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The Relationship of Leadership Quality
to the Political Presence of Civic
Associations
Hahrie Han, Kenneth T. Andrews, Marshall Ganz, Matthew Baggetta, and Chaeyoon Lim

Member-based civic associations, or citizen groups, have two crucial roles in American democracy. They advocate for members’
interests in the public arena, but also operate asTocquevillian “schools of democracy” linking citizens to politics and equipping them
with the skills of democratic citizenship. Yet scant research has examined the interrelationships of these two roles. Does the work that
civic associations do in developing democratic participants enhance the work they do advocating for members’ interests in the public
arena? We bring together two previously disparate strands of research on civic associations by arguing that a key factor affecting the
political presence of civic associations is leadership quality. We focus on the relationship of leadership quality to political presence,
using data from a unique 2003 study of 226 local entities of the Sierra Club. We show that organizations with more skilled and
committed leaders have higher levels of political presence. This contrasts with previous research that has focused primarily on com-
munity context and resources as explanatory factors. This study shows that political presence is related to the extent to which leaders
develop their skills and demonstrate commitment to the organization.

T
he study of civic associations, defined here as
membership-based advocacy groups governed by
internally elected leaders, has burgeoned since the

1990s. A renewed interest in the relationship between civic
associations and democracy has emerged among scholars
from a variety of disciplines and research areas, including
political science, sociology, democratic theory, and civic
engagement.1 As Archon Fung writes in a review of research
on associations and democracy, “By asking the general
question, ‘How do associations enhance democracy?’ schol-
ars have brought civil society and groups back into the
normative and empirical investigation of democracy.”2

Scholars have examined the role civic associations play in

developing and sustaining democracy in a range of differ-
ent ways, including incorporating marginalized groups and
individuals into the political system;3 acting as represen-
tative bodies providing many types of individuals a voice
in the larger political system;4 creating spaces for citizens
to develop and practice civic skills while addressing press-
ing community issues;5 providing forums for public delib-
eration;6 and pushing other political institutions towards
incorporating values and practices of direct participa-
tion.7 In the study of social movements, scholars have
begun examining the political consequences of protest and
specifying the role of leadership, strategy, and organiza-
tions for movement impact.8 Underlying all of this research
is the notion that civic associations are critical to democ-
racy because they provide a way for individuals to partici-
pate in informal and formal mechanisms of policymaking.

By creating venues for participation in policymaking,
civic associations provide individuals with a way to exer-
cise voice in politics. Only limited research, however, has
examined the factors affecting which associations are bet-
ter able to provide their members with voice than others.
Recently, scholars of political incorporation have begun
calling for more attention to the ways in which some civic
associations are better able to achieve political presence or
public recognition than others because they recognize the
connection between these associations and the power mar-
ginalized groups achieve in politics. Karthick Ramakrish-
nan and Irene Bloemraad, for instance, find that civic
participation by immigrants can lead to greater “political
presence.”9 “Political presence” is a term Ramakrishnan
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and Bloemraad use to refer to the extent to which civic
organizations “have visibility in their communities and
have an impact on other civic and political actors.”10 Civic
associations that have more political presence are better
able to provide their constituents with greater voice because
they have a seat at the policymaking table. Although this
work finds that individuals involved in civic associations
achieve greater political presence than those who are not
involved, it does not examine why some advocacy groups
are able to achieve greater presence than others.11

The question of why some associations are better than
others at achieving political presence brings research on asso-
ciations as purveyors of democracy together with research
on associations as advocacy groups. Although some research
examines how civic associations build democracy by creat-
ing institutional forms through which democracy is learned,
communicated, and sustained, a parallel body of research
examines civic associations as advocacy groups, pushing
to enact their agenda into policy. These scholars work pri-
marily within the study of interest groups and social move-
ments and tend to study civic associations in conjunction
with a range of other organizations whose primary purpose
is influencing legislative outcomes through lobbying and
other activities.12 In studying the differential success of civic
associations in the public arena, these arguments have thus
emphasized explanatory factors particularly relevant to the
lobbying environment, such as resources, the political envi-
ronment, or the political opportunities.13 These studies
essentially “black-box” the internal workings of these orga-
nizations and focus instead on the organization’s aggregate
resources (how much money it has or how many members
it claims) or factors external to the organization (character-
istics of the environment in which it works). In doing so,
they ignore the potential relationship between the work that
civic associations do in creating forums for citizens to par-
ticipate in democracy and the association’s ability to pro-
vide its members with voice in the political system (the
accomplishment of political presence).

We open the “black box” of these associations and con-
tend that an emphasis on resources and political context is
incomplete. The ability of a civic association to achieve
political presence depends on the quality of its leaders.
Within the context of civic associations, leaders must be
able to mobilize common effort; in other words, leaders
must be able to enable others to achieve purpose, not just
pursue individual preferences.14 Mobilizing others for
action thus requires a distinct set of motivational, rela-
tional, and strategic competencies. We focus on two aspects
of leadership quality: the extent to which leaders are com-
mitted to their work and have the necessary motivational,
strategic, and relational skills. This argument builds on
research showing that civic associations play an important
role in developing the civic skills of citizens and generat-
ing social capital,15 and research showing that civic leaders
have found innovative ways of creating spaces within which

this democratic capacity-building can occur.16 The argu-
ment also bridges across disciplines to apply insights from
organizational studies to the political context. Interdisci-
plinary work in organizational studies has examined the
importance of leadership quality in firms17 and move-
ment organizations.18 This literature recognizes leaders as
being central agents of organizational development and
performance, influencing not only how effective the orga-
nization is, but also the kinds of values the organization
embodies and the meanings it represents for individuals
who belong to it.19 As such, scholars in organizational
studies have examined multiple dimensions of leadership
that are relevant to organizational performance, including
the skill of leaders, their motivations, the way they are
structured to do their work, and the kinds of training they
receive. We borrow insights from this literature to specify
the dimensions of leadership that are most relevant to the
effectiveness of civic associations in the political arena.

