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ABSTRACT . 

This study examines the effect of community 

structure on the political participation of the elderly. 

Both pluralism theory and centrality theory are used to 

explain urban / rural differences in political / social 

participation and world views. In addition, a new way of 

conceptualizing political participation is tested. 

Using a sample of 134 respondents (aged 57-90) 

from urban and rural areas of the mid-Atlantic region, a 

model of participation derived from centrality and 

pluralism theories was tested. 

A composite measure of political participation was 

created by combining five component measures: cognitive 

participation, media participation, discussion 

participation, campaign participation, and issue 

participation. Several analyses found this grouping of 

variables to be appropriate. 

Rural residents were found to be less likely to 

engage in political participation and social 

participation, as well as having lower feelings of 
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citizen's duty. However, rural residents had greater 

feelings of political efficacy. 

After controlling for community structure, there 

were no significant relationships found between fee-lings 

of efficacy or social participation and level of political 

participation. However, feelings of citizen's duty were 

positively related to participation in politics. 

In general, pluralism and centrality theories were 

supported. Although some hypotheses did not receive 

support, the primary hypotheses dealing with the effects 

of community structure on political participation and 

other analytical variables were supported in all but one 

case. 



Chapter 1 . 

INTRODUCTION 

Political participation is the cornerstone of 

democratic government in the United States. Informed and 

active citizens are able to participate in politics in a 

responsible manner when they understand the political 

process and the power and responsibility that comes with 

being a citizen in a democratic society. Without the 

informed participation of citizens, a democratic society 

in effect refuses to govern itself. When just a very 

small number of people participate, a democracy regresses 

to an authoritarian system, where only a few elites decide 

the fate of many. Hence, it is obviously important to 

examine factors that may influence political 

participation. 

Democratic participation can take many forms. 

Traditionally, voting in elections has been the most 

obvious form of participation in which a citizen could 

engage. Writing letters to government officials and 

working in campaigns are also considered to be forms of 

participation in government. 
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Political participation is more than this, 

however. When considering more traditional forms of 

participation, it is important for citizens to be 

informed, whether that information comes from direct 

experience, interpersonal discussion, or mass media use. 

Therefore, information sources like opinion leaders and 

the mass media are important components of political 

participation. The act of informing someone about an 

issue is a form of participation, as are attempts at 

persuading someone to vote for a particular candidate. 

Use of the news media to learn about candidates or issues 

is yet another common form of political participation. 

What factors are related to these different forms 

of political participation, then? A major factor is the 

type of community, measured either by pluralism or size 

(heretofore discussed as either rural or urban). Two 

sociological theories, centrality theory and pluralism 

theory, have been used to explain differences in 

participation in urban and rural areas. These theories 

claim that the diversity of close quarters of urban areas 

lead to greater conflict and a larger number of 

oppositional social groups, which tend to increase the 

rates of social and political participation. The present 

study will be used to extend and test these theories. 



3 

According to the centrality and pluralism 

theories, many factors are related to community structure. 

Over the past 40 years, scholars in sociology, political 

science, and communication have tested these theories, 

either explicitly or implicitly, in their research. For 

instance, those who live in urban areas have been found to 

be more likely to vote in presidential elections 

(Campbell, Converse, Miller, & Stokes, 1960). Other forms 

of political participation are affected by place of 

residence as well. For example, those who live in rural 

areas typically have fewer forms of mass media available 

to them, which may lead to less use of political news 

media. They also may have fewer interpersonal contacts 

with whom to discuss politics (Campbell, et al., 1960). 

Hence, it is important when studying these factors to 

examine how they influence each other. 

Maybe even more important than community 

structure's direct impact on political participation, 

however, is the fact that many of the other variables 

found to be related to political participation are 

influenced by community structure. For instance, Lane 

(1959) pointed out that both political efficacy and the 

sense of citizen's duty are lower in rural areas. These 

findings could be due to their removal from the everyday 

processes in urban areas, as well as fewer chances to 
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participate. Lower levels of political efficacy and 

feelings of citizen's duty have been found to lead to 

lower levels of political participation. 

Social participation, the act of engaging.-in 

social contact in the form of both group activities and 

interpersonal relationships, is also affected by community 

structure (Campbell, et al., 1960). In addition to facing 

barriers when trying to engage in political participation, 

rural residents are limited in their opportunities for 

social participation. Again, because of the sometimes 

prohibitive distances between people in rural areas, and 

because of the relatively large number of organizations 

located in urban areas, rural residents may have 

difficulties when attempting to engage in social 

participation. This, in turn, can lead to lower levels of 

political participation, as well. 

The elderly members of our society are an 

especially important segment to study in the context of 

political participation. Because of the aging of the baby 

boomer cohort and the increasing life span, the age of the 

average American citizen is increasing annually. Soon the 

elderly will become one of the largest segments of the 

population. This, in addition to the fact that they 

typically have ample free time to become involved in the 

political process, makes the elderly one of the most 
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politically important sectors of the American public to 

study. 

Political participation, the act of becoming 

involved in governmental processes, is not limited to the 

act of voting in a presidential election every four years. 

In addition to primary and general elections, citizens can 

let their opinions be known by writing letters to their 

politicians and newspaper editors, marching in rallies, 

signing petitions, and engaging in protest activities. 

They can also work to help elect a candidate or donate 

money to political campaigns. 

The act of becoming informed (or informing others) 

is also an act of political participation. Therefore, 

simply by watching the presidential debates on television, 

reading about the national economy in a news magazine, or 

following the legislative coverage in the local newspaper, 

a citizen is engaged in political participation. In 

addition, when that citizen tells someone else about the 

economy, the results of the debate, or attempts to 

persuade them to vote for their candidate for a particular 

office, he or she is participating once again. 

Political participation can be grouped into 

several subtypes. Campaign participation includes what is 

traditionally thought of as political participation, such 
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as voting, contributing to an election campaign, and 

attending campaign functions. Issue participation 

includes signing a petition concerning a certain issue, 

writing to a politician or newspaper about an issue, or 

attending a demonstration. Media participation includes 

all forms of seeking and obtaining political information 

from the mass media. Discussion participation includes 

all forms of interpersonal political discussion, including 

talking about an issue to inform someone or to learn, 

attempts at persuasion, and being persuaded. Cognitive 

participation consists of forms of non-behavioral 

participation, such as identification with a political 

party, thinking about political issues and candidates, and 

interest in politics. All of these activities are part of 

the general concept of political participation. 

Urban / Rural Distinctions 

Since the industrial revolution, America has 

evolved into a relatively polarized continuum (Donohue, 

1982, 1986). On the one hand, the United States has been 

a country of great cities, some of them among the largest 

in the world. Production of goods such as automobiles in 

Detroit, computer chips in the Silicone Valley, and 

services galore in and around these and other urban 

centers has encouraged their growth and importance in a 

world marketplace. At the same time, grassroots America 
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has produced food for the world. Wide open spaces typify 

the majority of the land area of the country. Differences 

between urban and rural areas create what amounts to two 

different worlds within one nation. - - .  

How do the differences between urban and rural 

areas of the country relate to the primary variable under 

study - -  political participation? Those persons in rural 

settings have been found to be politically apathetic in 

comparison with city dwellers (Campbell et al., 1960). In 

addition, being a rural resident makes some forms of 

political participation more difficult in a physical 

sense. For instance, campaign participation might be more 

difficult in rural areas because of the greater distance 

that must be traversed to get to the polls, making voting 

somewhat more difficult than in urban areas. Also, 

political parties are notorious for concentrating their 

efforts in urban areas where they can reach more people in 

less time with less money, so opportunities for assisting 

in campaigning are more limited in rural areas. Once 

again there does seem to be a disadvantage for rural 

residents in terms of opportunities to engage in political 

participation. 

Media participation may also differ because of the 

disparity in mass media availability and content in urban 

areas as opposed to rural areas. Not only is the quantity 
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of mass media available in urban areas greater than in 

rural areas, but the content is also more diverse. Hence, 

there may be inherent differences in what information 

about politics is available in these two areas, regardless 

of the desire for such information (Campbell et al., 

1960) . 
The fact that the physical distance between people 

in rural areas is greater than in urban areas may lead to 

less discussion participation as well. The physical 

distances between people can limit the number and 

frequency of interpersonal interactions: there are simply 

fewer people with whom to discuss politics in rural areas. 

Therefore, those who live in more highly populated urban 

areas are likely to have an advantage in the opportunity 

for interpersonal discussion participation (Campbell, et 

al., 1960). 

Cognitive participation would be the one form of 

political participation that would only be marginally 

affected by community structure. Physical distances are 

not a factor when considering a cognitive process, because 

things such as interest in politics and party 

identification are not behavioral and are not constrained 

by physical distance. However, because there are fewer 

media, discussions, and opportunities for campaign 

participation, there may also be less thinking about it. 



