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PolySci 156A

Political Participation- A Microsurvey


To get a feel for whether the points made in the literature for this class are consistent with peoples experiences, I conducted a micro survey of five different individuals, including myself, and asked them questions about their political participation.  Because of the relatively short timespan of this interview process I was not able to get a very diverse group of four people, but I felt some good data would even come out of these short interviews.  Consequently the first three interviews were with my peers, fellow college students in the 18-24 age range, and the fourth interview was with another friend, a retired teacher, who is in an older age demographic at the age of 64.  Though I wanted to have some selection criterion in terms of age, job, and income among other things it pretty much turned out to be however had the time and the patience to be interviewed.  The interview themselves where conducted in an informal setting, and in the case of two of the college students, via email, since one was at Berkeley and another was attending Northern Arizona University.  The third interview was a friend from UCI.  Each person was asked the same questions, with some slight deviations as the conversation and emailed responses naturally flowed differently from interview to interview.  The interviewees were asked what political party they affiliated themselves with, their age, and some general questions to get a sense of their politically relevant characteristics (for the purposes of this paper pretty much age, income, and past political participation in the family).  After getting a feel for their background  I asked if they themselves were or were not involved in various forms of political participation, including voting, contribution, contacting an official or protesting.

The fist interviewee is a student at UC Berkeley and is 21 years old.  He was a full-time student and so financially was still depending on his parents.  When asked about his parents income in general terms he said that they were fairly well off, which I interpreted as meaning upper-middle class to upper class in terms of socioeconomic status, since I was familiar with the interviewees family.  When asked about party affiliation, he said that he registered Republican, and came from a strong Republican background in his family.  He said his family “was pretty active” politically and when I asked for specifics he said that they voted in pretty much every election, and contributed regularly towards candidates that had supported the same interests they had.  He also said that occasionally his mom would write letters over specific issues of concern to her as well.  He said his mom didn’t work and so had plenty of free time to do stuff like write letters.  This tied right into our reading since points made in Voice an Equality connect time as an important resource for political participation.  Having gotten a sense of his family history I began to ask him about his own political participation, and whether he voted, or participated in any other forms of political participation.  Generally he said he did not care very much about politics, because he felt he was too busy with school and other things, such as what he was going to do after graduation, in order to really follow politics.  He really felt too a sort of schism existed in how he could participate since his time was split between his home down here in Orange County and up at Berkeley.  He felt that he could not keep track of local elections, or make informed voting descisions, except in statewide or national elections.  He also felt that generally most politicians did not really care about the “young vote” and did not really make policy that would catch our interest.  He also said that once he got settled down in a steady job after graduation, he would definitely get more involved, since he could follow the issues.


The second interview was with another student this time a 23-year-old from Northern Arizona University.  She was a registered Democrat and was currently a part time student, working part time in order to pay for school.  She said she pretty much makes enough money for her school, housing and essentials, she had little to spend on much more.  She chuckled when I asked her about monetary contributions to candidates and said “Naw I don’t think so I’m pretty much a starving college student.”  I found out she came from a pretty apolitical family where politics where not really discussed, though her parents sometimes voted in local elections or presidential elections, primarily for Democrats.  She described herself as a pretty political person despite her family’s lack of participation beyond voting.  She said she participated mainly because of an agenda of issues concerning her mainly environmental issues and woman’s rights.  When I asked how she got involved in these areas she said she had become a member of a couple organizations such as the Sierra Club, and NOW as a high schooler and that laid the groundwork for her involvement in college.  She said she pretty much voted in everything she could, even if it was a “lesser of the two evils” situation, and had written a lot of letters, mainly when her organizations mobilized her on a particular issue, though sometimes on her own initiative.  She also mentioned that given the opportunity she would gladly participate in protest, but not many opportunities seem to exist for that anymore.  I asked her why she thought that was and she said that American politics has become so moderate, that its hard for any sort of political extreme, albeit liberal or conservative to mobilize for large scale protest since there is no one “big issue” anymore.  She gave the example of race and civil rights in the 50-60’s, and thus no protest.  It was an interesting point, since from prior study of statistics of protest (from Voice), protest had one of the lowest percentages or participation, and so her assertion might have been true to some extent, though a cross-survey of feelings towards issues versus protest would have to made in order to clear up the question entirely.  She also felt that protest has “lost its teeth” as an effective means to change policy or attitudes, since in order to have what she called “effective protest” it needed to be on a massive scale.


