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Abstract

This study aims to understand what drives professional activism (PA) among pro-
fessionals working in educational, social and community intervention with people 
in situations of vulnerability. Even though PA (e.g., advocacy, policy practice and 
social justice activism) is valued in literature and ethical-professional guidelines, 
it is not a recognised and transversal practice in the field. Furthermore, the 
literature exploring the subject is limited in terms of considering the common-
alities inherent to different professions and areas of intervention dealing with 
vulnerability and studying the topic in Portugal. As such, a solid need exists to 
problematise and understand everyday engagement with PA, its tactical vari-
ety and what underpins the professional activist repertoire. Drawing on previ-
ous research findings, this study’s purpose was pursued through quantitative 
research with a group of 338 professionals working in this field. Multiple linear 
regression analyses allowed us to identify four models that could explain profes-
sional engagement with diverse forms of PA and suggest the influence of personal 
and psychological, as well as social and contextual elements. The analysis has 
implications for preparing professionals for political activism to realise social jus-
tice for people in situations of vulnerability.
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Introduction

Professional activism (PA) concerns the political mobilisation of professionals1 
working towards social justice in educational, social and community fields. It 
does not refer to their activism as citizens, outside their scope of work or to pro-
fessionalised activism (e.g., NGOisation, unionisation), but rather to their politi-
cal participation as an extension or part of their professional role (Gal & Weiss-Gal, 
2013, 2023). The literature gives it different names and conceptions (e.g., advo-
cacy, policy practice, social justice activism) according to the disciplinary/profes-
sional area concerned (e.g., social work, psychology, education, nursing). 
Therefore, the term PA aims to aggregate the commonality inherent to this politi-
cal–professional link—a professional political engagement oriented towards 
social/political change and social justice.

The concept of ‘social justice’ is central to this research and to the literature on 
the phenomenon under study. Therefore, although we mobilise it in an operational 
way (exploring engagement with social justice-oriented practices), it is relevant to 
clarify that we understand social justice as a fundamental ethical and political 
notion. One that is based on solidarity and respect for people and on the fair and 
equitable distribution of resources and power and access to social rights, consider-
ing individual differences (Kagan et al., 2011; Montero, 2012; Prilleltensky & 
Nelson, 2009). Furthermore, we also make clear that by ‘people in situations of 
vulnerability’, we are referring to all those who, due to a diversity of aspects (e.g., 
biological, social, economic and cultural) and asymmetrical power relations (e.g., 
between people, classes, genders), are systematically oppressed, marginalised, 
exploited, stigmatised and invisibilised (Costa & Coimbra, 2024; Prilleltensky 
and Nelson, 2009).

By putting their knowledge and techniques at the service of awareness and 
social change, the professionals working with people in situations of vulnerability 
go beyond the logic of an ameliorative intervention towards transformative action 
(Evans, 2006). As such, they commit to transforming the conditions that create 
and perpetuate social injustice, thus pursuing the personal and relational well-
being of both the people they work with and the wider collective well-being 
(Prilleltensky, 2001; Prilleltensky & Nelson, 2009).

Not assuming that all activism in educational, social and community fields is 
social justice oriented, the phenomenon we set out to study represents a political 
positioning and commitment that relates to an orientation towards questioning 
injustice, rather than accepting it as inevitable, and taking a public political stand 
in defence of people in situations of vulnerability (Costa et al., 2021a; Freire, 
1967, 1975; hooks, 1994; Lane, 1981; Martín-Baró, 1986; Menezes, 2007; 
Prilleltensky & Fox, 1997; Prilleltensky & Nelson, 2002).

Specifically, PA builds and affirms the place of the political at work through 
professionals' conscientisation, positioning and learning of specific know-how to 
speak out. Being moved by a sense of (in)justice and social transformation ideal, 
PA implies a whole political apprenticeship built through political socialisation 
and work experiences through their day-to-day professional struggles (Choudry, 
2020; Costa et al., 2021a, 2021b; Ollis, 2011). The confrontation with injustice 
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experienced by people in situations of vulnerability with whom they work fosters 
the development of a professional political identity that encourages professionals 
to take on an activist stance, fighting against situations of injustice (Costa et al., 
2021b, 2023; Curnow et al., 2019), and assuming this role as an integral and rel-
evant part of their work (Greenslade et al., 2015; Weiss-Gal, 2017). Building on 
this knowledge, we intend to deepen our understanding of the process of engage-
ment in PA, identifying the specific dimensions that explain it, either by favouring 
or inhibiting it.