To study the relationship between leadership quality
and the political presence of civic associations, we draw
on an original dataset studying the local entities of the
Sierra Club, a major national environmental organiza-
tion. In 2003, we conducted a study, entitled National
Purpose, Local Action (NPLA), that collected comprehen-
sive information on the organizational practices and char-
acteristics of over 300 local entities of the Sierra Club.20

As a federated, membership-based organization governed
by voluntary leadership, the Sierra Club is emblematic of
many civic associations in American democracy, particu-
larly those prevalent in American politics since the 1970s
(we further discuss the generalizability of findings from
our data later in the article). Thus, this study provides a
unique opportunity to examine the relationship between
political presence and leadership quality in membership-
based civic associations. Our central claim is that the work
civic associations do in developing the quality of their
leaders informs and supports the work they do in public
advocacy—and that without considering leadership qual-
ity, we cannot fully understand how some civic associa-
tions achieve higher levels of political presence than others.

Understanding the Political Presence
of Member-Based Civic Associations
Since Alexis de Tocqueville’s observations in the 1830s,
scholars have noted the importance and centrality of civic
associations to American political life. Theda Skocpol, Mar-
shall Ganz, and Ziad Munson write, “From churches and
unions to social groups and reform crusades, membership
associations have provided paths into active citizenship,
allowing Americans to build community, pursue shared
goals, and influence social and political affairs.”21 Civic
associations underpin democracy by providing venues
within which individuals can learn and practice public
deliberation, civic leadership, and other skills of demo-
cratic citizenship. Tocqueville notes that a key purpose of
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civic associations is to help people realize their broader
interests, instead of focusing on their narrow individual
preferences. In addition, by employing these venues, they
implicitly challenge other public institutions to incorpo-
rate deliberation and public participation in governance.22

They also play a representative role in policymaking.
Although member-based civic associations are only a small
proportion of the total number of advocacy organizations
operating in Washington, Jeffrey Berry argues that they
are particularly important because “for millions of Amer-
icans, these organizations are the means by which they
support advocacy on the political issues they care the most
about.”23 Typically, civic associations are the major orga-
nizational legacy and carry forward the traditions and ide-
als of broad social movements.24 Civic associations advocate
for their members’ interests in the public sphere, and also
provide individuals with a way to connect to and identify
with the political system, form bonds of social capital, and
develop crucial skills for civic participation.25

These civic functions render member-based civic asso-
ciations distinct from other advocacy organizations, which
focus primarily on lobbying. Many advocacy groups, such
as the Chamber of Commerce, or the Automobile Manu-
facturer’s Association, act as representatives of firms, busi-
ness groups, or other organizations, instead of drawing their
membership from individuals. Research shows that the focus
of these interest groups is to lobby government on behalf of
its member organizations, not to infuse its organizations
with democratic values or to build democratic capacity
among individuals who belong to them.26

Despite the unique role of member-based civic associ-
ations in American political life, most studies of their effec-
tiveness have analyzed them together with other advocacy
organizations and interest groups. As a result, most expla-
nations for why some civic associations are more success-
ful in the public arena than others focus on characteristics
of the lobbying environment, which are shared by all types
of advocacy organizations. The two main explanatory fac-
tors that have emerged are the resources the group has and
the environmental context within which the group is work-
ing. Perhaps the leading explanation for public success
among interest groups focuses on the extent to which these
groups can act as a source of information and money for
legislators.27 These studies argue that success depends pri-
marily on how many resources, in terms of money or
people, an organized interest has. Groups that can provide
votes, money, and information about what voters want
have the most influence over re-election minded legisla-
tors. As a result, studies of the power of PACs or the
electoral activity of interest groups generally operational-
ize the strength of an interest group as the amount of
money it is able to provide a legislator, the number of
members it claims in a particular geographic area, or its
capacity for mobilizing members for action.28 Other
research argues that the success of organized interests

depends primarily on external, environmental factors. These
scholars argue that favorable or unfavorable environmen-
tal conditions such as the availability of allies, the strength
of opponents, the availability of resources, and opportuni-
ties that may exist explain patterns of organizational effec-
tiveness.This research has focused primarily on the context
within which the group operates, and the relationships it
has to key players. This includes studies of policy subsys-
tems and iron triangles,29 studies of direct congressional lob-
bying,30 and case studies of particular policy domains.31

In studying the political effectiveness of member-based
civicassociations,however,weshouldnot ignore theirunique
characteristics. Insofar as a primary role of civic associa-
tions is to teach civic skills, build community, and impart
the practices of democratic citizenship to its members, the
work civic associations do internal to the organization is as
important as the work they do externally, advocating for
members’ interests.Thequestion that arises, then, iswhether
the work that civic associations do in developing demo-
cratic leadership skills of participants relates to and sup-
ports the work they do advocating for members’ interests in
the public arena. In other words, are civic associations that
do a better job asTocquevillian “schools of democracy” also
more likely tobemoreeffective in thepolitical arena?Answer-
ing this question links to the literature examining the role
that associations play in building democracy, and also fills a
gap in the broader literature on interest group effectiveness.
Although previous research has shown that interest groups
depend on resources to achieve political success, we lack a
sense of how these groups translate resources or a favorable
political environment into political success.