Overall, though, it is unlikely that this specific form of 

political participation would differ significantly between 

rural and urban areas. 

In addition to affecting overall political-. 

participation, community structure can affect the world 

views that people hold. Once again, because of their 

relatively greater distance from the center of society, 

and the lack of many groups working to change the status 

quo, rural residents may feel unable to make a difference. 

They may feel there are few opportunities to alter a 

political structure that concentrates more on big cities 

than small towns. 

Finally, the type of community one lives in can 

affect the amount of social participation in which it is 

possible to engage. That is, because of limited social 

contacts, fewer social groups, and fewer opportunities for 

participation in social affairs, social participation may 

be hindered in rural areas. 

The Elderly 

As the baby boomers begin to enter their later 

life stages a decade from now, the largest single segment 

of the U. S. population will be persons in the latter 

third of their lives (Population Characteristics, 1986). 

Also, because of modern medical technology, people are 

living longer than ever. These two factors indicate not 
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only that a larger number of people are entering old age, 

but that they will be living longer in this life stage as 

well. 

The elderly arguably have the most homogeneous and 

well defined needs of any age group. As the human body 

ages, it inevitably requires more medical attention, so 

health care is a major concern of the elderly. At the 

same time, financial problems become a concern because of 

the typical decrease in income at the time of retirement. 

Finally, because most people in this age bracket are at 

least partially retired, they have more free time than the 

rest of the nation. This gives the elderly the 

opportunity and the potential motivation to spend their 

time working towards better government, an opportunity not 

shared to the same extent by the rest of the country's 

population. 

The elderly as a whole pay more attention to the 

mass media than any other age group (Doolittle, 1979; 

Goodman, 1990). It is likely that the reason for the 

large amount of time they spend with the mass media stems 

from the fact that they have more free time than any other 

adult age group. Interestingly, the main focus of this 

mass media attention is on news and public affairs viewing 

(Davis, 1971; Davis & Westbrook, 1985; Doolittle, 1979; 
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Goodman, 1990) -- a means of political participation by 
itself. 

The interpersonal communication of the elderly is 

unique as well. Because of their decreased mobility and 

the death of friends and family, the social contacts of 

the elderly dwindle with age (Graney & Graney, 1974). 

Communication networks that existed before retirement fall 

apart because of the termination of professional 

relationships with co-workers. Parents, siblings, and 

friends pass away at the same time that opportunities for 

meeting new people decrease. In many instances, physical 

immobility limits interactions outside the home. Finally, 

diseases that decrease mental capacity may affect the 

elderly person's desire for interpersonal contact as well 

as affecting the desire of bthers to interact with them. 

The physical and sometimes mental decline that 

accompanies aging can also affect political participation 

(Verba & Nie, 1981). It may become difficult or even 

impossible for some elderly persons to get out to the 

polls and vote on election day. At some point, they may 

just become 'Itoo oldw to understand or care about current 

issues and, therefore, choose not to participate (Hill & 

Luttbeg, 1980). Failing senses may make reading the 

newspaper, listening to the radio, or watching television 

news more difficult, if not impossible. And because of 
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the lower incomes of the elderly, it would be more 

difficult for them to contribute money to campaigns or 

political parties, which is an important type of political 

participation (Milbrath, 1965a) . 
On the other hand, because of the relative 

homogeneity of problems facing the elderly, it would seem 

that they would be an important and decisive block of 

political participators. There are various politically 

oriented organizations that cater to the elderly and 

encourage political participation (Cameron, 1974; Pratt, 

1974). Finally, by virtue of their ample free time, the 

elderly may, more than any other segment of the adult 

population, have the time and inclination to participate 

in politics. 

How does community structure relate to the overall 

political participation of the elderly? How does it 

influence the social participation, political efficacy, 

and the sense of citizen's duty of the elderly? How are 

these variables inter-related? The purpose of this study 

is to examine these questions in depth. 



Chapter 2 

POLITICAL PARTICIPATION 

If democracy is going to be rule "of the people, 
by the people, and for the people," the people, 
by definition, must be interested and active [in 
politics] ... When only part of the people 
participate, the government is likely to be 
directed so as to violate the interests of the 
nonparticipators. (Milbrath, 1965a, p. 142) 

Political participation is the foundation on which 

democracy is based. Citizens are able to take part in 

choosing their representatives from local government all 

the way up to the president of the United States. They 

are then able to make their desires known to these elected 

officials. In this way, government in a democracy is the 

servant of the people. 

By relinquishing the privilege of participating in 

the political process, citizens remove their voice in the 

marketplace of ideas. The fewer voices in this 

marketplace, the less likelihood that Iftruth" will be 

revealed and the best possible direction be followed. For 

this reason alone, political participation is one of the 
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most important responsibilities of any citizen in a 

democratic soc'iety . 
There are others reasons that citizens should 

participate in politics. In a system where there--is an 

unequal distribution of wealth and power, political 

participation is a means of empowering the powerless in 

society. Those who are unable to use economic influence 

or connections with powerful people can still utilize 

their power to vote and to shape others' political views. 

Although many studies have operationalized 

political participation as simple voting (or intention to 

vote) in either primary or general elections (Hill & 

Luttbeg, 1980; Johnson, 1971; Kennamer, 1987b; Kennamer, 

1990b; Wright, 1976), political participation is not 

correctly conceptualized as the simple act of voting. It 

is something that can and should occur throughout every 

month of the year, every year. In addition to voting, 

political participation can include varied acts such as 

writing letters to government officials, working in voter 

registration drives, watching politically-oriented public 

affairs programming, discussing politics with a friend, 

identifying with a political party, or belonging to a 

politically active interest group. All of these actions, 

among others, constitute what is, in general, called 

political participation. 
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Throughout the history of the study of political 

participation, some authors have utilized more complex 

measures of political participation than just voting and 

have even designated different forms or genres of----- 

political participation. For example, Milbrath (1965a) 

created an index which contained three general forms of 

political participation: spectator activities (such as 

voting, political media use, and political discussions), 

transitional activities (donating money, attending 

rallies, or contacting politicians), and gladiatorial 

activities (such as running for office, soliciting funds 

for a party, or becoming an active member of a party). 

Nie, Powell, and Prewitt (1969) also focused on three 

different general types of activities (political 

participation, citizens' duty, and political information) 

in their examination of political activities in several 

different countries. 

Using factor analysis to group different forms of 

political participation together, Verba and Nie (1972) 

described four different clusters of variables: those 

which described voting, campaign activities, communal acts 

(group influence on politicians for a collective concern), 

and personalized contacts (individual contact with 

politician for individual concerns). Lewis-Beck (1977) 

found similar constructs through his factor analysis. The 
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three forms of political participation that he noted were 

campaign activity, letter writing, and voting. 

More recently, Tan (1980) included attempts at 

interpersonally influencing a person's candidate choice as 

part of a scale of campaign participation. Finally, 

Kennamer (1987a; 1990a) examined the concept of campaign 

cognition, which included measures of political knowledge 

and attitudes towards campaign issues. 

The present research attempts to combine and 

restructure some of the concepts used in past research in 

an effort to achieve a clearer view of the act of 

political participation. Hence, the constructs in this 

study have their own nuances, but they have been created 

using past research as a guide. 

Certain forms of participation described in the 

literature are part of the activity of obtaining 

information from the mass media. Other means of 

participation are associated with the interpersonal 

discussion of politics. Some types of participation have 

been found to center around election campaigns and 

candidates whereas other forms are directed toward 

specific political issues. Finally, it has been noted 

that some participation is primarily cognitive -- that is, 
it involves no outward expression, just knowledge and 

thought or attention. These five different forms of 
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political participation--cognitive participation, media 

participation, discussion participation, campaign 

participation, and issue participation--are outlined in 

the remainder of this chapter. . 

Cosnitive Participation 

Cognitive participation is participation that does 

not require any outward action but instead focuses on 

attitudes, beliefs, and mental activity. Cognitive 

participation is probably the least involving of all forms 

of political participation due to its non-behavioral 

nature, but it can directly lead to other forms of 

participation (Milbrath, 1965a) . 
Nie, Powell, and Prewitt (1969) examined two 

constructs that are similar to cognitive participation. 

Their index of citizens1 duty was composed of items 

measuring perceptions of the importance of different types 

of political participation such as participation in local 

affairs. Their index of political information included 

items asking respondents to name the leaders of different 

political parties and the different cabinet positions 

appointed by a president or prime minister. Similarly, 

Kennamer (1987a, 1990a) considered "campaign cognitionu to 

be shown in political knowledge (such as naming campaign 

issues and knowing issue positions of candidates) and 

attitudes on campaign issues. 
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Probably the most obvious form of cognitive 

participation is identification with a political party. 

