for your cooperation.
Date: _____________________

A.8 Interview Guide for Volunteers at NGOs

Name________________________________ Gender: F M; Age ___
Level of education: Elementary Secondary Vocational Higher
NGO Location: Yerevan town village

1. How did you start volunteering in general? Please provide a personal story.
2. Why do you volunteer?
3. What do you do as a volunteer?
4. How do you contribute to/have impact on this organisation?
5. Do you participate in the organisation’s decision-making process? If so, how do

you feel about it? Do you think your ideas/opinions are heard?
6. How would you describe your relationship with the staff?
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7. If you think of your volunteering experience over the years, did it change? If so,
how? (Probe: How did you feel about volunteering? How did people feel about
you volunteering? What has changed?) [for those who have more than 3 years of
volunteering experience]

8. Do you think volunteering has an impact on your life? In what way?
9. Do you think that the organisation you volunteer for is trusted? Who trusts this

organisation, and who doesn’t? Do you think NGOs in Armenia are trusted in
general? Why? Why not?

(Perhaps ask about positive and negative stereotypes about NGOs they have
encountered and how those stereotypes influence their work.)

10. Do you have any recommendations of how to strengthen civic engagement?

Thank you for your cooperation.
Date: _____________________

A.9 Interview Guide for Civic Activists

Name ________________________________ Gender: F M; Age _____
Level of education: Elementary Secondary Vocational Higher
From: Yerevan town village diaspora other

1. What is civic activism to you? How do you understand the term? Please define
civic activism.

2. Personal story. How did you get involved? Since when? Why? Why are you still
involved? What is your main purpose? What is civic activism’s impact on your
life?

3. How are civic activism campaigns/civic initiatives perceived (prompt: positive,
negative, stereotypes, etc.) by Armenian society today? What is your experience?
How are you (as a civic activist) perceived (prompt: positive, negative) by your
friends/relatives/larger society?

Your relationship with other people (neighbours, classmates, colleagues).
Only for females (prompt: does “being female” in any way affect societal
attitudes towards you?)

4. What is your relationship with other civic activists? How did it evolve?
5. Armenian NGOs. What is your opinion of, perceptions and attitudes towards

NGOs in Armenia? What role do they play in the country? What role should they
play in the country?

6. Do you interact with Armenian NGOs? If so, how? State your experience with
Armenian NGOs. If not, why not?

7. Do NGOs help or hinder civic activism in Armenia? Why? Give examples.
8. Specific questions for participants of five case studies:

(a) Was it a success? How do you define its resolution?
(b) Further steps and expectations.
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(c) The role of social media in this specific case(s).

9. Do you think Armenia needs a different civil society? If yes, what should be the
difference? How should we get there? Give recommendations.

(a) Snowballing questions: Who would you recommend?

(i) For focus groups (leaders and active participants of campaigns)
(ii) For interviews (NGO members that have been involved in any kind of

relationship with activists)

Thank you for your cooperation.
Date: _____________________

A.10 Focus Group Guide for Civic Activists

Discussion with participants from: Yerevan other town/village Armenian
diaspora

1. What is civic activism to you? How do you understand the term? Please define
civic activism.

2. Why are you involved/why do you participate? What is your main purpose,
internal motivation? For you personally, what attracts you and what makes it
difficult for you to participate? What types of issues make you determined to
participate, what really matters to you and makes you get involved?

3. What is the impact of civic activism on your life?
4. Societal perception of civic activism: how are civic activism campaigns/civic

initiatives perceived by Armenian society today? (Sub-question: What is your
experience? How are you (as a civic activist) perceived by your friends/relatives/
larger society? How is your relationship with other people (neighbours, class-
mates, colleagues)?

5. What is your relationship with other civic activists? Is there one? If so, how did it
evolve? If not, why not?

6. In your opinion, what makes civic activism campaigns/civic initiatives a success
(leads to positive resolution)? (prompt: creativity of activists in using techniques
and methods to mobilise, inclination of authorities to cooperate, an obvious
failure in governmental policy/decision-making, public outrage)

7. What is the role of social media in civic activism in Armenia? What is your own
experience in this regard?

8. Armenian NGOs. What is your opinion of, perceptions and attitudes about/
towards NGOs in Armenia? Do you think NGOs help or hinder civic activism
in Armenia? (Sub-question: Do you have any experience (prompt: working,
volunteering, getting information from, etc.) with Armenian NGOs? If yes,
what is it?)
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9. Do you think Armenia needs a different civil society? If yes, what should be the
difference? How should we get there? Give recommendations.

Thank you for your cooperation.
Date: _____________________

A.11 Focus Group Guide for NGO Leaders

Discussion with participants from: Yerevan other town/village

1. What is civic activism to you? How do you understand the term? Please define
civic activism.

2. What role does civic activism (defined as civic activism campaigns/civic initia-
tives) play in Armenia today? (probe: any impact?)

3. How do you think civic activists perceive (prompt: positive, negative, stereo-
types) NGOs? Should these two groups be interacting/cooperating?
Yes/No. Why? Which of the scenarios would produce better results?

4. Examples: do you have any experience/relationship in cooperating with civic
activists? (Members of your NGO?)

5. If yes, why do/did you cooperate? What is/was easy/difficult in cooperation?

(a) What is/was the tension, if there was any? What is/was your overall impres-
sion of cooperation? (prompt: disorganised vs. responsible,
effective vs. lousy)

6. If no, why?
7. What are perceptions (prompt: positive, negative)/stereotypes regarding NGOs in

Armenia today?
8. Do you think Armenia needs a different civil society? If yes, what should be the

difference? How should we get there? Give recommendations.
9. If you could change something in today’s Armenian political culture (prompt:

political participation, public attitudes towards political actors/politics, cooper-
ation/conflict), what would it be?

