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Differences in political participation between young and
old people

ELLEN QUINTELIER
Catholic University of Leuven, Belgium

People often complain about the supposed laziness and ineptitude of the younger
generation, remonstrating their lack of respect for the traditions and seniority of
the older population. These reactions are not new, however, as Plato voiced
similar concerns about the young people of his time:

The children now love luxury; they have bad manners, contempt for
authority; they show disrespect for elders and love chatter in place of
exercise. Children are now tyrants, not the servants of their households.
They no longer rise when elders enter the room. They contradict their
parents, chatter before company, gobble up dainties at the table, cross
their legs, and tyrannize their teachers.1

We also find a similar reaction among political researchers, whenever they
conclude that young people are not sufficiently engaged in politics.2 Such a con-
clusion is not unfounded: in almost every election young people are the least
likely to vote, and these participation rates are continuously declining;3 the
youth membership of political parties is dropping;4 young people are less con-
cerned with politics, less politically knowledgeable, do not participate in social
or political activities, are more apathetic, and have low levels of political interest,
etc.5 For almost every activity or attitude, young people have the lowest score.
Conventional ‘wisdom’ dictates that young people are ‘ignorant’, ‘apathetic’,
‘selfish’, ‘indifferent’, ‘alienated’, ‘disaffected’ and ‘disinterested’ when it comes
to politics.6 Negative media discourses also add to these views.7 Others argue
that young people cannot participate politically until they become eligible
voters.8 Either way, it appears that young people and political participation
present an unlikely and perhaps incompatible combination.

But are young people doing such a bad job? Do they really have such low
levels of involvement? In the literature, we find three reasons for these images
and the perceived political participation gap between younger and older
people. Firstly, due to the lifecycle and generational effects, young people have
fewer reasons to participate: they do not have a house, stable residence, children
. . . factors which make people more likely to engage in political participation. Sec-
ondly, the attractiveness of new forms of participation has caused younger people
to divert from traditional forms of political participation as practised by the older
generation, like voting or political party membership. Rather, young people prefer
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local community actions, political consumerism, new social movements and
activities, single-issue politics, protest politics, etc. Thirdly, there is a perceived
difference in the political attitudes of young people: it is often stated that young
people have less interest in politics, more negative attitudes, and also less trust
in the political process. There are already many theoretical papers and books on
this subject; however, there is a lack of solid, empirical testing. Firstly, I describe
these three arguments and then develop and test three hypotheses to gather
evidence for the theory.

Lifecycle and generational effects

The first reason for young people’s lower levels of political participation
(compared to older respondents) is the lifecycle.9 One of the effects of lifecycle
is that as young people become older they get more experienced in the electoral
and political process.10 The reason for this effect is that young people lack the
resources that older people have accumulated through life, as each group
occupies a different social role. Most of these differences will disappear,
however, as young people grow older, their levels of education increase, their
place of residence stabilizes and integration into the community increases.11 Gen-
erally, 18 year olds do not hold university degrees. Young people also experience
technical ‘start-up’ problems in political participation: they are more likely to be
recently moved and consequently are less likely to vote as their social ties are
often disrupted; in some countries, they face the added burden of re-registering.12

Being married and having a permanent job, factors that are less common among
young people, also have a positive influence on voter turnout.13 Finally, and as can
be expected, young people also have fewer social and political ties. But as one can
logically assume, these things are very rare among young people.

Each life stage also has its own distinct characteristics and social inclinations:
for example, while young people are likely to be members of youth groups or
sports teams, the middle-aged are more commonly members of parent–teacher
associations, and the retired will generally be members of groups that are
geared to senior citizens.14 Moreover, some forms of political participation are
not possible for young people due to age restrictions, the most significant of
which is voting.15 It can be argued that young people, as ineligible voters, are
‘non-citizens’ or ‘apprentice-citizens’.16 According to Parry et al. 17 this is a very
important issue because for 50% of adults the act of voting constitutes the only
form of political participation. Without the right to vote, young people miss out
on the biggest stepping stone to increased political action, and, not surprisingly,
will have lower levels of political participation. Bessant18 notices some other
restrictions, namely in the patronizing of youth by parents and educators. This
is displayed in that politicians, parents and teachers frequently deny their chil-
dren or students the right to participate in protest marches when such activities
take place during class hours. Nonetheless, there are still some who argue that,
except for voting, young people and adults have equal opportunities for political
participation.19