Although far from being a widespread practice, PA is highly valued both in the 
literature (Greenslade et al., 2015; Jansson et al., 2016; Kozan & Blustein, 2018; 
Lustig-Gants & Weiss-Gal, 2015; Pawar, 2019) and professional guidelines from 
representative organisations (e.g., ANA, 2022; APA, 2019; NASW, 2022).2 The 
apparent discrepancy between the demand and the actual implementation of this 
policy work (Gewirtz-Meydan et al., 2016; Pawar, 2019; Schwartz-Tayri, 2021; 
Weiss-Gal, 2017) is evident in the continued prioritisation of micro-level inter-
ventional approaches, even when sensitive to issues of social injustice, to the det-
riment of mobilisation for systemic and structural change, distancing professionals 
from the political processes underlying the injustices, difficulties and suffering 
experienced by the people they work with (Figueira-McDonough, 1993; Gal & 
Weiss-Gal, 2013, 2023; Goodman et al., 2004; Jansson et al., 2017; Vera & 
Speight, 2003). Moreover, despite the growing research interest in the develop-
ment and appropriation of this political–professional role in diverse professional 
areas (Gal & Weiss-Gal, 2023, 2013; Kozan & Blustein, 2018; Lustig-Gants & 
Weiss-Gal, 2015; Mendes, 2007; Ollis, 2008, 2010; Pawar, 2019; Weiss-Gal & 
Gal, 2020), the research about PA engagement requires further elaboration, par-
ticularly on what is common to the different professions and fields of intervention 
dealing with vulnerability concerning this political–professional link.

As such, a solid need exists to problematise and understand these profession-
als' everyday engagement with PA (Gewirtz-Meydan et al., 2016; Heinowitz et al., 
2012; Pawar, 2019). It is also pertinent to document its tactical variety and what 
underpins the professional activist repertoire (Dodson, 2015; Kozan & Blustein, 
2018), which might encourage the assumption of this professional role within the 
scope of intervention with vulnerability and social injustice.

This study draws on the findings of previous qualitative research, also con-
ducted in Portugal, involving interviews with a group of 12 professional activists 
about the meanings and pedagogy of PA (Costa et al., 2021a, 2021b), which 
opened the way to a broader analysis of its diverse repertory and engagement 
predictors. These findings present PA as a praxis anchored on a sense of (in)jus-
tice that encourages professionals to defend the people they work with through 
interventions guided by and foreseeing a utopian ideal of transformation (Costa 
et al., 2021a), which know-how results from their political socialisation and 
(activist) work experience (Costa et al., 2021b). They have also revealed PA 
potential predictors to be explored in this study (e.g., gender inequalities, years of 
work, social justice motivations, identification with PA, and support from the 
organisation and co-workers), which we present in detail below. Thus, this study 
also builds on a typology of PA, emerging from the first analysis of subsequent 
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quantitative research, which is the basis for the study we present in this article. It 
is worth pointing out that this typology emerged from the participants' reflection 
and positioning regarding their socio-civic-political behaviours concerning their 
work, the populations they work with, and/or the causes they advocate in that 
context. In this sense, these activities are implemented as an integral part of their 
professional activities, inside and outside the workplace, formally or informally 
and to promote the well-being of the people they work with.

This typology organises the concrete practices of PA into ‘collective’, ‘indi-
vidual’, ‘specialised’ and ‘radical’ approaches, which, despite their diversity, tend 
to be implemented concomitantly (Costa et al., 2023). The collective PA involves 
group collaboration and mobilisation (e.g., organising/participating in a public 
meeting, demonstration or march on social or political issues related to the work 
they do); the individual PA concerns singularity in political action (e.g., informa-
tion sharing and discussion on a social or political issue related to their work, in 
person, online or on the media, by publishing articles/opinion pieces/videos); the 
specialised PA is more technical-scientific, formal or institutional (e.g., confer-
ence presentations, training of other professionals, contact with policy makers, to 
raise awareness on the problems of the people they work with and/or present 
recommendations); and the radical PA is less conventional and riskier (e.g., occu-
pations, encampments, illegal interventions and protesting against situations of 
injustice experienced by the people they work with).

This article aims to further research on the topic by shedding light on the 
potential predictors of an activist stance in its diverse formats among 338 profes-
sionals working with people in situations of vulnerability in educational, social 
and community settings in Portugal.

Using data from an online questionnaire, it explores the interweaving of work 
and policy by analysing multiple dimensions that potentially favour or hinder 
these professionals’ engagement with PA in its various forms.

Carrying out this research in Portugal is particularly relevant, not only to 
bridge the gaps in the literature but also considering the country’s recent history 
of democratic experience and its tradition of confessional intervention and 
low participation, which counterbalance with the impact of the 25 April 1974 
revolution on individual and collective (professional) political imagery and 
mobilisation.

Predictors of Professionals’ Activism

Engagement with PA requires considering individual, social and contextual 
dimensions and their interaction (Gal & Weis-Gal, 2015; Gewirtz-Meydan et al., 
2016; Kozan & Blustein, 2018; Weiss-Gal, 2017). As Gal and Weiss-Gal (2015, p. 
1086) put it, ‘while a willingness to engage in policy practice will be linked to 
individual circumstances, traits, values and attitudes, it will also be influenced by 
perceptions regarding the degree to which a professional’s surroundings enables 
this type of practice’. Moreover, becoming a professional activist refers to build-
ing a professional political identity. However, a vision of oneself and one’s 
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professional role as a professional activist results from a dynamic process of 
politicisation and learning, which goes beyond cognitive processes and involves 
affective and emotional components (Costa et al., 2021b; Curnow et al., 2019; 
Ollis, 2008, 2010). Therefore, understanding engagement with PA requires an 
ecological and situated perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Lave & Wenger, 
1991; Ollis, 2011) that explores the role of individual and social/contextual 
determinants.