We propose a new set of independent variables to exam-
ine the relationshipbetween leadershipquality and thepolit-
ical presence of civic associations. What explains variation
in how effectively an organization capitalizes on available
resources or political opportunities? Many classic theoret-
ical formulations of organizational behavior highlight lead-
ership quality as a key explanatory factor, but those insights
have not been grounded in ongoing empirical work on civic
associations.32 The logic behind this assertion about lead-
ership quality is straightforward: because civic associations
are often self-governing entities whose leadership operates
with relatively high autonomy, the success of the organiza-
tion depends not only on an organization’s context and
resources, but also on the ability of organizational leaders to
effectively engage those resources.33 It stands to reason, then,
that certain characteristics of the leadership—such as their
relational, strategic, and managerial skills, and their level of
commitment to their work—should make it more or less
likely that they will have the capacity to effectively turn
resources and context into public success. Yet we have had
few empirical studies of the relationship between leader-
ship quality and the public success of civic associations.
Whereas most previous research has essentially black-boxed
the organization, we open it up for analysis.
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Our measure of public success focuses particularly on
political presence, drawing on Ramakrishnan and Bloem-
raad’s work developing political presence as a measure of
effectiveness in civic organizations. They argue that “civic
and political presence are important measures of standing,
showing the degree to which [organizations] are recog-
nized as full partners in their communities. Civic and
political presence are also important precursors to influ-
ence in a community.”34 Specifically, Ramakrishnan and
Bloemraad examine the extent to which immigrant com-
munities have a voice at the table. Defined in this way,
political presence assesses the degree to which the organi-
zation has the standing it needs to be an effective advocate
for its constituents. Focusing on political presence is con-
sistent with previous research examining access as an indi-
cator of success. Studies examining access focus primarily
on legislative lobbying and argue that access to legislators
is a key indicator and correlate of influence.35 Yet, advo-
cacy groups work not only in legislative arenas, but also in
the courts, the media, and in setting the public agenda.36

Securing political presence in these arenas as a spokesper-
son for policy is a key objective of advocacy organizations,
and parallels the idea of securing access to lawmakers.37

Examining political presence as an indicator of public suc-
cess thus allows us to look across multiple arenas of public
advocacy that may be particularly important for under-
standing local civic associations. This is because some asso-
ciations do not work in legislative arenas but may achieve
success by becoming respected sources for information
and analysis in public debate and by being seen as author-
itative advocates by political elites. Political presence may
be conferred by the news media, allies, opponents, elected
officials, or government agencies. Civic associations that
secure favorable political presence from decision-makers
and achieve standing may not prevail in every battle, but
their standing gives them much better chances than their
peers who lack political presence.

One likely reason that previous research has not explored
the relationship of internal organizational factors, like lead-
ership quality, to political presence is the difficulty of obtain-
ing the necessary data. Understanding the effect of leadership
necessitates an in-depth look at the internal operations of
the organization that is often hard to access, and an ability
to examine organizational data that allows us to quantify
constructs like leadership quality. To further explicate our
approach, we draw on a unique new study of multiple orga-
nizations within the Sierra Club. Before going into greater
depth on our analyses, we describe the data and the study,
National Purpose, Local Action (NPLA).

A Study of the Sierra Club: National
Purpose, Local Action
The National Purpose, Local Action study examines the
local organizational units of the Sierra Club, a leading US
national environmental organization. Some previous stud-

ies of interest groups have examined a sample of organi-
zations working in a wide range of different contexts and
issue areas.38 These studies have been challenged by the
question of how to compare organizational units working
in such different issue environments.39 Because the Sierra
Club is a federated organization, we can study local civic
associations working within a common national frame-
work. This allows us to hold organizational context and
the broad purposes of the organization constant to assess
the impact of leadership development practices alongside
rival explanations. It is important to note, however, that
the local Sierra Club groups operate with considerable
autonomy from the national organization, setting their
own agenda and priorities. Thus, there is true variation in
the work they choose to do and how they choose to do it.