It is important to note that this is not the same as 

actually being a member of a political party. In-some 

states, it is necessary to pick a political party (or 

designate yourself as an "independent1') when registering 

to vote. This is not conceptually the same as identifying 

with a political party because a person's cognitive 

identification may change from when he/she registered as a 

republican or democrat. 

A second component of cognitive participation is 

interest in politics. Interest in politics typically is a 

prerequisite for many of the other forms of political 

participation. For example, it is unlikely that someone 

would attempt to learn about politics if they did not have 

interest in it in the first place. Therefore, interest in 

politics is a very important dimension of cognitive 

participation. 

Believing that politics is important is another 

aspect of cognitive participation. Believing that 

politics is important reveals at least some conception of 

the necessity of a governing body elected by the 

citizenry. In addition, this belief can lead to other 

political activity. 
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Media Partici~ation 

Media participation includes exposure to all forms 

of mass-mediated political information. Reading public- 

affairs information in the newspaper or a news magazine, 

watching politically oriented documentaries and news 

programs on television, and listening to politically 

oriented radio news are all facets of media participation. 

Media participation is an important form of 

political participation because it allows the citizen to 

express interest in politics. It also allows him/her to 

gain information about important issues and concerns, 

which can lead to other forms of political participation 

(Milbrath, 1965a) and allow citizens to make an informed 

choice at the polls (Hershey, 1989). In addition, the 

surveillance function of the press permits the public to 

observe the stands of different politicians on issues as 

well as their actions while in office. 

There is abundant evidence of the ability of mass 

media to increase political knowledge. For example, 

Chaffee, Ward, and Tipton's (1970) research on political 

socialization revealed that use of mass media was related 

to knowledge about politics. Other studies, such as the 

secondary analysis by Atkin, Galloway, and Nayman (1976) 

of data collected from the 1972 election by the University 

of Michigan's Survey Research Center (SRC), found that 
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reading about politics in the newspaper was a very strong 

predictor of political knowledge. McLeod and McDonald's 

(1985) research produced mixed results; reading the 

newspaper was positively related to economic knowledge, 

whereas television news viewing was negatively related to 

economic knowledge. 

Drew and Weaver (1991) studied the impact of 

viewing the 1988 presidential debates on voter learning. 

Their results indicated that, indeed, debate viewing was a 

significant predictor of knowledge about the candidatesf 

issue positions. 

Other research utilizing self-reports of where 

citizens get the most political information revealed that 

television is the primary source of political information 

(Atwood & Sanders, 1976; Yum & Kendall, 1988). Atwood and 

Sanders (1976) found that newspapers were not nearly as 

important in the general election as they were in the 

primary season, whereas the importance of television 

increased from the primary to the general election. Yum 

and Kendall (1988), studying the primaries only, found 

that newspapers ran a very close second behind television 

as a source of information about the election. 

Media participation may be one of the most 

important forms of political participation because it can 

lead to more influential forms of political participation, 
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such as discussion participation, campaign participation, 

or issue participation. 

Discussion Partici~ation 

In a representative democracy, where most 
people's active participation is limited to 
choosing among candidates for office, the 
quality of campaign discussion and debate is 
vitally important. (Hershey, 1989, p. 96) 

Political discussion is yet another important 

component of an overall conceptualization of political 

participation. Talking about politics, in any form, is 

indicative of an interest in politics and may instill 

interest in other people (Milbrath, 1965a). 

Discussions about politics can take many forms. 

Simple discussion of important issues such as the economy, 

environment, or international affairs is inherently 

political discussion. Interpersonal discussion in an 

attempt to persuade others to support a certain candidate 

or party, or simply to encourage them to vote, is critical 

in a democracy. "Of all the stimuli about politics which 

a person may encounter, those which come through personal 

discussions are probably the most influentialu (Milbrath, 

1965a, p. 23). 

Those who engage in political discussion are also 

likely to be involved in the other forms of political 

participation. For example, research by Berelson, 
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~azarsfeld, and McPhee (1954) revealed that as mediated 

messages about a campaign increase, so do interpersonal 

discussions of these messages. 

Similar results have been observed more recently. 

In his study of the 1984 presidential debates, Kennamer 

(1987a) determined that, overall, debate discussion was 

the best predictor of what he called "campaign cognition," 

or thinking about campaign related matters. In a 

replication of this study during the 1988 campaign season, 

he found that the best predictor of campaign cognition was 

general political discussion (Kennamer, 1990a). 

Tan (1980) found that there was a recursive 

relationship between interpersonal discussion and 

newspaper use. However, he found no causal relationship 

between television use and interpersonal discussion. 

Results of additional research by Tan (1981) revealed that 

"political participation significantly predicts mass media 

use for public affairs information among black, Mexican- 

American and white adultstt (p. 144). 

Cam~aian Partici~ation 

Those activities which, when combined, represent 

campaign participation are probably what most casual 

observers would define as political participation. 

Campaign participation involves activities during the 



election season whose purpose is either to increase the 

chances of a preferred party or candidate entering office 

or simply to increase the voter turnout (still most likely 

for the benefit of a preferred party). ..- . 

The most obvious type of campaign participation, 

both in this study and in past research, is the act of 

voting. This biannual or quadrennial action is the 

farthest that most people delve into the realm of 

political participation. However, it is certainly not the 

only means of campaign participation. 

A factor analysis utilized by Verba and Nie (1972) 

in their study of American political behavior revealed 

four types of political participation, two of which are 

congruent with what is here called campaign participation. 

However, their factors were separated into voting and 

campaigning, which are both herein considered to be part 

of an overall campaign participation index. This is due 

to their similarities (desire to affect outcome of 

political campaigns) and temporal relationship (only 

during election years) in comparison to the other 

variables used to measure political participation. 

Lewis-Beck (1977) studied SRC data collected 

during the 1972 election campaign. A factor analysis 

revealed three dimensions of political participation, two 

of which are similar to the concept of campaign 
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participation: campaign activity and voting. Campaign 

activity included attending a political meeting, 

contributing time or money to a candidate or party, or 

wearing a campaign button or sticker, while voting-was 

measured as the respondent's self-report of voting 

behavior in the 1972 election. Once again, these two 

concepts are both considered to be part of campaign 

participation in this study. 

In his research on media use and political 

knowledge and involvement, Tan (1980) utilized several 

items to measure campaign participation: attendance at 

political rallies, active support of a candidate, 

attempting to influence someone's candidate choice 

interpersonally, intention to vote, and actual voting. 

In a study of political participation by black 

Americans, Allen and Chaffee (1979) identified a form of 

participation which included any activity typically 

anchofed to the campaign season, such as attending a 

political rally, persuading someone to vote for a certain 

candidate, and displaying political buttons, signs, or 

stickers. 

Drawing from Allen and Chaffee, campaign 

participation is any act of political participation that 

is engaged in specifically during the campaign season. In 

addition to the act of voting, citizens may also act as 
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recruiters for a favored party or candidate. They can 

circulate or sign petitions to get candidates on the 

ballot, distribute campaign literature, or solicit funds 

for parties or candidates. As a non-partisan activity, 

many citizens work in voter registration drives or serve 

at polling places on election day. All of these forms of 

participation are considered to be campaign participation. 

Issue Participation 

The final type of political participation that 

will be examined in this study is issue participation. 

Issue participation is similar to campaign participation 

but it is directed at getting particular issues on the 

political agenda or specific policy objectives 

implemented. In addition, it is not solely an election 

year activity. Therefore, instead of directing 

participation towards gaining acceptance of a party or 

candidate, issue participation is designed to work for (or 

against) specific proposals. 

Verba and Nie (1972) derived two constructs that 

are similar to issue participation: communal acts and 

personalized contacts. Communal acts are typified by 

membership in a group or groups with the purpose of 

influencing government for some collective concern. 

Personalized contacts, on the other hand, is the act of 
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individually contacting political officials in response to 

some particular concern of the individual. 

A factor analysis of the forms of political 

participation in the 1972 election period by Lewis-:Beck 

(1977) revealed a factor called "letter-writing" that is 

similar to a component of issue participation. Writing to 

either a public official or a newspaper editor about a 

political matter was considered part of their letter- 

writing construct. 

Allen and Chaffee (1979) identified a factor 

called social participation that resembles issue 

participation. Social participation included non-election 

year specific activities, such as discussing social 

problems with other citizens, community leaders, or 

politicians with the intention of affecting change. 

For this study, issue participation includes acts 

as simple as agreeing to sign a petition to have a new 

traffic signal installed at a dangerous intersection or as 

difficult as acting as a lobbyist for a political action 

committee. More likely, however, common issue 

participation consists of contacting officials or media 

organizations to register either approval for or disdain 

towards a stance on a particular issue. Attendance at 

protests and rallies is another, possibly more vocal means 

of issue participation. This component of political 



participation may also include membership in a politically 

active organization like the National Rifle Association 

(NRA), the American Association of Retired Persons (AARP), 

the National Organization of Women (NOW), or a labor union 

such as the United Auto Workers (UAW). 