Personal Dimensions: Gender, Years of Work and 
Previous Training (in Advocacy/PA)

As in other areas of life, gender differences (e.g., roles, social expectations), gen-
der inequalities and domination relations deeply permeate the universe of activ-
ism (Fillieule, 2008). Research also shows a gender imbalance in PA (e.g., women 
have lower participation, increased effort and greater vulnerability to PA-associated 
risks), and gendered forms of activism (e.g., women’s lower engagement in ‘con-
frontational’ or seen as ‘unladylike’ activities) requiring greater recognition in 
research on these issues (Costa et al., 2021a; Dodson, 2015; MacDonnell & Buck-
McFadyen, 2016; Petrarca, 2016). Therefore, we aim to understand how these 
professionals mobilise and participate according to their gender self-identification 
by exploring its impact on PA tactical variety, countering an androcentric concep-
tion of this professional activity and the social and contextual dimensions that 
shape it.

The ‘years of work’, by reference to experience, seniority or professional sta-
tus, have been positively associated with commitment to PA, based on the assump-
tion that more years of work favour professionals’ expertise in their field, their 
ability to identify gaps and limitations in social policies, developing their political 
interest and efficacy, and above all increasing their sense of job security, promot-
ing less hesitant expression of opinions and political action (Gewirtz-Meydan et 
al., 2016; Lustig-Gants & Weiss-Gal, 2015; Weiss-Gal & Gal, 2020). These find-
ings also resonate with our previous research concerning the learning potential of 
PA (Costa et al., 2021b) and the exclusion experienced by many professional 
activists in their work context, especially those who tend to be the youngest or 
with less work experience (Costa et al., 2021a).

Finally, specific ‘training in advocacy or PA’ has also been highlighted in the 
literature as a relevant predictor of engagement with PA. The assumption is that 
learning knowledge or skills relevant to PA makes professionals more prepared 
and willing to engage (Gewirtz-Meydan et al., 2016; Jansson et al., 2017; Lustig-
Gants & Weiss-Gal, 2015; Mendes, 2013; Pawar, 2019). On the other hand, a lack 
of political awareness and specific knowledge to discuss and advocate on policy 
issues, likely related to the absence of advocacy/PA training, represent consider-
able barriers to engaging with PA (Heinowitz et al., 2012; Mendes, 2013; Serrano-
García & Lugo-Hernández, 2016; Weiss-Gal & Gal, 2008). In this sense, there is 
a greater propensity to engage with PA when professionals have more training in 
this field, being (consequently) more politicised, prepared and able for political 
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action. Moreover, as training can favour the effectiveness of PA, it also fuels their 
motivation to continue to engage politically (Weiss-Gal & Gal, 2020).

Psychological Dimensions: Emotions, Social Justice 
Motivations, Identification with Professional Activism and 
Social Justice Self-efficacy

Emotions play a crucial role as drivers of activism (Ollis, 2008). However, despite 
assuming some prominence in studies on protest repertoires (Goodwin et al., 
2000) and activist mobilisation (Sabucedo & Vilas, 2014), the role of positive 
emotions in activist engagement has been neglected in much of the research on 
the topic (Sabucedo & Vilas, 2014). Moreover, both positive emotions (e.g., pride, 
optimism, hope) and emotions of revolt (e.g., anger, irritation, rage) appear to be 
understudied in research about engagement with PA.

The social justice ideal also appears as a driver for professional positioning and 
mobilisation for political and social transformation (Costa et al., 2021a; Gal & 
Weiss-Gal, 2023, 2013, 2015; Mendes, 2013); it makes sense to explore the role 
of ‘social justice motivations’ in the engagement with the various forms of PA.

Similarly, a vision of one’s professional role as transformative, as a social jus-
tice advocate (vs. indifferent or charitable) (Evans, 2006), is at the core of an 
‘identification with professional activism’ that can explain professionals’ engage-
ment in PA (Costa et al., 2021b; Curnow et al., 2019; Marszalek et al., 2017).

Beyond the will to act for social justice, seeing oneself as a capable social jus-
tice advocate or professional activist has also shown to be a significant predictor 
of PA engagement. A sense of ‘social justice self-efficacy’ concerns political self-
efficacy or the perceived personal ability to promote political changes towards 
social justice and control this process (Gewirtz-Meydan et al., 2016; Ritter, 2008).

Social and Contextual Dimensions: Enablers of PA, 
Support from the Organisation and Co-workers

Several social and contextual dimensions act as enablers of PA engagement, 
namely the influence of political socialisation (e.g., family, friends, teachers or 
co-workers/activists), the (de)valuing of the political involvement in their profes-
sion, the current social and political context, and the individual civic and political 
living (personal/professional experiences and remarkable political events) (Costa 
et al., 2021a, 2023b; Gal & Weiss-Gal, 2013, 2015; Kozan & Blustein, 2018; 
MacDonnell & Buck-McFadyen, 2016; Petrarca, 2016; Weiss-Gal & Gal, 2020). 
Becoming an activist involves the development of a professional political identity 
learned in social life contexts through the influence of relevant people, work 
experiences and significant political events that can influence engagement with 
PA (Costa et al., 2021b).