The third interviewee was a friend from UCI, 19, and probably the most apolitical of the people interviewed and thus provided a interesting example of why people do not participate.  In particular a lot of the reasons he gave both for his and his families apathy easily fell under the civic volunteerism model. Like my interviewee from Northern Arizona University, he came from a very apolitical family, who did not even vote in national elections, and had not contributed, contacted, or protested.  He said they were really well off and so did not really see an impact of local or national political process on their life.  I knew the person’s family and can probably draw that since this person was raised in Villa Park, a very insular Republican community this could very well be the case.  And so consequently he said he did not bother to register when he turned 18, and until he was done with college and had a family probably wouldn’t, and did not really affiliate himself with any political party.  Though this sort of contradicted the general points made in the literature regarding the baseline model, that higher socioeconomic status equals greater political participation, I wanted to see if the reasons for the families political apathy fell generally in the reasons the civic volunteer model gave for why people don’t participate.   The civic volunteerism model states that people don’t participate because of a lack of resources, psychological engagement, and recruitment.  Obviously the family had the resources for participation, but they seem to lack any sort of psychological engagement, because of the politically sheltered environment they were in.  When I asked about whether he really had any issues he cared about that he could address through political participation he said pretty much no, “The issues most politicians talk about now a days have very little relevance to my life.”  When I asked about whether he had received any recruitment from political organizations after he turned 18, he laughed and said, “Well the Army called me but that was pretty much it, and of course I said no thanks.”   I asked about whether his family had received mailers or phone calls from political candidates, and he said that those “pretty much went straight into the trash.”


The fourth interview was with a retired teacher, who was gave his age as around 64.  Since I had interviewed mostly college age people it was refreshing to get an older individuals perspective on things.  He gave his party affiliation as Republican and said he had pretty much voted consistently across the years, but had not contacted an official or contributed to a campaign, or protested.  He said he felt that (what seemed to me) even mild forms of protest were inappropriate and “dangerous”, and that he had never really felt the need to contribute money to a political campaign as long as he voted for the candidate in the election.  His family were also strong Republicans, at least in terms of voting behavior, and so he felt that the Republicans  were a  the natural choice for his political support, since they stood for “most of the issues I stand for.”  I asked, in order to draw correlation to the what we had observed in the literature whether he had felt his level of political involvement has decreased or increased as he had gotten older.  He said, in consistency with the literature, that when he was middle age and raising his family he became a lot more involved.  Because he was a teacher he had taken a lot of interest in the local school board elections and meetings to make sure his kids schools were doing an adequate job, and so his political participation rose in that regard.  Though not actively involved in the school board he joined a teachers organization that lobbied the board and the state regarding educational issues.  This tied right into the reading as the opening chapters of Mobilization Participation and Democracy in America, the authors point out that parents are more likely to take part in school board elections.  This helped illuminate another important point that  where issue linkages occur, the probability for participation increases.  He said now that he is retired he is no longer as involved and primarily just exercises his opinion through voting.


The fifth interview was with myself and took a look at my own political participation. I am also a student, 21 years old and came from a mixed political background with one parent Republican and the other Democrat (though the Republican eventually got “converted” into a Democrat).  They were very consistent voters and also had a wide variety of national and state environmental and local slow growth organizations they were members of.  They had taken part in petition and letter writing campaigns for specific issues on behalf of these organization, as well as contributing money.  So I was raised in a family with a pretty high level of political participation, and a little bit of it has trickled over to me.  Since turning 18 I have voted consistently and occasionally contacted an official.  Like the other college students I survey probably one the biggest things holding me back from getting more involved is a lack of time due to school and  other commitments in voluntary non-political organizations, including a leadership position at my local church and in the past varied roles in a hospital volunteer program.  Money is also a limiting factor.  An interesting connection I made with the reading in Voice was the acquisition of political skills, like organizing meetings and public speaking, in these non-political organizations.  I can easily see these transferring if I chose to become more politically active in the future.  My party affiliation, Green, also leads me to a greater sense of  “I need to do something” which leads me to vote and contact officials.  I would also probably be a very good example of an “irrational voter”, since my party is such a minority.  But like mentioned in Voice and Equality I get a huge sense of having done my civic duty, even though in certain situations my vote amounts to nothing more than a protest vote.  However, the reasons my apolitical friend from UCI gave for his lack of participation, that the issues and candidates usually have little to do with me, do not keep me from participating.  I still vote, again primarily out of a sense of civic duty.


So generally across all the interviews the trends followed those outlined in Voice and Equality, especially in terms of the baseline model, the civic volunteerism model, and the effects of institutions on voting.  Because of my membership in the Green party, and my NAU interviewees involvement in several political organizations in high school, we have had the desire to participate cultivated in us, even though we currently lack the resources and time to participate in as many ways as we would like to.  Across all the college interviewees too because of a lack of money and resources, contributions to political candidates did not exist.   Interviewees level of participation was also influenced by their families past history of participation.   In the case of the interviewee from Berkeley, UCI, the retired teacher and myself, a history of participation or nonparticipation helped to set our current level of participation.  I also was not surprised that the primary form of participation across the interviews is voting, and no one in my sample had been involved in protest, again in line with the statistics from Voice and Equality.  A complaint I got from all the college students was the lack of relevant issues for them in politics, and that the low levels of participation from the young in Voice and Equality are not just tied to low resources and no time, but the things policy makers are addressing.  This also emphasized to me the point made in Moblilization, Participation and Democracy about the importance of mobilization around issues at all levels.  Overall the microsurvey gave a pretty instructive account of why most college students are or are not politically active, as well as introspection on my own political behavior.
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