The Sierra Club is also an excellent organization to study
because it is exemplary of contemporary civic associations
in several ways. First, it embodies all three characteristics
that distinguish civic associations from other organiza-
tions: voluntary membership, governance by elected lead-
ers, and the pursuit of voice in the public arena. In 2003,
the organization consisted of 750,000 members divided into
343 local groups based on their area of residence. Each local
group was affiliated with one of 63 chapters, which roughly
corresponded to a state-level organization. Each local group
was governed by an Executive Committee composed of lead-
ers elected by mail-in ballots sent to members residing in
the group’s jurisdiction. None of the local groups in the Sierra
Club had any paid staff, and only 23 chapters had more
than two paid staff (most chapters only have 1 or 2 paid
staff). Each local group was thus a distinct self-governing
entity with its own set of elected leaders that conducted its
own affairs. Second, as a federated organization, the Sierra
Club is part of a tradition of multi-tiered organizations in
America that have been of particular interest to scholars
because of their potential to combine local action in a
national framework.40 The Sierra Club, the National Rifle
Association (NRA), Common Cause, Mothers Against
Drunk Driving (MADD), the Christian Coalition, the
National Organization of Women (NOW), and many trade
unions are examples of such civic associations that have been
the subjectof academic study for their advocacy role inAmer-
ican politics.41 Third, as a major player in environmental
politics, the Sierra Club is part of a movement that scholars
often regard as an exemplar of contemporary social move-
ments. Scholarship on the post-1960s advocacy explosion
has traced the growth in organizations that rely on direct
recruitment of members, that are highly professionalized,
advocate on behalf of middle-class constituencies, and
employ routine or non-disruptive tactics.42 These trends are
not limited to the US and mirror key cross-national and
transnational developments in the characteristics of advo-
cacy.43 Environmentalism shares these characteristics with
many modern social movements such as feminism, the con-
sumer rights movement, and the religious right.44
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While the Sierra Club as a whole is an interesting rep-
resentative of contemporary movements, the analytic lever-
age and generalizability of the study comes from the study’s
multi-organization design. Sierra Club chapters and groups
are locally-based, self-governing, membership-based orga-
nizations that seek voice in the political process. The results
of this article could generalize to civic associations that
share these characteristics, as they all face the same chal-
lenges of developing leadership capable of carrying out
program activities in their communities. Our findings are
particularly relevant for organizations that operate as fed-
erated, national associations.45 Although caution should
be exercised in extending the findings to organizations
not embedded in national federations, this study can be
applicable to other state and local civic associations that
face similar challenges in gaining political presence.

Data Collection
The unit of analysis in this study is the local Sierra Club
entity with a particular focus on the elected Executive
Committee. All of the Sierra Club’s US entities were
included in the study, except for those that were in reor-
ganization in September 2003.46 Our study focused on
the local groups and chapters of the Sierra Club, and data
was gathered primarily from the members of the local
Executive Committees. Our data is based on (1) inter-
views with Executive Committee chairs (89.9 percent
response rate); (2) written surveys with Executive Com-
mittee members (51 percent response rate) aggregated to
the entity; (3) secondary data available from the Sierra
Club on member characteristics, resources, and staff; and
(4) secondary data on the organization’s community con-
text.47 We have full data on 226 entities (178 groups and
48 chapters, or 55 percent of all entities of the Sierra
Club).

Variables and Measures
The objective in our analysis is to examine the relation-
ship between leadership quality and the political pres-
ence of civic associations, controlling for the effect of
community context and organizational resources. We spe-
cifically examine variation in local Sierra Club entities,
which work in a common issue environment, but vary
greatly in the kind of work they do and the outcomes
they achieve. Below is a discussion of how we measure
our variables.

Political Presence
The key dependent variable in this analysis is the political
presence of Sierra Club entities. Because consistent objec-
tive indicators of political presence are notoriously hard to
find,48 we develop three different measures—one is a self-
report measure, the second is a measure of local fundrais-
ing success derived from budget reports, and the third is a

measure of media mentions taken from searches of online
newspaper databases. These measures come from three
distinct, independent data streams. One is collected from
the leaders themselves (a self-report), one is collected from
the national organization (budgetary data), and one is col-
lected from sources external to the Sierra Club (media
mentions). The independence of the data streams allows
us to examine the robustness of our findings across mul-
tiple measures of political presence. None of these mea-
sures is perfect, and they differ in terms of their strengths
and weaknesses. Thus, we perform all of our analyses using
all three measures of the dependent variable.

The first measure of political presence is based on the
Executive Committee chair’s perception of the entity’s pres-
ence in the community. The chair is uniquely positioned
to evaluate the formal and informal mechanisms through
which other actors seek out a group’s participation and
input. In other words, do key actors pay attention to the
civic association, its leaders, and its claims? We measure
political presence based on responses to six questions from
our interview with Executive Committee chairs. Execu-
tive Committee chairs evaluated how accurately a series of
statements described their group, where 1 indicated “not
very accurate” and 5 is “very accurate.” The summary
scale takes the mean of all six items (Cronbach’s alpha �
0.8; for this and all other variables, see Table 1 for sum-
mary statistics and Appendix A for scale items). This mea-
sure has the advantage of being comparable across all of
the local Sierra Club entities, regardless of the stage in the
policy-making process or the institutional arena the local
organization seeks to affect. Because this is a self-report
measure, however, questions arise about whether or not it
is biased. Prior studies using self-report and independent
measures suggest that some of the concern about self-
report measures may be overstated. Scholars have consis-
tently found positive and significant correlations between
informant reports and independent measures of organiza-
tional effectiveness in a variety of empirical settings includ-
ing unions,49 public agencies,50 work organizations,51

nonprofit organizations,52 and civic associations.53 None-
theless, a longer discussion and analysis of potential biases
in our data can be found in an article published by
Andrews, Ganz, Baggetta, Han, and Lim.54 As reported
there, we find that respondents do not appear to be posi-
tively biased, and that the Chair appears to be a trustwor-
thy informant when we assess the Chair’s response on
other measures of external indicators.