Subjective social norms also influence (Ajzen, 2002; Pattie et al., 2003): the 
more professionals perceive others close to them (under)value their engagement 
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with PA, the more or less likely they are to engage. The literature has shown that 
organisational support for PA is strongly related to professionals’ activist engage-
ment, meaning that professionals with a greater sense of support from their organ-
isation and co-workers, are more likely to engage in PA (Gewirtz-Meydan et al., 
2016; Heinowitz et al., 2012; Jansson et al., 2016; Kozan & Blustein, 2018; 
Weiss-Gal & Gal, 2020). How the organisational (political) culture and agenda 
articulate with professionals’ ethical–political mandate (Greenslade et al., 2015) 
may facilitate or limit their political engagement, with a relevant weight on their 
decision to act politically (Gal & Weiss-Gal, 2015; Kozan & Blustein, 2018; 
Weiss-Gal & Gal, 2020). Our previous findings also show that a lack of support 
from the organisation and co-workers can inhibit the involvement of professional 
activists by triggering exclusion towards nonconformist professionals or ques-
tioning their professionalism (Costa et al., 2021a).

Accordingly, in this study’s theoretical model (Figure 1), we considered a set 
of factors that stand out in the literature for their recognised potential as predictors 
of engagement with PA; we also included other elements less explored in previous 
research but that were mentioned as relevant in the previous qualitative research. 
As individual dimensions, we consider personal and psychological factors, and by 
social and contextual dimensions, we refer to relational and contextual aspects 
concerning the personal, professional and organisational levels.

Objectives

This study aims to explore potential predictive dimensions for activist engage-
ment among professionals working in educational, social and community inter-
vention with people in situations of vulnerability. It intends to understand how 
these dimensions explain professionals’ political involvement in their work, 
favouring or inhibiting it, considering the typological diversity of PA.

Figure 1. Theoretical Model.
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Methodology

Participants

A sample of 338 participants completed the online survey. Aged 24 to 71 years old 
(M = 43; SD = 10), the vast majority self-identified as female (77.5%; from here 
on referred to as ‘female’), 21.6% self-identified as male (from here on referred to 
as ‘male’) and 0.9% self-identified as non-binary. With 1 to 50 years working in 
educational, social and community intervention (M = 17.4; SD = 10), 66.5% per-
form technician/specialist roles and 27.7% management roles. Most have a higher 
education degree (92.3%). There is a predominance of professionals in the area of 
social sciences (psychology = 24.9%; education = 18%, social work = 16.5%; 
other social sciences = 17.4%); other academic fields include health and well-
being (9.3%), arts and culture (3.6%), design and architecture (2.4%), exact/natu-
ral sciences (2.1%) and other areas (6%). Only 10.4% had specific training in 
advocacy or PA.

Procedure

This study used a cross-sectional design with an online self-administered ques-
tionnaire. The Professional Activism Survey comprises scales and items measur-
ing participants’ experience of and relationship with PA. Some of these scales/
items were adapted for this study or created by the research team. This question-
naire was reviewed by a group of experts and potential participants and approved 
by the ethics committee of our faculty.

The data were collected online, using LimeSurvey, between January and 
September 2020. The questionnaire was disseminated by email, on Facebook and 
using internal networking communication channels, mobilising personal/profes-
sional contacts, contacts of organisations of interest to the study, and suggestions 
from professionals in the field. All persons over the age of 18 who worked in the 
educational, social and community context with people in vulnerable situations in 
Portugal were eligible to participate. The average time to complete the question-
naire was about 20 minutes. Participants were asked to answer all questions think-
ing about their socio-civic-political activism within the scope of their work, in 
defence of causes and against situations of injustice experienced by the people 
they work with; and by positioning themselves on a Likert scale (e.g., 1 ‘strongly 
agree’ and 5 ‘strongly disagree’), selecting the most appropriate alternative, or 
writing the answer.

Measures

The dimensionality of the scales was tested using exploratory factor analyses 
(Marôco, 2011), with the maximum likelihood extraction method and Varimax 
rotation. In addition, reliability analyses involved Cronbach’s alpha and inter-item 
correlation (for scales with less than three items). All scales used in this study 
have acceptable internal consistency (Table 1) and were selected based on their 
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theoretical and empirical relevance. The dependent variables are four types of PA 
of the PA typology scale.

Concerning sociodemographic data, we asked each participant to answer the 
following questions: What is your sex/gender? (open question); How many years 
have you worked in the educational, social and community fields? (open ques-
tion); Have you had any training in advocacy or PA? (options ‘yes’ or ‘no’).

Data Analysis

To identify potential predictors of PA considering its typological diversity, we 
performed multiple linear regression analyses for each activism type using IBM 
SPSS Statistics 26.