Hence, though age is a good predictor of political participation, young people
have little control over its impact because of the particular generational effects
they are necessarily subjected to. These effects influence when and how people
become politically aware.20 Moreover, generational effects are associated with
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‘general’ or ‘idealistic’ views.21 However, there is also some indication that the
more recent generations are even less likely to engage in political participation
than were previous generations of the same age.22 The generational effects
suggest that today’s young people are less active, and that they will never reach
the levels of political participation currently displayed by the elderly.23One expla-
nation suggests that young people now face more difficulties in the transition to
adulthood, and that this longer transition period leads to an inevitable delay in
political participation.24 Studies indicate that such younger generations will
retain these differences as they grow older, and that consequently the present elec-
torate will be replaced by amore passive generation of political participants. In the
following analyses we will test whether young people are less politically active
than older people, and, for positive results, whether the differences in political
activity can be explained by lifecycle effects. Our first hypothesis is, therefore,
that differences between young and old, in terms of electoral behaviour and
political participation, can be attributed mainly to lifecycle effects.

Preference for new and other forms of political participation

A second problem is the interpretation of the results of political participation
surveys. In most quantitative studies, when researchers find that young people
participate at lower levels they conclude that they are indifferent to politics. But
this should not necessarily be the case as, according to O’Toole et al., young
people can engage in other forms of political participation which are not often
surveyed by researchers.25 O’Toole et al. state that:

The most significant factor in young people’s non-participation, some of
whom are politically motivated and engaged, although in ways that
orthodox research does not explore.26

It may be that young people find it more difficult to fit traditional forms of partici-
pation into their lifestyles and jobs,27 or that conventional politics carries an image
problem for young people.28 This could be why young people are disproportio-
nately attracted to new (informal) forms of political action, or ‘cause-oriented’
styles of politics.29 While these new forms of political participation are sometimes
regarded as less ‘political’ in nature, they may serve as stepping stones to more
traditional forms of political participation.30 In light of the increase in new
forms of participation, however, extra caution must now be taken when discern-
ing between political and non-political forms of participation.

Some authors argue that certain types of participation are increasingmore than
others, such as: youth councils and parliaments, youth hearings, local community
actions and campaigns, political consumerism, disruption, use of slogans, renam-
ing of familiar objects, new social movements, single-issue politics, protest politics
and peer support groups.31 These forms of political participation are more infor-
mal than voting, for instance, or being a member of a political party, and are par-
ticularly more attractive to young people.32 Typical examples include, signing
petitions, donating money, forming campaign groups and demonstrating. Henn
et al. 33 argue that if young people were able to discuss political participation in
their own terms (with the widening of the definition to include more forms of
political participation), political scientists would find greater evidence for an
active young electorate and, more generally, higher levels of total political
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participation.34 This argument rests on the idea that some of the activities that
young people do not classify as political phenomena can indeed be considered
political in nature.35 In our analyses we will investigate whether young people
really do prefer other forms of political participation than those practised by
older people.

So, if we focus not only on traditional participation but also on newer forms of
participation, wemight be able to conclude that although some of the newer forms
are less ‘political’, they are still valuable indicators for measuring young people’s
political participation. In the empirical part of our research, we will investigate in
depth whether young people actually do prefer forms of participation that differ
from the traditional political activities observed by the older generation. Our
second hypothesis is, therefore, that young people prefer other forms of political
participation than those commonly practised by older people.

A different conception and different attitudes towards politics

The difference in perspective presents a third problem, as young people generally
embrace a narrower conception of politics or political participation than do
researchers.36 Avoiding such definitional discrepancies is very important in
social research: it is not only important for a researcher to have a good definition
of the investigated topic but also for that definition to be used and accepted by the
survey population. In our case, we should be careful that the acts we consider pol-
itical are likewise considered political by our younger audience. As Hay37 compre-
hensively demonstrates, there are different definitions of ‘politics’. According to
Parry et al.,38 however, there is a huge discrepancy between the definition of poli-
tics espoused by researchers and by the people: only 18% of the respondents inter-
preted the list of activities composed by the researchers as political. Wittebrood
discovered a similar discrepancy when noting that Dutch youth view politics as
something that happens in ‘The Hague’ (where the Dutch parliament is
located), while researchers mainly use a broader definition of ‘politics’.39 Simi-
larly, Henn et al. 40 found that the two most popular answers to the question
‘what is politics?’ were also based on this narrow conception of politics. Firstly,
‘the government’, given by 25% of respondents, and secondly, ‘how the country
is run’, given by 19% of respondents. Other authors41 suggest that it is necessary
to use an even broader definition of the ‘political’, because such a definition would
lead to higher noted levels of political engagement.