The second measure examines local fundraising suc-
cess as an indicator of political presence. This measure
distinguishes between money the local entity raises itself
and money the entity receives from the state or national
organization. Within the Sierra Club, membership dues
flow directly from individuals to the national organiza-
tion. In addition, the national organization does a con-
siderable amount of fundraising at the national level from
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foundations, wealthy donors, and other sources. Most of
this money is used to support initiatives of the national
Sierra Club, and only a portion of the money goes towards
supporting local groups and chapters. The national Sierra
Club transfers a portion of the membership dues to chap-
ters, based on a subvention formula. Chapters may then
choose how to distribute funds to their local groups.
While some chapters distribute a considerable amount of
money to their local groups, others distribute none. Thus,
almost all local groups have to do some local fundraising
to support their operations, often having to raise their
entire budget themselves. Local fundraising activities
include things like selling calendars, sponsoring lemon-
ade sales, and hosting speakers on environmental issues.
Because local fundraising success depends heavily on the
reputation of the group in the local community, their
fundraising success is an indicator of their level of polit-
ical presence within the community. Entities with higher
levels of political presence should have the reputation,
social capital, and networks that enable them to more
easily raise funds. These numbers are calculated from
annual reports submitted by Sierra Club entities to the
national organization for the 2003 fiscal year. Because of
the skewed distribution (median � $2,406, mean �
$15,483) the measure is logged in analyses.

The third measure examines the number of media men-
tions each entity receives in the local paper. Media atten-
tion is a widely used measure of the visibility and political
presence of advocacy groups,55 based on the assumption
that an entity with more presence will be mentioned more
often by local media who consider the organization an
important player in local politics and community life.
Because of overlapping media markets within the jurisdic-
tion of groups, this measure is only available for chapters
whose jurisdiction is an entire state.56 Chapters garner
more media coverage in general, allowing us to assemble
more data for each entity. We began by identifying all the
major newspapers in all the major cities that might rea-
sonably cover a particular chapter, namely papers in the
chapter’s home city, papers in that state’s capital city, and
papers in other major cities in the state. We then found as
many of these papers as possible that included full-text
article archives for 2003 in either the Lexis-Nexis or Fac-
tiva media search engines. In each paper we searched the
2003 year archives for the terms “Sierra Club” and various
combinations of the entity name, the name of the home
city, capital city, or major city, and the name of the state.
The resulting set of articles was read in full by a trained
coder who then coded the article for whether or not it
referenced the local Sierra Club entity, or someone affili-
ated with the local organization. The final measure divides
the total number of specific mentions of the local Sierra
club entity by the number of newspapers examined in
that state (to adjust for the fact that the number of news-
papers vary from chapter to chapter).

Correlates of Political Presence
The key independent variables in our analysis of political
presence are measures of leadership. To examine the rela-
tionship of leadership to political presence, we build on
insights from previous research on leadership and focus
on three dimensions of leadership: the quality of the lead-
ership, the size of the leadership team, and the extent to
which the organization invests in leadership development
and capacity-building activities (such as retreats, training,
or community-building social events). The first dimen-
sion focuses on quality (do the skills and commitment of
leaders relate to the political presence of civic associa-
tions?), while the second dimension focuses on quantity
(does having more leaders relate to the political presence
of civic associations?), and the third dimension examines
the extent to which the organization commits time and
resources to leadership development within the organiza-
tion. Although we expect that leadership quality is likely
to be most closely related the organization’s level of polit-
ical presence, we examine multiple dimensions of leader-
ship because interdisciplinary research on leadership points
to all of these factors as being important.57 Our analyses
also control for community context and financial and
human resources, since those are the factors most com-
monly thought to explain variation in political presence.

We first assess leadership quality through two measures
examining the commitment and skills of leaders. The first
measure examines the extent to which leaders are learning
civic skills through their work in the Sierra Club. Leaders
who are developing better skills should be better able to
develop and carry out a broader program of activity that
can help the organization achieve political presence.58 This
scale is based on individual responses to questions on the
Executive Committee Leader Survey asking “whether your
leadership skills have improved through your service as a
volunteer leader in the Sierra Club.” The skills included
things like “accepting responsibility,” “holding others
accountable,” “organizing and running a meeting,” and
“managing my time.” Respondents were given a five-
point scale with the two endpoints defined (1 � strongly
disagree, 5 � strongly agree). Individual responses were
aggregated by taking means at the entity level59.

The second measure of leadership quality examines the
number of core activists in the organization, because highly-
committed activists often play a critical role in volunteer-
led organizations.60 They conduct much of the motivational,
strategic, relational, and administrative work that is neces-
sary for an organization to be operational. Core activists are
defined as the individuals who devote five or more hours
per week to Sierra Club activity. Thus, we are asking if
having more individuals committed to devoting more
time to the Sierra Club has an additional relationship to
political presence, above and beyond the sheer number of
elected leaders that exist. We measure core activists based
on a question from our phone interview with the Executive
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Committee chair in which we asked, “How many volun-
teers spend at least 5 hours per week on Sierra Club work?”61

We hypothesize that organizations with more committed
leaders will be better able to achieve political presence.62

In studying the size of the leadership team, we examine
the number of members on the elected Executive Com-
mittee. We also include this variable as a squared term
since previous research on leadership teams indicate that a
curvilinear relationship exists. The team needs to be large
enough to have enough people to conduct its work, but
when it gets too large, its effectiveness decreases as coor-
dination problems increase.63 Thus, we expect that lead-
ership teams that are too small or too large will be less
effective than those that reach an optimum size in the
middle. We should note that while our measure of core
activists measures how many committed individuals are
actually devoting substantial time to the Sierra Club, our
measure of Executive Committee size simply measures how
many formal leaders there are (the two measures are only
correlated at 0.14).