To detect the evolution of the model as personal, psychological and social/
contextual variables are inserted, we introduced the independent variables in the 
following blocks, following previous research:

a.  Training in advocacy/PA, years of work and gender (female)3;
b.  Emotions in PA (positive and revolt);
c.  �Social justice self-efficacy, social justice motivations, identification with 

PA;
d.  �Enablers of PA; support from the organisation’s management; support from 

co-workers.

Results

The multiple linear regression analysis resulted in the model summary shown in 
Table 2 predicting the four types of PA, with differentiated percentages of vari-
ance, explained for each type/model: 43% to collective PA, 37% to individual PA, 
38% to specialised PA and 24% to radical PA. The sociodemographic variables 
explain relatively small percentages of variance within all types of PA. The 
explained variance rises when emotions are included, particularly in individual 
and collective PA. Attitudinal variables play a significant role in predicting all 
types of PA, with a lower impact on radical PA. Social and contextual variables 
considerably impact the engagement with the four types of PA, mostly in radical 
and specialised PA.

Going deeper into this analysis, we describe each model’s evolutionary pro-
cess, identifying the predictor variables that emerge as each block is introduced.

When considering only the sociodemographic variables (Table 3), ‘training in 
advocacy/PA’ appears to predict all types of PA, especially collective and special-
ised PA. Acquiring specific knowledge and skills is essential in mobilising profes-
sionals for activism (Gewirtz-Meydan et al., 2016; Heinowitz et al., 2012; Jansson 
et al., 2017; Lustig-Gants & Weiss-Gal, 2015; Pawar, 2019), highlighted in our 
qualitative study (Costa et al., 2021b). By favouring greater awareness of political 
issues, preparedness for PA, and perceived competence to discuss these issues 
(political self-efficacy), it may facilitate engagement (Heinowitz et al., 2012) with 
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Table 2. Linear Regression Models by Type of PA.

Model R R2 R2 Adjusted
Std. Error of the 

Estimate

Collective PA

1 0.222a 0.049 0.040 0.93546

2 0.485b 0.235 0.223 0.84175

3 0.626c 0.392 0.377 0.75377

4 0.658d 0.433 0.414 0.73133

Individual PA

1 0.184a 0.034 0.025 0.97067

2 0.490b 0.241 0.229 0.86336

3 0.596c 0.355 0.339 0.79917

4 0.610d 0.372 0.350 0.79238

Specialised PA

1 0.267a 0.071 0.062 1.15203

2 0.389b 0.151 0.138 1.10457

3 0.548c 0.300 0.282 1.00794

4 0.619d 0.383 0.362 0.95044

Radical PA

1 0.192a 0.037 0.028 0.85281

2 0.335b 0.112 0.098 0.82132

3 0.386c 0.149 0.127 0.80802

4 0.490d 0.240 0.213 0.76726

Note: aPredictors: (Constant), training in advocacy/PA, years of work in educational, social and/or 
community settings; and gender (female); b Predictors: (Constant), a + Emotions of revolt, positive 
emotions; c Predictors: (Constant), a + b + Social justice self-efficacy, social justice motivations, 
identification with professional activism; d Predictors: (Constant), a + b + c + Enablers of PA, support 
from the organisation’s management; support from co-workers.

Table 3. Predictors of the Types of PA: Model 1.

Collective PA Individual PA Specialised PA Radical PA

β t p β t p β T p β t p

Years of 

work

0.011 0.198 .843 –0.003 –0.060 .952 0.089 1.637 .103 0.093 1.683 .093

Gender 

(female)

0.004 0.068 .946 –0.102 –1.832 .068 –0.089 –1.630 .104 –0.100 –1.810 .071

Training in 

advocacy/

PA

0.222 4.049 .000 0.144 2.606 .010 0.219 4.040 .000 0.112 2.039 .042

R2 adjusted 0.40 0.025 0.062 0.028
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collective and specialised activism, for they imply greater public exposure of 
political knowledge, sharing and discussion of ideas, or higher levels of 
expertise.

When emotional factors are included (Table 4), positive emotions become the 
strongest predictor for all types of PA, followed by revolt for individual PA. This 
transversal significance prevalence of positive emotions, at least in this stage, is 
in line with their relevance in the intention to participate in protest actions in 
Sabucedo and Vilas’s (2014) study, contributing to counter a traditional focus 
solely on negative emotions. Training in advocacy/PA maintains its predictive 
power, but now only for specialised and collective PA, reinforcing our previous 
interpretation, with emotions (mainly positive ones) and gender overtaking the 
predictive role of training, specifically in individual and radical PA. Finally, the 
gender (female) gains prominence, indicating male gender as a significant predic-
tor of involvement in individual and radical PA; given this change, emotions 
favour male participants’ engagement. Being ‘moved by emotions’ (anger and 
pride) to defend a cause, male participants may get more attuned to individual or 
radical PA rather than to the organised collaborative nature of collective PA or the 
formal technical-scientific character of specialised PA. PA also reproduces gender 
divisions and inequalities (Fillieule, 2008). There are several factors— e.g., avail-
ability, experience, gender/sexist stereotypes, the effort-visibility/impact/costs 
ratio of getting involved with different types of PA—that may contribute to 
explaining gender diversity in PA engagement and tactics (Costa et al., 2021a; 
Fillieule, 2008; MacDonnell & Buck-McFadyen, 2016). These can explain the 
tendency for greater male participation, particularly in more confrontational or 
radical actions (Dodson, 2015).