Issue participation is a means of making the 

extent and direction of public opinion known to those in 

power. Although public opinion polls serve to provide 

this information, they do not seem to be as effective as 

an unsolicited public display of opinion. Anyone who is 

concerned about an issue enough to contact a politician is 

concerned enough to vote, and to consider that 

politician's response when voting during the next 

election. This simple fact makes issue participation much 

more effective in placing something on a politician's 

agenda than the results of a public opinion poll, which 

includes the opinions of people who won't necessarily vote 

or who do not necessarily identify with the issue in 

question. 

Conclusion 

Political participation is a duty in a democratic 

nation. It is not simply the act of voting in the 

presidential election every four years. It also includes 

other forms of campaign participation, issue 



participation, media participation, discussion 

participation, and cognitive participation. 

These means of political participation are 

important either in and of themselves or because t.bey lead 

to other forms of participation. Typically cognitive, 

media, and discussion participation can help to "get the 

ball rollingu for citizens to engage in the other two 

forms of political participation, campaign and issue 

participation. These two activities are the most likely 

to result in a political system more responsive to the 

needs and desires of the citizenry. This, when all is 

said and done, is what political participation is all 

about. 



Chapter 3 . . 

EXPLANATORY VARIABLES 

Since the political participation of citizens in a 

democratic society is of such importance, it stands to 

reason that some of the variables that may influence this 

participation also deserve closer attention. The type of 

community where a person lives affects the level of social 

participation in which that individual engages as well as 

his/her way of looking at the world. All of these, in 

addition to many other factors, affect the likelihood of a 

person engaging in political participation of any kind. 

These variables will be examined more closely in this 

section, and will be used as explanatory variables for the 

present study. 

Communitv Structure 

Community structure is one of many different 

variables that affects political participation. Two 

similar sociological theories, pluralism theory and 

centrality theory, have been used to explain and predict 

differences between urban and rural communities. 



Centrality theory states that political 

participation and feelings of political efficacy and 

citizen's duty, among other things, can be understood by 

examining how close a place is to the center of society. 

Centers of society, primarily large urban areas, are 

places that have great diversity. They tend to draw 

together different races, different socioeconomic classes, 

and people with many different ideas, goals, and 

backgrounds. This melting pot atmosphere leads to a 

greater possibility for conflict due to the proximity and 

number of diverse groups. 

Pluralism theory is quite similar to centrality 

theory. It states that in pluralistic areas (typically 

urban areas) there is more coverage of conflict in the 

news media. On the other hand, in less pluralistic areas, 

conflict is suppressed in the media, which is used more to 

promote community unity than to promote change. A 

corollary to this is that if residents are not aware of a 

conflict because the media does not report about it, they 

cannot participate to influence the outcome of the 

conflict . 
Pluralism theory also points out other differences 

in the media and media use in urban versus rural areas. 

For instance, rural newspapers are more likely to focus on 

non-political local news and social events than metro 
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events than metro papers, which stress state and national 

public affairs as well as stories about local politics. 

In general, then, several things can be drawn out 

of these two similar theories of differences due to. 

community structure. The structure of a community, that 

is, whether a community is urban or rural in character, 

and how pluralistic the area is, influences many different 

variables that can have an effect on political 

participation. For example, the number of media outlets, 

the availability of interpersonal contacts, the proximity 

of political resources, the existence of conflict (in 

addition to many other factors), are determined at least 

in part by the nature of the community structure. Other 

research has determined that people from urban and rural 

communities differ in terms of the number of group 

memberships, as well as their feelings of political 

efficacy and citizen duty, all of which have been found to 

have an influence on political participation. 

Defining the Concept 

Researchers have differed in their 

conceptualizations of community structure, but three means 

of identifying the urban rural distinctions have been used 

the most: urban / rural distinctions in accordance with 

census definitions, agricultural and non-agricultural 

areas, and community pluralism. 
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Probably the most simplistic method of determining 

community structure is using census definitions of urban 

and rural areas. The census defines an urbanized area as 

"a central place together with contiguous densely settled 

territory that combined have a total population of at 

least 50,00OU (Residents of Farms and Rural Areas: 1989, 

1990, p. 23). The urban population includes all residents 

in an urbanized area, plus people living in census 

designated places, cities, towns, etc. with populations of 

more than 2500 persons. 

Rural areas are essentially defined as "none of 

the above." More specifically, rural areas are "the open 

countryside and places with fewer than 2500 residents that 

are not in urbanized areas (population concentrations with 

over 50,000 residents)" (Residents of Farms and Rural 

Areas: 1989, 1990, p. 1). 

Another common method of defining community 

structure centers on whether the community is a ufarmv or 

lfnon-farmn area. Since 1974, the census has defined a 

farm as any piece of property from which more than $1000 

of agricultural products were (or normally would be) 

produced or sold during a year (1987 Census of 

Asriculture, 1989) . 
Instead of using this formal definition, other 

studies have simply considered self-identification as a 



farmer or the occupation of agriculture as evidence of a 

farmer. This leads to difficulty, however, when trying to 

compare differences in communities. For example, farmers 

can live in urban areas and those who live in rural.areas 

are not necessarily farmers. 

The third way of conceptualizing community 

structure is by using a construct called pluralism 

described by Tichenor and his associates at the University 

of Minnesota. A community high in pluralism is one that 

is fairly heterogeneous. In other words, there are 

various groups present, representing different races, 

religions, occupations, and income levels, (among other 

factors). Included in Tichenor's most recent 

conceptualization are five measures: 

community and county population; county per 
capita income; percent of the population not 
employed in agriculture; and the distance of the 
community from a major metropolitan area. 
(Olien, Tichenor, Donohue, Sandstrom, & McLeod, 
1990, p. 124) 

In the past, other factors have been used as part of a 

pluralism index, including "per capita income, percent 

labor and proprietors1 income from manufacturing, and 

percent labor and proprietors' income in farming" 

(Donohue, Olien, & Tichenor, 1985, p. 492), as well as 

number of businesses, voluntary groups, churches, and 

schools in the community (Tichenor, Donohue, & Olien, 

1980) . 



For the present study, the designation of 

community structure will be made by comparing several 

measures to determine whether the area is urban or rural: 

1. the total population of the county; - -  . 

2. the persons per square mile (as a means of 
determining population density); 

3. distance from (or status as) a census defined 
metropolitan area. 

This measure of community structure is seen as a simple 

alternative to a pluralism scale and a more precise 

measure than the census definition of rural and urban 

areas. 

Communitv Structure and Political Participation 

The results of over four decades of research on 

the relationship between community structure and political 

participation have been mixed. In part, this may stem 

from inconsistencies in operationalizing the urban / rural 

distinction as well as from differences in the samples 

utilized and the methods of obtaining the samples. 

In his examination of early political research, 

Lane (1959) determined that there were several reasons why 

political participation had been found to be lower in 

rural areas than urban areas. He noted that: 

At least in part, this may be due to the greater 
likelihood that larger communities afford a 
pluralistic power structure, one which permits 
several power hierarchies to exist in 
competition with each other. In such 



communities political participation of 
individuals, even if they each represent a 
smaller fraction of the total, may. be seen as 
making a real and visible difference. (Lane, 
1959, p. 259) 

He considered some of the biggest factors leading--to 

greater participation in urban areas to be the greater 

inter-ethnic and inter-class conflict in urban areas, 

higher levels of group membership, stronger feelings of 

political efficacy and citizen's duty, higher levels of 

education, greater exposure to the mass media, and less 

difficulty in getting to polling places in urban areas to 

be relevant distinctions related to political 

participation. 

"The American Voteru (Campbell et al., 1960), 

probably the most cited work on political behavior in the 

United States, contained a whole chapter on the political 

behaviors of farmers. This text focused on the analysis 

of Michigan's Survey Research Center (SRC) data from the 

1952 and 1956 presidential elections. The results of this 

research found that: 

the non-Southern farmer expressed much less 
active sense of political involvement than any 
urban occupation stratum save the small bottom 
layer of unskilled laborers. (Campbell et al., 
1960, p. 411) 

The low level of involvement and participation of farmers 

was attributed to several factors. Probably most 

importantly, farmers had the lowest average education in 
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their sample. Also, as described by pluralism theory, 

because of the relative isolation of farmers from sources 

of political information (both interpersonally and via the 

mass media), they would have fewer opportunities to be 

informed about political issues, which is closely related 

to political involvement. Finally, the simple fact that 

farmers live further from the centers of political action 

(polls, etc.) and conflict could contribute to their lack 

of interest and participation in the political scene. 