The third dimension of leadership focuses on the extent
to which the organization invests in leadership develop-
ment. Here, we examine two components: first, the extent
to which organizations explicitly invest in leadership devel-
opment, and second, the extent to which they expend
resources on activities designed to enhance organiza-
tional capacity (these include hosting new members meet-
ings, building leadership through training and retreats,
and organizing events to build community solidarity).
Organizations that invest in enhancing organizational
capacity should be more effective. The leadership devel-
opment scale is the Executive Committee’s average of
individual responses to questions on the Executive Com-
mittee Leader Survey asking people to agree or disagree
with two statements: “Our Executive Committee delib-
erately tries to identify members with leadership poten-
tial,” and “Our Executive Committee has clear strategies
for bringing new people into leadership positions.”
Response categories ranged from 1 to 5 with the two
endpoints defined (5 � strongly agree). To measure the
extent to which entities invest in support activities, we
drew on budgetary data they submitted, indicating the
level of expenditures that went towards organizational
building or support activities. Because the distribution
was highly skewed, we logged it. We expect that groups
that effectively build internal capacity through explicit
leadership development and investment in support activ-
ities will be able to achieve higher levels of political
presence.

Given previous research focusing on the effect of
resources and community context on political presence,
we also include those measures in our model. We measure
resources using the number of members and amount of
revenue an entity has. Members are assigned to groups
based on an individual’s zip code, and our estimate of

membership size is based on data provided by the Sierra
Club in August 2003. For regressions in which the depen-
dent variable is the self-report scale of political presence or
the media-mentions variable, we also include the total
revenue of the organization.64 For both measures—
membership size and total revenue—we used the logged
measure in the analysis because of the heavy skew in the
data. Given previous research on the impact of money
and people on public outcomes,65 we hypothesize that
organizations with more money and more members should
achieve greater presence.

Consistent with previous research, we hypothesize that
organizations in communities that are more politically
friendly will be more likely to achieve higher levels of
political presence.66 To assess community context, we look
specifically at characteristics of the community that are
associated with higher levels of environmentalism. Specif-
ically, we examine the percentage of the population within
the jurisdiction of the organization living in an urban
area, the percentage voting Democratic in the 2000 pres-
idential election, and the percentage of college graduates.
We chose these indicators because previous research has
found that environmentalism is strongest among highly-
educated, urban, Democratic-leaning communities.67 We
also examine the logged number of civic groups in the
area, to hold constant the degree to which the Sierra Club
competes with other local civic organizations for atten-
tion. This data came from the 2000 US Census, Polidata
Demographic and Political Guides (www.polidata.org), and
the National Center for Charitable Statistics.

Analysis and Results
For models using the self-report political presence scale
(Model 1) or total funds raised (Model 2) as the depen-
dent variable, we use OLS regression. For models using
the number of media mentions (Model 3), we use a neg-
ative binomial regression, because this model is more appro-
priate for count data.68 The independent variables in the
three models are virtually the same, except for the fact that
the model using total funds raised as a dependent variable
does not include total revenue as an independent variable.
In addition, with the exception of the model using media
mentions as the dependent variable (which only includes
chapters), we included a dummy variable for whether the
entity was a group or chapter in our analysis. The results
are shown in table 2.

The key finding emerging from this analysis is that even
after controlling for resources and community context, lead-
ership quality consistently has a statistically significant, pos-
itive relationship to political presence. Organizations whose
leaders report learning skills are likely to have higher levels
of political presence, across all three measures of political
presence. In models 1 and 2, the total number of core activ-
ists is also statistically significant at p � 0.05 and positive
(it is not in model 3, but there are only forty cases in that
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model, given the need to restrict analysis only to chapters).
The magnitude of these effects is also important. An entity
at minimum levels of leadership skills is predicted to be 1.2
standard deviations lower on the political presence scale than
an entity at maximum levels of leadership skills.69 In terms
of funds raised locally, the difference between entities at the
minimum and maximum level of leadership skills is $5,371.
Because the variable is logged, it has a curvilinear relation-
ship to political presence. Even so, these differences are large,
given that the median of funds raised is $2,406. In terms of
media mentions, an entity is predicted to more than dou-
ble its media mentions by moving from minimum levels of
leadership skills to maximum levels. Increasing the num-
ber of core activists is also related to higher levels of politi-
cal presence. Moving from no core activists to five core
activists (the median) is related to an increase of two-thirds
of a standard unit on the political presence scale and about
$1,200 in funds raised locally. Investing in leadership skills
has a slightly larger relationship to political presence than
increasing the number of core activists, indicating that it is
not only the sheer number of committed activists that mat-
ters, but their quality.

Although leadership skills and the number core activ-
ists have important relationships to political presence,
the relationship between Executive Committee size and
investment in capacity-building activities remains unclear.
These variables do not achieve conventional levels of
statistical significance in any of the three models. It is
possible that noise in the data can account for these
findings. It is also possible that the number of commit-
ted activists matters more than the sheer size of the elected
leadership, who may have varying levels of commit-
ment. In addition, it may also be that some entities are
investing in leadership development and organizational
support activities to no avail—it is only those entities
that are actually developing skills in their leaders that
witness elevated levels of political presence. Put another
way, quality matters when it comes to the relationship of
leadership practices and political presence of civic
associations.