When attitudinal variables are included (Table 5), identification with profes-
sional activism becomes the major significant predictor of Collective, Individual, 
Specialised PA and Radical PA. The more participants view themselves as social 

Table 4. Predictors of the Types of PA: Model 2.
Collective PA Individual PA Specialised PA Radical PA

β t p β t p β t p β t p

Years of 

work

0.013 0.254 .800 0.021 0.429 .669 0.090 1.720 .086 0.096 1.793 .074

Gender 

(female)

–0.008 –0.167 .867 –0.114 –2.316 .021 –0.097 –1.850 .065 –0.108 –2.024 .044

Training in 

advocacy/

PA

0.148 2.946 .003 0.061 1.224 .222 0.170 3.220 .001 .064 1.189 .235

Positive 

emotions

0.443 8.552 .000 0.372 7.208 .000 0.291 5.332 .000 0.278 4.975 .000

Emotions of 

revolt

–0.023 –0.437 .662 0.186 3.611 .000 –0.013 –0.247 .805 0.003 0.055 .956

R2 adjusted 0.223 0.229 0.138 0.098
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justice activists in their work, the more they value this role and believe it should 
be part of their work, and the more they engage in PA in its various forms, with a 
slighter impact on radical PA. Since this factor seems to overlap with any other 
dimensions considered, it reaffirms the relevant relationship between activist 
identity construction and professional activist mobilisation (Costa et al., 2021b; 
Curnow et al., 2019; Marszalek et al., 2017). Identification with professional 
activism and self-efficacy appear to have surpassed training in advocacy/PA as a 
predictor, with self-efficacy now predicting precisely collective and specialised 
PA. Not influencing engagement directly, training may have played its part in 
promoting the identification with professional activism and PA self-efficacy. 
Increasing professionals’ awareness and politicisation might have favoured their 
approach to this professional role and their confidence and willingness to act 
politically (Gewirtz-Meydan et al., 2016; Heinowitz et al., 2012; Lustig-Gants & 
Weiss-Gal, 2015; MacDonnell & Buck-McFadyen, 2016; Weiss-Gal & Gal, 
2020).

Regarding self-efficacy, the more confident professionals are in their capacity 
to discuss the policy issues at hand and contribute to a specific political action, the 
more they will mobilise to participate in formal, institutional and specialised con-
texts and participate in and organise group actions. Thus, training and experience 
can play an important role here (Lustig-Gants & Weiss-Gal, 2015). Emotions of 
revolt and the masculine gender remain predictors for individual PA. Positive 
emotions are still significant predictors, but now just for collective and radical PA, 
surpassed by the identification with professional activism and social justice self-
efficacy, especially for individual and specialised PA.

Table 5. Predictors of the Types of PA: Model 3.
Collective PA Individual PA Specialised PA Radical PA

β t p β t p β t p β t p

Years of 

work

0.006 0.142 .887 0.024 0.528 .598 0.074 1.536 .125 0.088 1.659 .098

Gender 

(female)

0.002 0.056 .956 –0.112 –2.439 .015 –0.078 –1.615 .107 –0.099 –1.864 .063

Training in 

advocacy/PA

0.074 1.605 .110 0.000 0.005 .996 0.092 1.862 .064 0.025 0.453 .651

Positive 

emotions

0.138 2.370 .018 0.108 1.810 .071 0.016 0.257 .797 0.144 2.088 .038

Emotions of 

revolt

–0.053 –1.130 .259 0.156 3.251 .001 –0.042 –0.836 .404 –0.012 –0.216 .829

Social justice 

motivations

0.070 1.297 .196 0.089 1.601 .110 –0.028 –0.486 .627 –0.024 –0.368 .713

Social justice 

self-efficacy

0.172 3.230 .001 0.075 1.371 .171 0.188 3.291 .001 0.082 1.294 .197

Identification 

with PA

0.367 5.730 .000 0.348 5.278 .000 0.383 5.566 .000 0.203 2.676 .008

R2 adjusted 0.377 0.339 0.282 0.127
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Finally, when adding social and contextual variables (Table 6), the identifica-
tion with professional activism retains its first place as a predictor for the four 
types of PA, followed by the enablers of PA, which also stand out as predictors in 
the four models. Still, within the social and contextual dimensions, the support 
from the organisation’s management follows as a predictor for specialised and 
collective PA, with the help from co-workers negatively predicting radical PA. 
These results corroborate expectations about the influence of political socialisa-
tion and experiences on professionals’ engagement with PA and the role of organ-
isational and peer support (Costa et al., 2021a; Gewirtz-Meydan et al., 2016; 
Kozan & Blustein, 2018; MacDonnell & Buck-McFadyen, 2016; Weiss-Gal & 
Gal, 2020). Assuming that the more they perceive their organisation’s manage-
ment and co-workers support or encourage their activist involvement, the more 
likely they are to get engaged (Gewirtz-Meydan et al., 2016; Pattie et al., 2003). 
Notably, the negative predictive nature of co-workers’ support for radical PA sug-
gests that radical activism does have costs (Chang et al., 2009; Costa et al., 2021a; 
Heinowitz et al., 2012).