Milbrath (1965a), in his summary of a large bulk 

of the political research literature existing at the time, 

found that most evidence supported the contention that 

urban residents are much more likely to vote than farmers 

or rural residents. Again, factors such as the limited 

availability of political information and the relative 

isolation of rural life contribute to this situation. 

Different results surfaced in Milbrath's own research, 

however (1965b). His study of political behavior by state 

did not reveal any relationships between the percent urban 

in the state, total population, population density, or 

primary employment (e.g., agriculture) and the amount of 

political participation in the state. This may have been 

due to the macroscopic unit of analysis used in this 

research. 
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Nie, Powell, and ~rewitt (1969), in their research 

on political participation in five different nations, 

could not find solid support for the hypothesis that urban 

residence is positively related to political participation 

either. Although there was a significant positive 

relationship in two of the five countries (the U. S. and 

Mexico), this factor explained less than one percent of 

the variance, whereas social status explained 10 percent 

and organizational involvement explained 25 percent of the 

variance. Nie and his associates (1969) concluded that: 

Living in an urban environment depresses the 
likelihood of local participation while not 
significantly altering the likelihood of 
national participation. (p. 368) 

Verba and Nie (1972) further examined the 

relationship between community type and political 

participation. First, they formulated six different 

community types: isolated villages and rural areas, 

isolated towns, isolated cities, small suburbs, large 

suburbs and'adjacent cities, and core cities. When no 

controls were used, they found that overall political 

participation was actually lowest in small suburbs, while 

it was highest in isolated cities. After controlling for 

socio-economic status, race, and age, isolated cities were 

still the most participative areas. However, the three 

most rural areas (isolated villages and rural areas, 
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isolated towns, and isolated cities) were all well above 

the mean in political participation while the three most 

urban areas (small suburbs, large suburbs and adjacent 

cities, and core cities) were well below the mean-for 

overall participation. 

Interestingly, when the participation measure was 

broken down into components such as voting, campaign 

activity, communal activity (similar to issue 

participation in groups), and particularized contacting 

(similar to individual issue participation), differences 

between rural and urban areas became less pronounced and 

more difficult to interpret. Here, the most rural area 

was the highest in voting and communal activity, while it 

was below the mean for particularized contacting and 

sharing the lowest amount of campaign activity with small 

suburbs. In no case, however, do any of the three most 

urban areas boast the most political participation. This 

evidence contradicts centrality theory. 

Research by David Knoke and several of his 

associates in the mid-seventies again offered mixed 

support for the centrality hypothesis, that rural areas of 

the country are the least participative. Knoke and Lane 

(1975) examined census records from 1968 and found that, 

although the differences were very slight, non- 

metropolitan areas were higher in voter turnout than 
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metropolitan areas. In addition, farm residents had the 

single highest rate of turnout, over four percent greater 

than the second highest turnout, those from outside the 

central city of Standard Metropolitan Statistical Areas 

(SMSAs) with over one million people. 

Contrary to the results of their brief analysis 

cited above, Knoke and Lane's (1975) results from their 

primary research, an in-depth examination of SRC data on 

voter turnout for presidential elections from 1952-1972, 

offered some support for the hypothesis. They found a 

curvilinear relationship between the size of place and 

voter turnout, with the lowest rates of turnout in either 

rural places or the largest central cities and the highest 

rates of turnout in "intermediate-size destinations." 

Knoke and Long (1975), commenting on some of the 

past research examining the so-called "farm vote1' (such as 

work by Campbell et al.), noted that the results could 

have possibly been particular to Eisenhower's years in the 

presidency during the 1950s. Their research focused on 

the presidential elections in the period from 1956-1968. 

Results from this analysis of SRC data did reveal fewer 

differences between urban and rural areas, contradicting 

many of the findings of from "The American Voterm 

(Campbell et al., 1960) which was based on data from the 

Eisenhower years. 
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In their essay on politics in the rural areas of 

the United States, Knoke and Henry (1977) concluded that 

the image of an apathetic rural electorate was no longer 

appropriate. They attributed this to "greater 

homogenization with the urban political culturew (p. 61), 

a trend Knoke and Henry believed would escalate because: 

the hinterland will continue to be exposed 
through mass media and interpersonal contacts to 
the dominant social, cultural, and political 
styles emanating from the metropole. (p. 61) 

In the future, according to Knoke and Henry (1977), "all 

meaningful differences between the two will have 

disappeared1' (p. 61). 

Lewis-Beck (1977) also considered the research of 

the mid-fifties to be outdated, no longer remaining 

applicable to the rural population of the 1970s. After 

analyzing the SRC data from 1952-1972, Lewis-Beck came to 

the conclusion that the agrarian voting block had 

undergone substantial change in their political behavior. 

In fact, in most of the analyses, farmers ranked among the 

most politically active. One thing that distinguished 

their behavior, however, was that it was usually confined 

to individual acts, such as voting and letter writing as 

opposed to engaging in organized group efforts. A 

possible explanation for this change may be that farmers 

were the second highest group in attention to political 

news. In the past, these members of society may not have 



had the advantage of this mass media information to spark 

interest in politics. 

In his studies of the 1980 and 1984 electoral 

activities of American farmers, Sigelman (1983, 1987), 

took issue with the image of the farmer painted in ItThe 

American Voter" just as many researchers did in the 1970s. 

After finding many significant differences between 

farmers' political participation and voting habits in the 

fifties and early eighties, Sigelman concluded that: 

with the permeation of American society by 
television, it is no longer as valid as it may 
once have been to claim, as did the authors of 
'The American Voter,' that farmers are 
effectively removed from the continuing flow of 
political information. (Sigelman, 1983, p. 384) 

What could explain the apparent changes in the 

influence of community structure on political 

participation in recent times? Although there are no 

definitive reasons, a review of the literature reveals 

several possibilities. 

First, many studies considered political 

participation to be the simple act of voting in general 

elections. This is not an accurate description of 

political participation as a whole, and it ignores the 

importance of political organizations, interpersonal 

discussion, and many other facets of participation. 

Whereas rural voters may no longer lag behind urbanites in 
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simple voting rate, there are still likely to be 

differences in overall participation. 

Second, the results may have differed due to lack 

of consistency in operational definitions of community 

structure. The definitions used in many studies focused 

on farmers specifically, ignoring the fact that farmers 

are not the only ones who live in rural areas. Other 

studies focused on rural states, ignoring the differences 

between the rural and urban areas within those states. 

These differences in operationalizing the concept of 

community structure could easily lead to differing 

results. 

Finally, it is possible that the effects of the 

"mass society" are manifesting themselves in the urban 

areas, leading to lower levels of participation. However, 

critics have argued that mass society theory is nearly 

impossible to support empirically, and it has fallen into 

disfavor with many current social theorists (Kornhauser, 

1968) . 
Therefore, it may be that differences in 

measurement can account for a seemingly decreasing 

difference in the political participation of urban and 

rural residents of the United States over the past dozen 

years. 
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Communitv Structure and the Mass Media 

The assertion that the flow of information via 

mass media to rural areas has become roughly equal to that 

in urban areas (Sigelman, 1983) begs empirical evidence to 

back it up that was not provided. However, the pluralism 

research tradition of Tichenor, Donohue, Olien, and their 

associates at the University of Minnesota has produced 

some findings that shed some light on this claim. The 

Minnesota research team has spent thirty years probing the 

relationship between community pluralism and several 

different media related variables. Although their results 

in general do not directly contradict Sigelman's 

observation, they do place it in a somewhat different 

1 ight . 
In a study of the differences in the number of 

reports of conflict, Olien, Donohue, and Tichenor (1968) 

found that there were indeed differences between areas 

high and low on a pluralism scale. Those communities that 

are less plural (or more rural) are least likely to report 

conflict in their local papers. Newspapers in more 

pluralistic areas, however, report a much higher 

proportion of conflict. This is important because the 

greater the conflict in an area, the higher the level of 

participation (Lane, 1959) . If the media do not report 
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conflict, many residents will not be aware of it, and 

therefore will not act on it. 

Tichenor, Nnaemeka, Olien, and Donohue (1977) 

found that residents of areas low in pluralism considered 

television news less realistic than residents of more 

plural areas. Rural residents did, however, watch more 

television news than urban dwellers. They also read the 

newspaper just as frequently. However, those from rural 

areas did not rate the newspaper as a preferred source of 

news as highly as did urban residents. A replication 

reported in the same article did not find any significant 

differences between the urban and rural areas on 

television realism. 

In a large-scale study of the influence of 

community pluralism on the reporting of conflict, 

Tichenor, Donohue, and Olien (1980) found that there were 

in fact differences in both the content of the media and 

the patterns of media use by the residents in urban and 

rural areas. For example, those in less pluralistic areas 

are more likely to read a local weekly newspaper which is 

dominated by local news. For national and international 

news, these rural residents can choose between television, 

radio, or distant urban daily newspapers. 