Thank you for your cooperation.
Date: _____________________

A.12 Focus Group Guide for Non-activists

Discussion with participants from: Yerevan other town/village

1. What is today’s political culture in Armenia? (prompt: political participation,
public attitudes toward political actors/politics, cooperation/conflict)

How does this political culture affect your life? In what way(s)?
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2. What do you think are the top problems in Armenia today?
3. Do you think citizens, people like you, can have any role in solving these

problems? If so, how? If not, why not?
4. Have you heard of civic initiatives in Armenia? What do you know about them?

What role does civic activism (defined as civic activism campaigns/civic initia-
tives) play in Armenia today? (prompt: any impact?)

5. Have you ever been involved in any civic activism campaign/civic initiative or a
similar activity? If yes, what made you join? If not, why not?

6. Have you ever considered joining? Please mention the top three reasons that
prevent you from joining civic activism campaigns/civic initiatives (physical
participation).

7. Ideally, to what extent and how should the general public participate in decision-
making (prompt: regarding questions that affect them)?

Thank you for your cooperation.
Date: _____________________

A.13 Qualitative Data Indexing Scheme for the First Round
of Fieldwork

1. Personal details and NGO leader story

1.1 Age
1.2 Gender
1.3 Profession/specialisation
1.4 Background story/impact

2. NGO story

2.1 Year established
2.2 Location (Yerevan/town)
2.3 Leadership changes
2.4 Sector of operation
2.5 Goals/aims/mission
2.6 Activities
2.7 Achievements/success stories
2.8 Challenges/difficulties encountered

3. Cooperation and involvement in politics

3.1 Target groups (who they are)
3.2 Cooperation with target
3.3 Local and regional cooperation frameworks; IO membership
3.4 Cooperation with government/local government
3.5 Involvement in politics
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4. Trust

4.1 Trust towards [their] NGO
4.2 Indicators of trust towards their NGO
4.3 Trust towards non-profit sector
4.4 Indicators of trust towards non-profit sector

5. Volunteers

5.1 Volunteers at NGO
5.2 Involvement/recruitment/motivations
5.3 Activities
5.4 Need for more volunteers

6. Youth

6.1 Views about youth
6.2 Involvement of youth in NGO

7. Civil society

7.1 Changes: now and then (NGO environment, operations, resources)
7.2 General views on non-profit sector (NGOs, methods of operation,

conditions)
7.3 Views on M. Howard’s argument vs. reality (communist legacy: distrust,

low participation)

8. Policy change

8.1 Policy to change (why)
8.2 Policy not to change (why)
8.3 Recommendations

9. Broader picture

9.1 Politics
9.2 General social situation

10. Other

10.1 Good quotes
10.2 Interesting material

A.14 Qualitative Data Indexing Scheme for the Second
Round of Fieldwork

1. Civic activism

1.1 Defining the term (narrative)
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1.2 Defining the term (words and phrases)
1.3 Other

2. Political culture

2.1 Armenia today (narrative)
2.2 Affecting activism
2.3 Affecting NGOs
2.4 What to change
2.5 Other

3. Civic initiatives

3.1 Success factors
3.2 Factors of failure
3.3 Social media role
3.4 Other

4. Personal story of activists

4.1 Get involved: how
4.2 Get involved: when
4.3 Get involved: purpose/motivation
4.4 Get involved: impact on life
4.5 Other

5. Perception

5.1 Civic initiatives by public at large

5.1.1 Positive
5.1.2 Negative

5.2 NGOs by public at large

5.2.1 Positive
5.2.2 Negative

5.3 Activists by public at large

5.3.1 Positive
5.3.2 Negative

5.4 Activists by relatives and friends

5.4.1 Positive
5.4.2 Negative

5.5 Female activists by others

5.5.1 Positive
5.5.2 Negative

5.6 Civic Activists by NGOs
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5.6.1 Positive
5.6.2 Negative

5.7 NGOs by activists

5.7.1 Positive
5.7.2 Negative

5.8 Other

6. Relationship/interaction: activists and NGOs

6.1 Development
6.2 Cooperation
6.3 Conflict
6.4 Negative
6.5 Stereotypes
6.6 Other

7. Armenia in need of a different civil society

7.1 Recommendations

7.1.1 Positive
7.1.2 How to get there
7.1.3 Negative
7.1.4 Other

8. Five case studies

8.1 Save Teghut Civic Initiative

8.1.1 Story
8.1.2 Success
8.1.3 Failure
8.1.4 Social media
8.1.5 Further steps, expectations
8.1.6 NGO involvement
8.1.7 Other

8.2 Maternity Leave Law

8.2.1 Story
8.2.2 Success
8.2.3 Failure
8.2.4 Social media
8.2.5 Further steps, expectations
8.2.6 NGO involvement
8.2.7 Other

8.3 Preserve Afrikyan Club Building
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8.3.1 Story
8.3.2 Success
8.3.3 Failure
8.3.4 Social media
8.3.5 Further steps, expectations
8.3.6 NGO involvement
8.3.7 Other

8.4 Dem Em (I Am Against)

8.4.1 Story
8.4.2 Success
8.4.3 Failure
8.4.4 Social media
8.4.5 Further steps, expectations
8.4.6 NGO involvement
8.4.7 Other

8.5 Electric Yerevan

8.5.1 Story
8.5.2 Success
8.5.3 Failure
8.5.4 Social media
8.5.5 Further steps, expectations
8.5.6 NGO involvement
8.5.7 Other

9. Non-activists

9.1 People and participation in general
9.2 Participation experience: positive
9.3 Participation experience: negative
9.4 Defining ideal participation
9.5 Armenia’s top problems today
9.6 Other

10. Other

10.1 Interesting material
10.2 Good quotes
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