Table 6. Predictors of the Types of PA: Model 4.
Collective PA Individual PA Specialised PA Radical PA

β t p β t p β t p β t p

Years of work 0.028 0.641 .522 0.039 0.841 .401 0.103 2.243 .026 0.116 2.285 .023

Gender 

(female)

0.012 0.276 .783 –0.107 –2.328 .021 –0.071 –1.562 .119 –0.092 –1.806 .072

Training in 

advocacy/PA

0.044 0.982 .327 –0.012 –0.243 .808 0.058 1.227 .221 0.012 0.228 .820

Positive 

emotions

0.089 1.538 .125 0.079 1.305 .193 –0.044 –0.736 .462 0.092 1.381 .168

Emotions of 

revolt

–0.046 –1.021 .308 0.155 3.262 .001 –0.035 –0.738 .461 –0.019 –0.365 .715

Social justice 

motivations

0.045 0.862 .389 0.072 1.299 .195 –0.062 –1.134 .258 –0.058 –0.944 .346

Social justice 

self-efficacy

0.142 2.702 .007 0.069 1.260 .209 0.151 2.765 .006 0.089 1.464 .144

Identification 

with PA

0.324 5.143 .000 0.322 4.846 .000 0.331 5.032 .000 0.155 2.122 .035

Enablers of PA 0.137 2.693 .007 0.139 2.606 .010 0.173 3.260 .001 0.328 5.577 .000

Support from 

co-workers

–0.004 –0.065 .948 –0.061 –1.028 .305 –0.078 –1.327 .185 –0.207 –3.154 .002

Support 

from the 

organisation’s 

management

0.161 2.970 .003 0.063 1.102 .271 0.281 4.953 .000 0.083 1.321 .187

R2 adjusted 0.414 0.350 0.362 0.213
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Social justice self-efficacy and support from the organisations’ management 
continue to predict the specialised and collective PA. Both can favour engagement 
with collective discussion, representation or expertise, such as conferences or 
meetings with political decision-making bodies. These results also suggest that 
the organisation’s management and co-workers’ support and social justice self-
efficacy are not relevant in individual or radical PA engagement. As for emotions, 
only revolt remains as a predictor of individual PA along with the male gender. 
Finally, years of work emerge as predictors of specialised and radical PA, demon-
strating a strong relationship between professional experience or seniority and 
social and contextual factors. This can be due to knowledge, expertise and confi-
dence associated with experience, making engaging with more specialised activ-
ism easier. However, it can also indicate greater recognition and less vulnerable or 
precarious employment. Higher professional stability and less questioning or 
prejudice in the organisational context seem to favour the confidence of profes-
sionals to express themselves politically and publicly and also more radically 
(Costa et al., 2021a, 2021b; Gewirtz-Meydan et al., 2016; Lustig-Gants & Weiss-
Gal, 2015; Weiss-Gal & Gal, 2020).

Training in advocacy/PA, social justice motivations and positive emotions do 
not appear as significant predictors of the four types of PA in this model, possibly 
being outweighed by the explanatory power of the remaining variables.

Discussion and Conclusion

Even though PA is valued in the literature, professional guidelines and codes of 
ethics through advocacy, awareness raising, protest and empowerment, it does not 
seem to be a recognised and transversal practice in the field. Nevertheless, some 
professionals stand out for their activism in their work concerning vulnerability. 
This study explores the predictors of four types of PA: collective, individual, spe-
cialised, and radical (Costa et al., 2023). Multiple linear regression analyses 
allowed us to identify four models with the potential to explain professional 
engagement with these diverse forms of PA. Our findings suggest the influence of 
personal and psychological factors, namely emotional and attitudinal, as well as 
social and contextual elements.

Figure 2 presents the different predictors for each type of PA.
More robust identification with this professional role (vision of oneself as an 

activist advocate for social justice) combined with greater social and contextual 
enablement (e.g., political socialisation and experience, the profession’s position-
ing, current social and political context) leads to increased involvement with PA 
in its diverse approaches.

The social and contextual relevance also comes from the impact of social 
norms, which refer to the support from the organisation’s management and co-
workers on the involvement with collective, specialised and radical PA. Concretely, 
the support from the organisation’s leadership, allied with the attitudinal factor of 
social justice self-efficacy, stands out as predictors of collective and specialised 
activism. The more the organisation encourages their engagement and the more 
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they perceive themselves as capable of promoting social justice, the more they 
will engage in group-based public political actions or those that are more formal 
and require expertise. Finally, we observed that acting more radically may trigger 
less support from co-workers, although the opposite may also be true, eventually 
due to different conceptions about professional political roles.