This factor will later help to explain why young people are not as interested in
politics as are older people: young people do not view politics (in their very small
conception) as relevant to their daily lives.42 This is also why some have suggested
avoiding closed questions when asking about political participation because they
assume a shared understanding between researcher and respondent where there
may be none.43 So when surveying political participation, researchers should be
careful to examine forms of participation which young people might regard as
political.44 There is also some speculation that the lower political participation
rates may be partly explained by the fact that younger people have not yet devel-
oped mental categories for sorting activities,45 and thus are more likely to answer
that they do not do an activity, even while they are doing it. This should encourage
researchers to use examples of organizations and activities in their questionnaires.
Though this might lead to an overrepresentation of the mentioned organizations
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or activities, it will yield a more accurate and realistic answer. Generally,
we expect to find lower levels of political participation among the younger popu-
lation than among the older population when we use more traditional questions.

Young people also see politics as irrelevant in their lives.46 This is partly justifi-
able because generally they will not yet have bought a house, they are usually
unemployed, and are mostly disconnected from a political world dominated by
adults. Young people do not yet have a stable basis for concern with politics
and are more preoccupied with short-term projects.47Conversely, the low political
participation rate among youth is a by-product of their narrow conception of poli-
tics and their impression that politicians do not truly care about their needs.
Young people are very critical and quickly recognize when politicians are
‘faking’ or when they wrongly try to speak on their behalf.48 Some critics also
say that politicians too often assume that young people are not qualified to
engage in decision making because of their ‘deficient cognitive, social, and ethical
abilities’49 and that consequently they are rarely heard as expert citizens even
though they may be politically involved.50 Henn et al. 51 found that the non-
participation of young people is due to the failure of politicians to address the
issues that concern young people, or to make the issues relevant to their lives.
Moreover, young people perceive politicians as ‘out of touch’, untrustworthy,
self-interested, irrelevant and power hungry, more than older respondents do.52

Many young people feel that they are not heard by politicians and that they
ultimately cannot influence politics.53 Their disengagement is thus more related
to the way in which politics is organized than due to their lack of interest.
Looking to British qualitative studies we see highly similar opinions among
adults,54 which forces us to consider that such misgivings about the political
process and political participation may not be exclusive to young people.

In addition, survey results often portray youth political participation quite
negatively. The validity of this observation, however, depends on the reference
group of choice in that the results of comparing youth to adults or to the retired
inevitably vary.55 Moreover, it is difficult to make comparisons between young
people because most youth surveys focus on 12–18 year olds, while adult
surveys often encompass those aged 18 and over. Thus when researchers wish
to compare younger youth from the former category to those slightly older in
the latter, they are forced to rely on data originating from different questionnaires,
which complicates the task and potentially diminishes the accuracy of their
claims. Moreover, certain studies of the adult population neglect the fact that
some 18 year olds included in the surveys were ineligible voters in previous elec-
tions and so results from these surveys are accordingly skewed. Because some of
those young people were not yet eligible to vote, the level of political participation
will be lower, not because those young people do not want to vote but because
they could not vote. Parry et al. 56 maintain that such an oversight is ultimately
insignificant as only half of the British population vote in elections anyway, but
also because voting can be considered the least demanding form of political par-
ticipation and so cannot be considered a prime indicator of political activity. Fur-
thermore, Kavadias et al. 57 compared the political attitudes of young people and
of adults and concluded that neither group differed very much with respect to
their attitudes or interest in politics. The inconsistency between declining levels
of political participation and relatively higher levels of political interest in both
youth and older people requires further investigation, according to O’Toole.58
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A closer study of the literature demonstrates that younger and older people
display similar levels of political participation.59 Pattie et al.,60 for instance, com-
pared the attitudes of younger and older people and concluded that young
people were less trusting than older people. So, in comparison to the older gener-
ation we would expect that young people carry a more negative attitude towards
politics, while exhibiting less interest and less trust in the political process
(hypothesis 3).