The differences between the local weekly and urban 

daily are tremendous. The weekly devotes approximately 90 



percent of its newshole to local news, leaving only 10 

percent for state an d national news. The local news is 

often not about issues. Most local news in 

weeklies is devoted Lo social activities and athletics. 

On the other hand. the dailies only utilize about 40 

percent of their avablable space for local stories, 

leaving the majority of space for state and national 

public affairs storibs (Tichenor et al., 1980) . This all 

leads to an apparent lack of political information to 

mobilize those in rukal areas. 

What implicabions do these findings have for the 

assertion that rural areas are no longer missing out on 

the political inf ormbtion that was once easily available 

only to urban dwelleks? Campbell and his associates 

(1960) predicted that: 

as advances in bransportation and communication 
bring [farmers] into closer contact with the 
traditional groups and forms of society, the 
distinctive chakacter of the farmer's political 
response should fade as well. (p. 432) 

Have these abvances in communication gone far 

enough, though? If indeed the mass media outlets (radio, 

television, newspape s) are equally available to both r 
rural and urban residents. the Minnesota group has found 

evidence that leads bne to believe that the quality of 

information still dikfers. The information on local 

issues in rural weeklies is sparse, leaning more towards 
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social events and sports. The amount of state and 

national news is minuscule. Finally, the way that this 

information is perceived by rural dwellers is quite 

different from the way it is perceived by urbanites. 

Although there may be equivalence in exposure (or even an 

advantage in favor of rural residents) to the mass media, 

there does not seem to be an equivalence in its effect. 

Hence, the differences in political information between 

those in rural versus urban communities may still lead to 

differences in their levels of political participation. 

Communitv Structure and World Views 

World views are the framework through which people 

interpret the activities around them and make decisions 

concerning their own actions. Many of the world views 

that are held by people have been found to be related to 

political participation. Among these are feelings of 

political efficacy and a sense of citizen duty. 

Community structure can also influence a person's 

world views. Some have argued that this is one reason why 

rural dwellers have been found to differ from urbanites in 

their levels of political participation. Therefore, it is 

useful to examine the influences of community structure on 

world views in greater detail. 

Feelings of political efficacy have been tied to 

greater political participation (Campbell et al., 1960; 
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Milbrath, 1965a). A feeling of political efficacy is 

generally agreed to be a positive state of mind in which 

people believe that they can accomplish certain goals 

through political participation. Some have found that 

those who live in urban areas are more likely to feel 

politically efficacious due to the presence of politically 

active groups and competing ideas, among other reasons 

(Lane, 1959; Campbell, Gurin, & Miller, 1954; Rogers, 

Bultena, & Barb, 1975). Milbrath (1965a) has noted an 

exception, that "dwellers in cities where politics are 

dominated by a political machine are not likely to develop 

a sense of political efficacy" (p. 58). Conversely, Bryan 

(1981) found no strong support for the assertion that 

there is a consistent difference in rural/urban political 

efficacy . 
Yet another variable, the sense of citizen duty, 

has been found to be related to higher levels of political 

participation (Campbell et al., 1954; 1960) . The sense of 

citizen duty is essentially a feeling that one is 

responsible, in a democracy, to participate in the 

political process. It is obvious, then, that those who 

feel this duty to participate are more likely to 

participate than those who feel no such duty. Research 

has found that white urban dwellers are the most likely to 



48 

feel a duty as citizens to participate (Campbell et al., 

1954) . 

Studies indicate that political efficacy and 

citizen's duty are higher in more pluralistic, urban 

areas. Those who have greater feelings of efficacy and 

citizen's duty are more likely to participate in politics. 

Indirectly, then, as well as directly, community structure 

can lead to differences in political participation. 

Communitv Structure and Social Participation 

A final factor that has been found to be related 

to both political participation and community structure is 

general social participation. It has been said llpolitical 

participation can be thought of as a special case of 

general participation in social and community activities" 

(Milbrath, 1965a, p. 17). Therefore, participation in 

social circles and in the community is a reliable 

predictor of political participation (Lane, 1959; 

Milbrath, 1965a; Verba & Nie, 1972) . 
There are many different means of engaging in 

social participation. Possibly the most basic is simply 

entering into interpersonal relationships with other 

people. It can also include membership in different (non- 

political) organizations such as social activity groups 

(e-g., bridge clubs) or volunteer service organizations 
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(e. g. , churches, Meals on Wheels) . Finally, one engages 

in social participation simply by having contact with 

other people because this opens up the opportunity for 

interpersonal contact, persuasion, and decision-making, 

experience in which can be assimilated into a political 

atmosphere. 

Nie, Powell, and Prewittls (1969) study of the 

political participation in five different countries 

revealed that organizational involvement was a better 

predictor variable than even a index of social status 

(which included income, occupation, and education) . In 

fact, organizational involvement explained more than two 

and a half times as much variance in political 

participation as did social status, the next most 

effective predictor variable. 

Similar results were obtained by Rogers, Bultena, 

and Barb (1975). They found that, although political 

efficacy and social status were significant predictors of 

political participation, whether the relationships were 

examined either before or after controls were applied, 

organizational involvement was the single best predictor 

variable. 

Lane (1959) contends that those who are closer to 

the center of society (in the case of community structure, 

urban residents) are involved in more discussions and 
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belong to more organizations than those on the periphery 

of society (rural dwellers). This may well be due to the 

fact that there is a greater availability and proximity of 

organizations and social contacts in urban areas. . .  

Regardless of the reason for the differences in social 

participation, however, it nevertheless remains that lower 

social participation is directly related to lower 

political participation as well. 

Conclusion 

Throughout the history of political research, many 

variables have been found to influence political 

participation. Among them, community structure, world 

views, and social participation are the variables of 

theoretical interest in this study due to their 

relationship to theories of pluralism and centrality. 

Recent efforts to relate rural habitation with low 

levels of political participation have met with limited 

success. It seems as though a once apparent lack of 

political participation in rural areas may be fading. The 

present research is intended to examine more closely the 

nature of this relationship at present in an attempt to 

test the continued usefulness of the pluralism/centrality 

theories in explaining political participation. 

Several other factors that are influenced by 

community structure also affect political participation. 



The world views held by rural residents have, in many 

cases, been found to be significantly different from those 

held by urban residents. Typically, those world views 

which tend to be related to higher levels of political 

participation are held by those in urban areas more than 

rural areas. 

Finally, research has concluded that general 

social participation is very closely related to increased 

levels of political participation. Social participation 

is typically much easier in urban areas than rural areas 

because of their proximity to the center social activity. 

Therefore, it is more likely that those from urban areas 

will engage in social participation as well as political 

participation. 

In conclusion, political participation is too 

complex to be completely explained by a single explanatory 

variable. Even with the examination of the primary 

variable, community structure, and two related concepts, 

world views, and social participation, all variation in 

political participation cannot be explained. However, 

these variables together offer a parsimonious explanation 

of many of the reasons that some individuals in the United 

States participate in the political process and some do 

not. 



Chapter 4 

THE ELDERLY 

The elderly population in the United States is 

growing, and will continue to grow into the next 

millennium. Since the early 1960s, the 65 and over 

population has grown at double the rate of the rest of the 

population (America in Transition, 1983). The most recent 

estimates have noted that by the year 2000, approximately 

13 percent of the population in this country will be over 

the age of 65 (Proiections of the Po~ulation, 1989). 

Why is the elderly segment of the population 

growing so rapidly? Possibly the most important reason is 

modern medical technology. People are not only making it 

to old age, but they are also living in the "old age1' 

stage longer. There are literally thousands of people in 

the U. S. today that have been alive for more than a 

century. These "older" old people have a great deal to do 

with the elderly population explosion. 

In the near future, the elderly population will 

experience a tremendous growth spurt when the baby boomers 

leave middle age and become senior citizens. When this 

52 
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happens, the largest segment of the United States 

population will be in the latter third of their lives. 

What implications does this have for the study of 

political participation? In the 1980 presidential 

election, one third of all of the voters were over the age 

of 55 (America in Transition, 1983). Any segment of the 

population that is this large and participative is of 

great importance as the focus of research. 

In the past, researchers have used the ages of 50, 

55, 60, and 65 as the "starting point" for the category of 

elderly. In many cases the decision of what age to 

consider elderly is based on the sample; for instance, the 

A.A.R.P. begins to accept members at age 55, Social 

Security benefits begin at age 65, etc. In this study, 

the sample to be used will consist exclusively of those 

aged 55 and older due to the nature of the population to 

be sampled, primarily retirement communities. 

The Influences of Aqe 

Age is just one of the many demographic variables 

that are studied as predictor or control variables in the 

social sciences. Rather than examining age effects, 

however, this study focuses on the elderly population. 