Specialised and radical PAs, in turn, share the influence of years of work. 
Pointing out experience and seniority as potentially favouring a more profound 
knowledge about work, greater recognition and less imposition of barriers in the 
work context, and significantly safer and stable employment conditions, favour-
ing their confidence to act politically, either through a specialised or a radical type 
of PA.

Finally, we underline the relationship between negative emotions and male 
gender in predicting individual PA, which reveals a tendency for greater male 
involvement in individual actions when experiencing emotions of revolt. This 
exciting result highlights the relevance of furthering research about gender issues 
and emotions concerning PA engagement, particularly exploring the gender/emo-
tional relationship in this dynamic.

Similarly, it would also be essential to further our understanding of the role of 
training and emotions (particularly positive ones) that lose preponderance in the 
final model, despite initially showing predictive potential in line with the findings 
of previous studies. Moreover, future research should deepen the role of the work 
context.

Lastly, similar research beyond Portugal would deepen knowledge about PA 
predictors internationally. The PA typology and the Professional Activism Survey 
can be helpful tools for this purpose, advancing these results, possibly by mobilis-
ing other statistical analysis procedures (e.g., mediation).

Figure 2. Predictors for Each Type of PA.
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This study’s findings strongly resonate with our previous research and the litera-
ture expectations, particularly concerning the PA predictive potential of factors such 
as the ‘Identification with PA’, ‘Enablers of PA’, ‘Social justice self-efficacy’, 
‘Support from the organisation’s management’, ‘Years of work’, ‘Support from co-
workers’, ‘Emotions of revolt’, and ‘Gender’. However, contrary to what the litera-
ture suggests, ‘Training in advocacy/PA’, ‘Social justice motivations’ and ‘Positive 
emotions’ do not seem to predict PA of any type. Thus, besides stressing the prepon-
derance of the previously mentioned factors, this study adds innovative contribu-
tions to knowledge in the field, especially by breaking down and interpreting these 
factors’ predictive potential of PA in its typological diversity, providing clues for 
characterising the phenomenon (little explored) in the Portuguese context.

Considering the importance of PA in educational, social and community work 
with people in vulnerable situations, these results motivate further reflection, 
research and intervention about some crucial aspects of PA engagement. Namely, 
the politicisation of organisations and professionals, the job (in)stability and gen-
der (in)equality, and the (lack of) identification with PA, political socialisation, 
lived or symbolic experiences and a sense of social justice self-efficacy.

Concretely, we highlight the importance of promoting professionals’ political 
education, in formal education contexts and through experience, and of underlin-
ing the relevance of this professional role in ethical-professional guidelines for 
diverse professional areas in this field of work; in order to enhance professionals’ 
ethical-political knowledge and practical/technical skills, their identification with 
PA and their confidence and motivation to get involved and committed to it. To 
this end, it is also important to raise awareness among organisations’ leaders and 
professionals about the relevance of PA, to promote their practices orientation 
towards micro, meso and macro levels of action, and participatory and emancipa-
tory approaches, and to actively question and counteract situations of precarious-
ness and inequality (e.g., gender), namely through the engagement of professional 
associations/orders,4 trade unions and government bodies.

If PA is a significant part of the work of professionals in educational, social and 
community intervention, the web of interactions between personal, psychological 
and social/contextual factors should also be recognised as essential in training and 
on the job to stimulate professional political action.

Thus, this study aimed to understand what drives these professionals to become 
more politically involved in their work. This objective was pursued through quan-
titative research with a group of professionals working in this field, with a self-
administered online questionnaire. As such, this study has limitations, namely the 
focus on a personal and partial view of PA, more prone to social desirability, even 
if based on a broad literature review and a previous qualitative study. This study 
was disseminated solely online due to the COVID-19 pandemic, possibly involv-
ing professionals who are more involved with the topic. However, this does not 
impact or limit the exploratory intent of the research. Nevertheless, additional 
studies are necessary to establish the measures’ validity. However, our findings 
move this field of research forward by identifying significant predictors of PA 
under an ecological and situated perspective that includes individual and social/
contextual dimensions.
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Concluding, this study contributes to the conceptual development of PA and, 
above all, to the understanding of why these professionals (do not) engage with 
this essential professional role. We hope it may also favour reflection on the need 
for its recognition and promotion, in research, education and intervention, towards 
professional practices engaged with questioning the status quo and promoting 
social justice.
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Notes

1.	 These professionals come from different disciplinary and professional backgrounds 
(e.g., social workers, teachers, psychologist, nurses and lawyers) and work in diverse 
intervention contexts (e.g., poverty and social exclusion, inclusive education, asylum 
and immigration, prevention and harm reduction, racism and discrimination, and 
gender issues).

2.	 American Nurses Association (ANA), American Psychological Association (APA) and 
National Association of Social Workers (NASW).

3.	 For gender analysis, we did not consider the ‘non-binary’ option, chosen by only 3 of 
the 338 participants.

4.	 For example, Portuguese Association of Social Workers, Portuguese Psychological 
Association, Portuguese Platform of Development NGOs and Portuguese Commission 
for Citizenship and Gender Equality (CIG).
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