Data and methods

These three hypotheses will be tested using a secondary analysis of the Compara-
tive Youth Survey (CYS 2006) and the European Social Survey (ESS). The CYS 2006
is a representative survey conducted in 2006 from among more than 6,000 15 and
16 year olds in Belgium (both in the French and Dutch communities), and 3,000
16-year-old Canadians61 (also within both the French and English communities).
This study is based on written surveys filled out by the respondents in their
schools. The survey focused on the social and political attitudes of young people.
Political participation was questioned in two ways: participation during the last
year, and future participation. We will use the last-year participation because data
from the future participation category is considered less reliable.62 Nonetheless,
there is little difference between the levels of political participation in either category.

The ESS was funded by the European Commission, the European Science
Foundation and the National Science Foundations from 24 European countries
(www.europeansocialsurvey.org). The study focuses on changes in social atti-
tudes, values and behavioural patterns. The questionnaire includes two main sec-
tions, each consisting of approximately 120 items. The ESS aims to monitor change
and continuity in a wide range of social variables, including media use; social and
public trust; political interest and participation; socio-political orientations, gov-
ernance and efficacy; moral, political and social values; social exclusion; national,
ethnic and religious allegiances; well-being, health and security; demographics
and socio-economics. In this analysis we will use mainly this part of the survey.

We will test our hypotheses using secondary analysis of the CYS 2006 and the
ESS 2004 (round 2). We operationalize lifecycle effects by marital status, home
ownership, completion of studies, employment and voting eligibility, all factors
which enable the separation of youth and adults. For these analyses we will use
the ESS. Examples of new and other forms of political participation used in the
study include: the wearing of badges, the signing of petitions, legal demon-
strations, as well as boycotting. Here, we will compare the ESS and the CYS
2006 data. We will use contacting and being a member of a political party as
more traditional forms of participation. We will test the ‘different attitudes’ by
comparing the levels of trust and interest among young and old people, both
from the ESS and the CYS 2006.

Hypotheses

Now we will look to the empirical tests of the theory. We have three hypotheses:

H1: Differences between young and old in electoral behaviour and pol-
itical participation can be attributed mainly to lifecycle effects.
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H2: Young people prefer other forms of political participation than
older people.

H3: Young people have different attitudes towards politics than older
people.

Results

Lifecycle effects tend to influence electoral behaviour and political participation

Young people are certainly aware of these lifecycle effects. They know that they
are not yet adults, but they expect that with age they will become influential.
The last question in the CYS was open-ended: ‘how can young people exert influ-
ence in society?’ We found out that many young people think they will only have
more influence when they get older, obtain a diploma, or become richer:

Not as a young person, older people will dominate us directly if we try to
have an influence on society. (Male, age 15)

As a youngster [I think] you can’t exert much influence, it will get better
when you grow older. (Female, age 15)

To obtain a diploma and earn a lot of money. (Male, age 15)

Study first, then you will become influential. (Male, age 15)

Adolescents are very cynical about the possibility that they will ever acquire social
influence: ‘you need to be a millionaire, then they can squeeze money out of you’
(Female, age 15). In the citizenship literature, we find a similar conclusion: young
people are ‘not-good-enough citizens and citizens of tomorrow, but not today’,
‘citizens-in-the-making’ or ‘future citizens’.63 That young people are largely
unemployed furthermore diminishes the conception of them as fully fledged
citizens.

Unfortunately, we only have 16-year-old respondents in the CYS 2006, so we
cannot measure for generational effects. But we can easily use the ESS data to
show how levels of political participation evolve throughout one’s lifetime. We
ask six questions: whether they have contacted a politician or government official,
worked in a political party, worn or displayed a campaign badge or sticker, signed
a petition, taken part in a lawful public demonstration, or boycotted a certain
product in the last 12 months. We do not ask the participant whether they
voted in the last election, because, as we have seen in theory, this question can
be problematic for young people. Only 1% was active in five or six activities.
On the other hand, 60% of the adult population undertook no activity: so, in
general, adults (also) have low levels of political participation.

We divided our population into ten approximately equal groups according to
age, as displayed in Figure 1. For each age group we reported the mean number of
activities they engaged in within the last year. The question was whether young
people participate less in politics, but, as we can see, they are neither the most
active nor the laziest of the groups. Those aged 12–18 on average participate in
0.6 activities, while the 19–25 year olds engage in 0.7 activities. This pales in com-
parison to the results for those aged 60 and over who generally have more time for
political action. According to the graph, however, when young people reach 26
years of age their political participation rates go up: this is no coincidence, as it
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roughly marks the age when young people settle and start planning for their own
home and children. So, in general we can say that there is a lifecycle effect for pol-
itical participation: as people grow older (up until their fifties) they become more
active. But once passed their fifties, people again become less active.