There are numerous reasons for focusing on this group: 

they are a large and growing segment of the population; 

they are heavy voters; they are the only age group for 
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which there are major unifying and mobilizing political 

issues; and they have free time to participate. They are 

also different in many ways from the rest of the 

population. As such, the variables which influence 

political participation are likely to affect the elderly 

somewhat differently. 

The basic question investigated in this study is: 

How will community structure, world views, and social 

participation affect the political participation of 

elderly respondents? The following sections considers 

three bodies of literature (research on political 

participation, its antecedents, and studies of the 

elderly) to begin to address the specific impact of 

factors influencing political participation on the elderly 

population. 

Political Partici~ation and the Elderlv 

Although relationships between age and community 

structure, world views, and social participation are 

interesting, the reason that they are of interest is their 

final effect on political participation. Much of the 

research into political behavior, such as media use, 

political discussion, and voting has focused on the 

elderly specifically. It is to this research that we now 

turn. 



55 

For over two decades, communication scholars have 

examined the relationship of age to the use of mass media, 

specifically television. Most all of this research has 

resulted in similar conclusions. The elderly are 

extremely heavy users of mass media, especially news and 

public affairs information. 

Elderly respondents in studies by Davis (1971; 

Davis, Edwards, Bartel, C Martin, 1976) reported that 

their favorite type of television content was news and 

public affairs. In addition, Davis (1971) found that 

their favorite medium for news was television, followed by 

newspapers, radio and magazines in the second through 

fourth rankings. In a replication of this study fifteen 

years later, Davis and Westbrook (1985) found that the 

elderly still liked news and documentaries better than 

anything else on television. 

In their study of public affairs knowledge of the 

elderly, Kent and Rush (1976) found that knowledge of an 

amnesty program was related to exposure to the print 

media, but not to the electronic media. Their elderly 

respondents, however, felt that exposure to television 

news, as opposed to the print media, was the best way to 

keep up with current affairs. 

Larkin and Grotta (1979) studied newspaper 

audiences and found that the elderly were interested in 
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somewhat different content in the newspapers than were 

younger age segments. The elderly (55 and older) were 

most interested in local and national news. However, 

younger readers were most interested in entertainment 

stories like movie reviews, consumer information, and how- 

to articles. 

Doolittle (1979) cites ratings and circulation 

information revealing that up to their late 60s, people's 

use of both television and newspapers increase. In his 

own study, he found that elderly respondents rated 

television as the news medium with the highest 

credibility, with newspapers second and radio third. He 

also noted that news usage was highest among the members 

of his sample in their late sixties and early seventies 

and lowest for the youngest members (48-66 yrs. old). The 

oldest respondents (75-93 yrs. old) fell into the middle 

in their news usage. Medium preferences were as follows: 

the young old preferred newspapers; middle old preferred 

television; old old preferred newspapers. 

Wimmer (1976) determined that the elderly (those 

over 50) did not use television any more than other media 

for political information. However, in a more recent 

study of the viewing patterns and motivations of the 

elderly, Rubin and Rubin (1982) found that news content 

was the type of program most frequently viewed. 



Information is the most salient mass 
communication need of this older group, whose 
primary reason for watching television is to 
learn about people or events in the world or 
community. This viewing motivation is 
associated with the watching of news and other 
nonfictional programs, and an obviously positive 
sentiment for news being the most liked feature 
on television. The information motivation and 
program choices are evident for all age levels 
of this older sample. (Rubin & Rubin, 1982. pp. 
309-3101 

In a final confirmation of the viewing preferences 

of the elderly, Goodman (1990) again found that the 

favorite type of television program of the elderly is news 

and public affairs. Interestingly, he notes that his 

respondents preferred newspapers as a source for local 

news twice as much as they did television. Television was 

the-most often cited favorite for national and world news 

by an even greater margin, however. 

Yet another area where the elderly have received 

the attention of the research community is in the area of 

active campaign and issue participation. Dating back over 

a quarter of a century, this research has generally found 

that political participation such as voting increases with 

age until retirement, then decreases slightly (Campbell et 

al., 1960). 

Verba and Nie (1981) take exception to this oft 

cited finding, however. Using statistical controls for 

income, they found that the oldest age group (over 65) had 



the highest levels of voting and were near equals to the 

highest group in overall participation, the 51- to 65- 

year-old age group. Similar, although not quite as 

dramatic, results were achieved by controlling for 

education. Verba and Nie offer a solid explanation for 

their results: 

The fact that correcting for income straightens 
the line more than does correcting for education 
suggests that one reason for the decline in 
participation is that it accompanies a decline 
in economic circumstances ... And insofar as a 
correction for education reduces that downturn 
[in overall participation and voting], it 
suggests that what has appeared to be a slow- 
down in participation really reflects the 
different distribution of status characteristics 
at different age levels. (1981, pp. 14-15) 

After controlling for SES, Verba and Nie conclude that the 

peak for overall participation is when a person is in 

their fifties; the peak decade for voting is when a person 

is older than their mid-sixties. 

Cutler (1990) makes a similar argument. He 

disagrees with the notion that the elderly disengage 

themselves from normal social activities, including 

political participation. He points out that education is 

an important variable in determining who will engage in 

political participation. He also notes that those who are 

in their old age now had fewer educational opportunities 

when they were young than today's youth. Hence, in the 

future, Cutler predicts that political participation of 



the elderly will increase. He notes that "tomorrow's 

older population will be better equipped for political 

participation and involvement than older people have been 

in the past (1990, p. 430). 

There is more to the political participation of 

the elderly than individual acts of voting and letter 

writing, however. Cameron (1974), Pratt (1974), and 

Cutler (1983) have all noted the importance of old age 

associations such as the A.A.R.P., National Retired 

Teachers Association, and the Grey Panthers in promoting 

political activity. By becoming members of these types of 

organizations, the elderly effectively engage in all the 

activities that the organization itself supports. 

Few senators are likely to read all of the 
thousands of letters they receive expressing 
concern over the inflation-caused erosion of 
Social Security. Senators are more likely, 
however, to listen to the concern and proposals 
of leaders of major organizations representing 
the letter writers. (Cutler, 1983, p. 432) 

Overall, then, research has found that the elderly 

are relatively politically active in comparison to their 

younger counterparts. They engage in a great amount of 

media participation, they have powerful political 

organizations to represent them so that their needs and 

opinions can be heard, and they participate in voting at a 

high level, whether factors such as income or education 

are controlled or not. 
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Community Structure and the Elderly 

What is different for the elderly living in either 

an urban or rural area compared to any other segment of 

the population? One thing that may decrease the political 

participation of the elderly is their relative lack of 

mobility. Whereas for any other age group the distance to 

the polls in a rural area is only a minor hinderance to 

participation, it may be much more so for the elderly. If 

they are without means of transportation or they are of 

ill health, their likelihood of voting in an election will 

be severely decreased. Although absentee balloting is 

available in many areas, this may not make up for the 

added difficulty of getting out to the polls in rural 

areas compared to urban areas, where polls are typically 

much closer. 

This physical hinderance may also affect other 

important variables as well. For instance, in addition to 

the polls being farther away, so are organizations and 

individuals with whom the elderly can establish contact. 

Therefore, becoming involved in organizations (political 

or otherwise) and having interpersonal discussions 

(political or otherwise) is less likely simply because it 

is more difficult for the rural elderly to do so. 

Differences between elderly urban and rural 

residents are primarily the result of physical distances. 
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Other differences are not necessarily dependent on age -- 
they remain whether the individual is eighteen or eighty. 

Physical problems, such as far away polling places, affect 

the young as well as old. It is important to note, 

however, that increasing age exacerbates the problem, it 

does not resolve it. 

World Views and the Elderly 

As people age, the way that they look at the world 

and the people in it changes. Researchers have found 

differences in feelings of political efficacy between 

older and younger respondents. Typically, those 

differences tend to suggest that the elderly are less 

likely to feel politically efficacious than their younger 

counterparts. 

Campbell, ~urin, and Miller (1954) assert that 

those over 55 years of age begin to have decreased 

feelings of political efficacy. Hudson and Strate (1985) 

noted this same phenomenon -- that the elderly are 
slightly less likely to feel politically efficacious than 

young people. However, Hudson and Strate felt that this 

was not truly a difference caused by age, but instead a 

cohort effect. That is, they felt that this feeling of 

decreased political efficacy was unique to groups born 

during a certain time and experiencing a specific set of 

circumstances in their lives. This same group of elderly 
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would have felt the same when they were young as well, 

possibly due to lower levels of education. Hudson and 

Strate would not expect the same differences in feelings 

of efficacy in the elderly of the future. 

It is interesting to note that research shows the 

elderly as more participative but less efficacious. This 

is contrary to what would normally be expected - -  that is, 

those who are less efficacious would participate less. 