The effect of community context and resources on polit-
ical presence is less clear from these models. We cannot
reject the null hypothesis that the effect of members and
money is zero for Models 1 and 3. For Model 2, which

Table 2
Regression of political presence on leadership development, controlling for organizational
resources and community context

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Public
Presence Scale

Total Funds Raised
Locally, logged

Ratio of Total Media
Mentions to Newspapers

Coef. Std. Err Coef. Std. Err Coef. Std. Err

Leadership Quality
Total # of Core Activists (logged) 0.32 (0.10)** 0.72 (0.25)** −0.09 (0.18)
Leadership Skills 0.47 (0.28)† 1.77 (0.71)** 0.60 (0.28)**

Leadership Team Size
Executive Committee Size 0.02 (0.06) 0.22 (0.14) 0.01 (0.08)
Executive Committee Size, Squared 0.00 (0.00) −0.01 (0.01) 0.00 (0.00)

Investment in Leadership Development
Leadership Development Practices 0.19 (0.13) 0.53 (0.32) −0.90 (0.61)
$ spent on Capacity-Building Support

Activities (logged)
0.12 (0.09) −0.04 (0.23) 0.37 (0.39)

Resources
Total Revenue (logged) 0.02 (0.03) 0.26 (0.24)
Total # of Members (logged) −0.03 (0.07) 0.45 (0.18)** 0.07 (0.31)

Community Context
% of Population in Urban Areas 0.39 (0.42) −0.60 (1.09) 1.64 (0.88)†
% of Population Voting Democratic in 2000 0.00 (0.00) −0.01 (0.01) 0.03 (0.01)**
% of Population who are college graduates 5.55 (2.32)** 0.12 (5.90) 9.06 (10.65)
Total # of Civic Groups in Area (logged) −0.12 (0.08) 0.03 (0.21) −0.24 (0.29)

Group (1=Group, 0=Chapter) −0.23 (0.21) −1.17 (0.51)**
Constant −0.17 (1.04) −4.42 (2.66) −1.89 (2.96)

N 228 229 40
Adjusted R-Squared 0.19 0.40 0.10
Log likelihood ratio -154.29

Models 1 and 2 use OLS Regression. Model 3 uses negative binomial regression.

** Significant at p < .05; † Significant at p < 0.1
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examines predictors of funds raised locally, we find that
having more members has a statistically significant and
positive effect. This may be because entities with more
members in their geographic jurisdiction have a broader
base from which they can draw to raise funds. It may
also be that the number of members in an area is another
indicator of the extent to which the area is friendly to
the Sierra Club. The community context variables have
their most prominent relationship to media mentions.
This finding is likely driven by the fact that media men-
tions are a product not only of the efforts and skills of
the local entity, but also the predilection of the local
paper to cover the kinds of work local Sierra Club enti-
ties may do. Thus, community context has a stronger
relationship to media mentions than on the other mea-
sures of political presence.

In sum, we find that leadership skills and the number
of committed leaders have strong and significant relation-
ships to political presence. This finding is robust to several
different measures of political presence and true even when
we hold constant the resources an organization has and
the characteristics of the community in which it works.
Theories of political presence that focus solely on the rela-
tionship of external factors like context and resources thus
omit an important source of variation in the political pres-
ence of civic associations.

Despite the many advantages the data provides in con-
ducting this kind of analysis, there are some important
limitations to the study. First, it studies multiple subunits
of one larger organization, the Sierra Club. Thus, gener-
alizing these findings to other organizations should be
done with caution, although our theory is applicable to
other membership-based civic associations. Second, polit-
ical presence is a slippery concept to assess, and each of
our measures of the dependent variables has some flaws.
The fact that our findings are robust across multiple mea-
sures provides greater confidence in our findings, but future
research could strive to develop other objective indicators.
Third, the cross-sectional nature of the study is an impor-
tant limitation. Without longitudinal data on organiza-
tional change, it is difficult to make strong causal claims
about the relationships between organizational practices
and organizational outcomes, particularly given the poten-
tially recursive relationships between some of the vari-
ables. We sought to be careful about this throughout the
analysis by clearly assessing what constructs the data mea-
sured and how those were related to each other. Nonethe-
less, without comparative statics to examine changing
relationships, we must remain cautious about the causal
direction of our findings.

Discussion and Conclusions
By linking individuals to each other in collective political
endeavors, civic associations play a unique role in Ameri-
can democracy. They advocate for their members’ inter-

ests in the public arena and also provide a space in which
individuals can cultivate the skills and commitments needed
for civic life. This article brings together the study of civic
associations as advocacy organizations with the study of
civic associations as Tocquevillian schools of democracy.
Because previous research has largely separated these two
strands of research, it has neglected the study of leadership
as a factor related to the public presence of civic associa-
tions. Our study finds that the skills and commitment of
the association’s leaders are related to the political pres-
ence of the organization, above and beyond the effect of
things like money, members, and politically favorable con-
ditions. The work these organizations do in strengthening
democracy by acting as Tocquevillian schools of democ-
racy (their participatory role in American democracy) is
also related to their ability to exercise power in the polit-
ical arena (their advocacy role). Understanding the way
these organizations build democratic capacity has impli-
cations not only for civic and political participation, but
also for our understanding of advocacy power and other
public outcomes.