But we can also take the lifecycle effects into account: not only age, but also if
they are married, are homeowners, have finished their studies and what specific
level of education they may have attained. Firstly, we will measure the impact of
the lifecycle effects on voting. We will determine whether people were eligible to
vote, and, if they were eligible, whether they have voted. It is important to deter-
mine whether the respondents were eligible voters because this is the only way to
take young people into account. The independent variables are categorical vari-
ables: being married, being a homeowner, and the completion of studies, are all
dichotomous variables (0 ¼ no; 1 ¼ yes). The level of education is a 7-item scale

Table 1. Percentage of the Adult People Engaged in
Political Participation in the Last Year

Number of
activities

Percentage of
population

0 60.4
1 21.2
2 10.5
3 4.9
4 2.0
5 0.8
6 0.2

Notes: Entries represent the percentage of people who
engaged in a number of the following activities:
made contact, worked in a political party, wore or dis-
played a campaign badge or sticker, signed a petition,
demonstrated or boycotted a certain product in the
previous 12 months.
Source: ESS data (n ¼ 45,681).

Figure 1. Mean number of activities by age. Entries represent the percentage of people who
engaged in a number of the following activities: made contact, worked in a political party,
wore or displayed a campaign badge/sticker, signed a petition, demonstrated or boycotted
a certain product in the previous 12 months. Source: ESS data (n ¼ 45,681).
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(did not complete primary education, primary education, lower secondary, upper
secondary, post-secondary/non-tertiary, first stage of tertiary, second stage of ter-
tiary). Age is a continuous variable (from 12 to 102). The results in Table 2 indicate
that being married, a member of a family, a homeowner, the completion of studies,
and work experience all have a positive influence on voting. Also, being older has
a positive effect on voting. The major explanation, however, is the level of edu-
cation: people with higher education are more engaged in political participation.
This is not surprising; educational attainment is often cited as the best predictor of
voting and political participation.64 However, low levels of education are present
among the older generation as well as the young, and, as we see in Figure 1, both
of these groups tend to participate less.

Further, we can also try to fit the model for political participation. Here we
also take into account whether respondents were eligible to vote in the model
as we have seen that being eligible to vote leads to other forms of political par-
ticipation. Being eligible to vote is also a dichotomous variable (0 ¼ no; 1 ¼ yes).
We see that some lifecycle effects, though significant previously, are no longer
consequential: i.e. being married has no influence on general political partici-
pation. Home ownership has a negative effect, but this can be explained by
the fact that the ESS question relating to home ownership could be answered
by anyone within the family, so younger respondents also replied ‘yes’ to the
question. Having finished studies also has a slightly negative effect on political
participation. But people with work experience are more inclined to participate.
From this we can infer that the working environment can be a good agent of pol-
itical socialization.65 In addition, voting eligibility in the previous election carries
a positive influence on political participation: political participation seems to be
highly cumulative. More unexpectedly, age is seen to have a negative effect on
political participation. This might be because we do not take voting into
account (which is most exercised by older people), and, as we have seen in
Figure 1, older people tend to participate less in other, more alternative forms
of political participation. Higher education also has a very large influence on

Table 2. Model for Lifecycle Effects on Voting

Lifecycle
effects

Lifecycle effects
with age

Lifecycle effects
with age and
education

Being married 0.085��� 0.071��� 0.062���

Home owned by a member
of the family

0.092��� 0.078��� 0.075���

Finished studies 0.302��� 0.219��� 0.199���

Ever worked 0.132��� 0.136��� 0.122���

Age 0.186��� 0.205���

Level of education 0.129���

Number of cases 44,282 44,102 40,345
Adjusted R 2 0.199 0.226 0.238

Notes: Dependent variable: trichotomy—voting (not eligible to vote, no, yes). Ordinary least
squares regression analysis. Main entries are standardized beta coefficients; �p , 0.05;
��p , 0.01; ���p , 0.001.
Source: ESS data.
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political participation. However, the explained variance of this model is
substantially smaller than that of the previous model.

And so, it seems that Kimberlee’s66 fear that lifecycle effects are not ‘adequate
to account for the low levels of electoral participation’ is not altogether justified:
23% of the variation in voting can be explained by these lifecycle effects, while
most variance can be explained through age and education. The model for all
forms of political participation explains less variance because younger people
prefer alternative forms of political participation. In general, we argue that the
level of voting is more influenced by lifecycle effects than it is by levels of political
participation.

Young people prefer other forms of political participation than older people

Young people do not always use the same forms of political participation as older
people. They go beyond convention and find new ways to express their opinions.
Moreover, this need to innovate is at least in part encouraged by their restricted
voting rights. If we ask young people how they think they can exert influence
in society, we find the following to be among the more traditional forms of partici-
pation: to be a good citizen, to be a member of an organization, to contact people,
to protest, but also to wear ‘alternative’ clothes (punk, gothic, etc.), or through
more aggressive forms of participation such as theft, drugs, etc. Nonetheless,
most young people answer that they are unable to exert any influence at all.

The ESS includes only conventional forms of political participation. However, it
does incorporate boycotting, the signing of petitions, as well as demonstrations.
New forms of participation are indeed very popular among young people; here,
badge-wearing and demonstrating are the most practised. Signing a petition is a
typical activity for people younger than 60. Boycotting a product and contacting
a politician are most frequently practised by 40–60 year olds. Political party mem-
bership is most common among older people. More than one-third of the members

Table 3. Model for Lifecycle Effects on Political Participation

Lifecycle
effects

Lifecycle effects
with age

Lifecycle effects
with age and
education

Being married 20.002 0.005 –0.005
Home owned by a member

of the family
20.017��� 20.011� –0.016���

Finished studies 20.089��� 20.052��� –0.071���

Ever worked 0.105��� 0.102��� 0.071���

Eligible to vote 0.022��� 0.036��� 0.013�

Age 20.093��� –0.039���

Level of education 0.214���

Number of cases 44,282 44,102 40,345
Adjusted R 2 0.008 0.015 0.056

Notes: Dependent variable: political participation (six forms of political participation:
contact, member of political party, wear a badge/sticker, sign a petition, lawful demon-
stration, and boycotting). Cronbach’s alpha: 0.56. Ordinary least squares regression analy-
sis. Main entries are standardized beta coefficients; �p , 0.05; ��p , 0.01; ���p , 0.001.
Source: ESS data.
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of political parties in Europe are older than 60.67 Not surprisingly, the predomi-
nance of the older generation in political party membership makes it more difficult
for young people to join, even while it deters them from participating in politics. It
is interesting to note that young Canadians are somewhat more inclined to partici-
pate. To conclude, it is clear from our analyses that young people indeed prefer
different forms of political participation than those undertaken by older people.

Young people have different attitudes towards politics than older people

Young people certainly believe they are not heard in the political sphere: more
than 75% of young people feel that politicians do not represent them in the way

Table 5. Attitudes Towards Political Parties (Canadian and Belgian Respondents)

Disagree
strongly

Disagree
somewhat

Agree
somewhat

Agree
strongly

Political parties and parliament
have too much power compared
to citizens

4.7 21.5 50.6 23.3

Political parties truly represent the
interests of young people like me

31.9 46.9 18.6 2.6

Political parties are only interested in
people’s votes, not in their opinions

6.1 22.3 44.7 26.9

In a democracy, some people simply
know more about political issues,
so they should have more influence
on these matters

11.6 32.9 48.9 6.6

Notes: Number of cases: 6,330þ 3,334. Entries represent the percentage of respondents who
answered the statements.
Source: CYS 2006.

Table 4. Differences in Political Participation Between Different Age Groups

CYS 2006 ESS

Canada Belgium
Young

(12–40 years)
Medium

(41–60 years)
Old

(61–102 years)

% contacted n.a. 4.4 12.6 18.5 11.9
% member of
political party

2.2 0.8 3.2 6.2 7.3

% wore badgea 33.3 15.4 8.9 8.1 4.8
% signed petition 52.0 39.8 24.4 24.3 13.8
% demonstrated
legally

21.7 11.5 9.5 8.0 3.6

% boycotted 27.2 18.4 15.2 17.2 10.2
Number of cases 3,334 6,330 18,563 15,337 11,517

Notes: Entries represent the percentage of people in that age group who engaged in the
particular activity in the previous year.
aThe Belgian and Canadian surveys also asked about the wearing of a T-shirt.
n.a.: The Canadian survey did not ask about making contact.
Source: CYS 2006; ESS data.
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they want and do not know what their interests are. However, this difference is
greater among Canadians. They also find that they do not have enough to say
in politics, and that politicians are not interested in people’s opinions, only in
their votes.