In any democracy, having skilled and committed civic
leaders is essential to the durability and impact of associ-
ations. As noted at the beginning of the paper, scholars
from multiple areas of study have shown a renewed inter-
est in civic associations because of the multiple ways that
associations can enhance democracy. They incorporate
individuals into the political system by bringing them
into association with each other, represent members’ shared
interests in the public arena, advocate for public out-
comes, build democratic capacity within the public, and
provide public forums within which democratic learn-
ing, motivation, and deliberation can be fostered. Lead-
ership is essential to all of this work. Leaders in civic
associations push others to find common purpose, and
mobilize for action around a shared vision. In some cases,
leaders make choices about who to represent and how to
represent them, about who gets included and who does
not. Leaders determine if and how the organization will
deploy its resources, prioritize its goals, and engage with
its community to take action. Leaders translate an
organization’s resources into democratic outcomes (whether
they be participatory outcomes like building civic skills
in members or reaching out to marginalized constituen-
cies, or advocacy outcomes like advocating for public
policy or supporting particular candidates) that the orga-
nization values. Achieving any of these outcomes requires
that leaders possess a broad array of civic skills. In his
work, Ganz identifies “motivational, relational, strategic,
and action skills—and the capacity to develop those skills
in others” that leaders must have.70 These skills are even
more essential given the complex policy environments
that characterize the work of many modern civic associ-
ations. Civic leaders today need relational and strategic
skills to work with a diverse range of stakeholders with
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multiple interests, and to know how to adapt to complex
policy environments that necessitate a wide range of col-
laborative and non-collaborative means of making claims
on power.71 In addition, none of this work comes easily.
Leaders have to be motivated and committed to work
through the inevitable challenges that arise in any dem-
ocratic endeavor.

As such, questions about leadership deserve more study
from scholars interested in the relationship between asso-
ciations and democracy. We make a start by demonstrat-
ing the relationship between leadership quality and the
public presence of civic associations. Yet multiple ques-
tions about leadership and leadership quality within civic
and political organizations still remain. Descriptively, we
still need clearer pictures of the roles that leaders play, the
ways that leadership tasks are structured and carried out,
and how leaders deliberate in civic associations. Qualita-
tive case studies of high and low performing organizations
could provide a strong complement to our quantitative
analysis of the relationship between leadership quality and
political presence. Through case studies, we could develop
a richer understanding of the processes through which
leadership capacity is translated into effective political pres-
ence for civic associations, and identify the leadership prac-
tices that seem to be the most effective. In addition, we
lack a clear understanding of how civic associations develop
the kinds of leaders they need. What are the processes and
practices that are most effective in cultivating committed
leaders equipped with the civic skills necessary for demo-
cratic leadership? Civic associations serve multiple roles in
American democracy, and descriptive and analytic work
remains to be done in understanding each of those. Instead
of examining each role in isolation from each other, how-
ever, we should study them in juxtaposition to each other,
to better understand how the participatory functions of
civic associations relate to and underpin the advocacy work
these organizations do. Only by addressing all of these
questions together can we better understand the complex
inter-relationships between leadership, associations, and
democracy.

Appendix A: Scale Items
Political Presence: Scale Items

• State government leaders consult with us on environ-
mental issues.

• Local government leaders consult with us on envi-
ronmental issues.

• Officials and public agencies consult with us on envi-
ronmental issues.

• The local media turns to us as an important spokes-
person on environmental issues.

• Our group’s activities and positions are covered reg-
ularly in the local media.

• Candidates for local office place a high value on our
endorsement.

Leadership Skills: Scale Items
I am better at. . .

• thinking creatively.
• listening to other people.
• accepting responsibility.
• accepting criticism .
• managing my time.
• asking for help.
• asking people to volunteer.
• delegating responsibilities to others.
• coaching and mentoring others.
• providing others with support to do their work well.
• challenging others to be more effective.
• holding others accountable.
• organizing and running a meeting.
• working effectively with public officials.
• working effectively in coalitions.
• speaking in public.
• planning and carrying out a campaign.
• working with the media.
• managing internal conflict .
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Delaney 1995.

50 Gormley 1982.
51 Kalleberg and Moody 1996.
52 Herman and Renz 2000; Herman and Renz 1998;

Herman and Renz 2004; Eisinger 2002.
53 Knoke 1990; Knoke 1981.
54 Andrews et al. 2010.
55 Amenta et al. 2009; Andrews and Caren 2010
56 California Chapters were excluded because of the

presence of multiple Chapters within the state and
the subsequent additional level of organizational
structure in California (the Sierra Club California)
that made tying a particular media mention to a
particular Chapter almost impossible.

57 E.g., Nohria and Khurana 2010.
58 Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995; Wageman,

Hackman, and Lehman 2005; Hackman 2002.
59 Because this measure focuses on whether respon-

dents report learning skills, as opposed to how
skilled they are, there is some complexity in inter-
preting the measure. Previous research indicates,
however, that organizations within which members
are learning skills are more likely to have people who
are more skilled overall. Thus, we use this as the best
data available.

60 McCarthy and Wolfson 1996; Ganz 2000.
61 We tested two different models of the relationship

between core activists and political presence and
found that the log-linear model (F1,229 � 39.43)
better fit the data than the linear model (F1,232 �
28.22).

62 Wageman, Hackman, and Lehman 2005.
63 Levine and Moreland 1998; Steiner 1972; Hackman

2002.
64 Because most Group funds are raised locally, we do

not include total revenue as a control in the model
using local funds raised as a dependent variable.

65 E.g., Hansen 1991.
66 E.g., Walker 1991; Schlozman and Tierney 1986.
67 Barkan 2004; Zukin et al. 2006.
68 Long and Freese 2006.
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69 All predicted values are calculated holding all other
variables at their mean (dichotomous variables are
held at their mode).

70 Ganz 2010.
71 Sirianni and Friedland 2001.

Supplementary Materials
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Sample Data
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