A significant body of research states that young people have a negative view of
politics that is characterized by low levels of political participation, political inter-
est and trust. Comparing the data of the CYS 2006 with those of the ESS (see
Table 6), we find that while young people have low levels of trust, they are by
no means lower than those displayed by the adult population (both on a
10-item scale). Only with respect to trusting the police do Belgian youth score
lower than Belgian adults. Thus, even though young people indeed have low
levels of trust these do not differ significantly from adult levels of trust. We can
draw similar conclusions in relation to political interest: young people have a
mean score of 2.02, which means that they are ‘quite interested’; the adult popu-
lation scores 2.63, which means they score between ‘quite’ and ‘hardly interested’
(both on a 4-item scale). Both young people and adults not only have similar levels
of trust but also share similar levels of political interest.

Conclusion

A review of the quantitative analysis demonstrates that the way young people feel
about politics is in fact similar to what the theory describes. As stated in the
literature, though lifecycle effects account for many of the differences in voter
turnout, they can only explain minor differences in political participation.
Larger differences in political participation are explained by the level of
educational attainment. Secondly, young people really do engage in other,
newer forms of participation, which include wearing badges, signing petitions
and demonstrating. Although this is only a small sample, even here we find differ-
ences between young and old. Thirdly, young people certainly feel unheard. We
have already shown that young people do not differ much with respect to their

Table 6. Mean Score on Trust in Institutions

CYS 2006
T-test

significanceBelgium Canada ESS

Trust in country’s parliamenta 4.70 (2.42) 4.96 (2.52) 4.52 (2.47) 25.4���

Trust in the legal systemb 5.44 (2.52) 6.08 (2.31) 5.07 (2.61) 210.7���

Trust in the police 5.05 (2.62) 6.11 (2.53) 5.87 (2.59) 23.3���

Trust in political parties 4.03 (2.43) n.a. 3.66 (2.30) 211.1���

Trust in the European
Parliament

5.37 (2.56) n.a. 4.57 (2.41) 222.8���

Number of cases 6,330 3,334 45,681

Notes: Entries represent the mean scores for trust in people. Standard deviations are shown
in parentheses. T-test: t-value and �p , 0.05; ��p , 0.01; ���p , 0.001; comparing Belgian
and ESS data.
aCYS 2006 asked about trust in the Belgian/Canadian parliament.
bCYS 2006 asked about trust in courts.
Source: ESS data; CYS 2006 data.
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levels of political participation when compared to older people, especially when
other factors are taken into account. Similarly, young people and old people
display comparable levels of trust in political institutions and political interest.
Accordingly, the following should be added to the literature: young people are
not more negative than adults in their political attitudes, and this is true for
both political trust and political interest.

Young people are less likely to participate in political activities because they do
not feel attracted to politics. Their indifference in the matter is influenced by life-
cycle effects such as housing, marriage, employment, and so on, which they gen-
erally do not yet have. Young people operate with a very narrow conception of
politics that is restricted to formal politics only. Such a limited definition inevita-
bly makes politics appear altogether irrelevant in their lives. And while inter-
national politics may in fact be less relevant, educational and leisure politics do
affect young people directly. Accordingly, the scope of civic education should
be widened beyond a simple transfer of knowledge and play a necessary role in
conveying the importance and value of politics. Political indifference is not
specific to young people, however, as contemporary research points to similar atti-
tudes among adults:68 they have little political knowledge, are barely interested,
are not engaged, lack confidence, trust and efficacy, and so on. Ultimately, it
seems that young people and adults are not so different in their political attitudes,
with the exception that young people have fewer opportunities to participate
politically.

Zukin et al. 69 cite many possible reasons to account for low levels of political
participation among young people before concluding that there is no single over-
whelming deterrent. While no switch exists to instantly activate political partici-
pation on the part of youth there are some macro and micro dimensions that
could be developed. Changes in voter registration and electoral systems (compul-
sory voting, lowering the age of voting), the enhancement of civic education pro-
grammes in schools, and the promotion of alternative forms of participation could
all help to stimulate greater political action among youth.
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