However, it may be that the elderly fell less efficacious 

in general because of uncontrollable changes in their 

lives such as declining physical abilities. On the other 

hand, since they have more free time than other age 

groups, they may participate in politics simply to fill 

some of their free time. In other words, their lack of 

efficacious feelings really don't matter because they are 

simply looking for something to do to fill their time, 

whether it is expected to be successful or not. 

Social Particigation and the Elderly 

Common sense would suggest that as a person ages, 

the number of their social contacts tends to decrease, due 

to attrition if nothing else. Parents, siblings, other 

relatives and longtime friends pass away. Children begin 

their own lives and may relocate far away. A lack of 

mobility may limit the elderly person's social network to 



those who live in very close proximity or those who are 

willing to travel greater distances to visit the elderly. 

However, there is a body of research to dispute 

these expectations. Antonucci (1990) points out several 

studies which found that there were no significant 

decreases in the size of social networks or the amount of 

social support received as people progressed through the 

later stages of their lives. Adelman, Parks, and Albrecht 

(1987) notes that, although disengagement may occur, it is 

dependent on so many different factors that the notion of 

overall elderly disengagement is more myth than reality. 

Other researchers have found decreases in social 

activity, and have examined what the elderly do to replace 

this lack of interpersonal contact. Many studies have 

found evidence that when interpersonal contacts become 

limited, the elderly substitute other forms of 

communication, such as media use (Hess, 1974; Schramm, 

1969). Indeed, Graney and Graney (1974) concluded from 

the data in their study of communication activity of the 

elderly that theories of elderly disengagement are 

possibly overstated. They found that while some forms of 

interpersonal communication decreased with age, media use 

increased as a substitution activity. Therefore, although 

mass media use and interpersonal communication cannot be 

equated, the overall amount of time the elderly spend 



64 

engaging in communication activities remains fairly steady 

due to a substitution of mass media use for interpersonal 

communication. 

Research Ouestions and Hypotheses 

With the results of previous research cited in the 

past several chapters, it is now possible to set forth the 

research questions and hypotheses for the present study. 

What influence does community structure have on 

each of the different forms of political participation: 

cognitive participation, media participation, discussion 

participation, campaign participation, and issue 

participation? Due to their position outside the center 

of society, rural residents have fewer and less diverse 

mass media outlets, fewer possibilities for interpersonal 

contacts and day to day interaction, fewer possibilities 

for organizational membership, and fewer possibilities for 

campaign participation due to party's focus on urban 

areas. The lack of these components should tend to 

decrease the likelihood of campaign cognition (due to less 

stimuli) and issue participation (due to less knowledge) 

as well. Therefore: 

HI. Rural residents will engage in less political 
participation than urban residents. 

What influence does community structure have on 

world views? Past research has found that rural dwellers 



feel less politically efficacious and have less of a sense 

of citizen's duty than do urbanites, possibly due to their 

distance from centers of political activity. Therefore: 

H2a. Rural residents will feel less politically 
efficacious than urban residents. 

H2b. Rural residents will feel less of a sense of 
citizen's duty than urban residents. 

What influence does community structure have on 

social participation? Because of the greater physical 

distances between people in rural areas in comparison to 

urban areas, opportunities are relatively limited for 

social contact in the rural sections, whether of an 

interpersonal or organizational nature. People live 

farther away and day-to-day contact with acquaintances is 

less likely in rural areas. Organizations which have 

chapters in large cities may not reach far into rural 

areas. Hence, simply due to these greater distances and 

the greater difficulty in becoming socially active for 

rural residents: 

H3. Rural residents will engage in less social 
participation than urban residents. 

What influence do world views have on the 

different forms of political participation? Most research 

has shown that those who feel more politically efficacious 

and have a greater sense of citizen's duty are more likely 

to participate in politics. Hence: 



H4a. Feelings of political efficacy will be 
positively related to engaging in political 
participation. 

H4b. Feelings of citizen's duty will be positively 
related to engaging in political participation. 

What influence does social participation have on 

the different forms of political participation? Research 

has shown that, in effect, political participation is 

simply a special form of social participation. Those who 

are social participators are likely to be political 

participators as well. Therefore: 

H5. Engaging in social participation will be 
positively related to engaging in political 
participation. 

Synthesizing these hypotheses, an overall model of 

political participation may be created. The overall model 

hypothesized for this study is graphically depicted in 

Figure 4.1. 

How are the different forms of political 

participation (cognitive, media, discussion, campaign, and 

issue) inter-related? Research has found that these 

components of political participation are closely related. 

In fact, some research has found few distinctions between 

these concepts, although other research has found some 

significant distinctions. 





Milbrath (1965a) delineated a Gutman scale to 

describe political participation. Using the terms 

introduced in this paper, in general he hypothesized that 

media participation was lowest on the scale, followed by 

discussion participation, and finally followed by campaign 

and issue participation intertwined. Milbrath did not 

include anything resembling cognitive participation, it 

would seem likely that it would be placed as a precursor 

to all the other forms of political participation. 

However, Milbrath's scale is the most useful 

conceptualization of the hierarchy of political 

participation yet set forth, and therefore is the basis of 

the following research question: 

R1. In what way are the five different forms of 
political participation inter-related? 

Finally, although the primary focus of this study 

is to examine the effects of community structure on an 

overall political participation variable, it would be 

interesting to examine the relationship between community 

structure and each individual components. It would also 

help to shed light on the results of the tests on the 

hypotheses and the other research question of this study. 

Therefore, the final research question of the study is: 

R2. How are the components of political 
participation related to community structure on 
an individual basis? 



Chapter 5 

METHODOLOGY 

This study used a cross-sectional survey to learn 

about the political participation of the elderly in both 

rural and urban areas. The survey was administered in 

September 1992, right after the official kickoff of the 

1992 presidential campaign after Labor Day, when political 

participation, campaign coverage, and political 

advertising are typically in full swing. (A complete 

reproduction of the survey form is included in the 

Appendix.) 

Sample 

This study used members of several different 

senior citizen communities and housing centers. These 

senior housing centers were chosen from both rural and 

urban areas in the mid-Atlantic region. The rural 

retirement communities were selected from five counties on 

the Eastern Shore of Maryland (Caroline County, pop. 

27,035; Cecil County, pop. 71,347; Kent County, pop. 

16,900; Queen Anne County, pop. 17,842; and Talbot County, 
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pop. 30,549). The urban respondents were drawn from a 

retirement community and a housing apartment in southeast 

Pennsylvania (Philadelphia County, pop. 1,642,900; Bucks 

County, pop. 522,100). (These figures are for the most 

recent census data, found in 1990 Census of Population and 

Housinq, 1991.) 

Caroline, Cecil, Kent, Queen Anne, and Talbot 

counties were selected as the rural counties because of 

their relative isolation from any major urban areas. The 

three urban areas that are closest to these counties 

(Annapolis, MD, Baltimore, MD, and Wilmington, DE) are all 

over 30 miles away or are separated from the counties by 

the Chesapeake Bay, a major body of water with few ways to 

cross it. The large number of farms (Caroline: 636 

within 320.2 square miles; Cecil: 501 within 348.2 square 

miles; Kent: 361 within 279.4 square miles; Queen Anne: 

457 within 372.2 square miles; and Talbot: 280 within 

269.2 square miles) and the relatively low persons per 

square mile (Caroline: 84.4; Cecil: 204.9; Kent: 60.8; 

Queen Anne: 91.2; Talbot: 113.5) and population 

demonstrate that these counties are some of the most rural 

areas within a reasonable distance from the University of 

Delaware (1987 Census of Asriculture, 1989). 

Philadelphia and Bucks Counties were selected as 

the urban areas of study because of their true "cityu 
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nature and large populations. Comparing the populatioh 

density of these urban counties (Philadelphia: 12,080.1 

persons per sq. mi.; Bucks: 855.9 persons per sq. mi.) to 

the rural counties points out the obvious differences in 

these areas (1990 Census of Population and Housinq, 1991). 

The least dense urban county is 400% more dense than the 

most densely populated rural county. 

The questionnaires were distributed via the 

management of the communities selected. For the rural 

areas, each resident was sent a copy of the questionnaire 

in their personal mail and asked to return it to the site 

manager at their earliest convenience. 

In the urban areas, two different methods were 

used. In Bucks County, respondents could sign up on a 

sheet posted to a bulletin board if they wanted to 

participate in the survey. Surveys were delivered 

directly to these respondents. Other residents who wanted 

to participate could pick up a survey from a central 

location in the complex. In Philadelphia, surveys were 

placed in a box in a central location and any resident who 

wanted to participate could pick one up and return it at 

their leisure. 

The final sample was composed of 50 urban 

residents (34 female and 16 male) and 84 rural residents 

(64 female and 12 male, 8 refusing to answer), for a total 



72 

of 120 usable surveys returned. This corresponds to a 

response rate of approximately 38% for the rural areas. 

The response rate in the urban area more difficult to 

measure because all of the residents may not have been 

aware of the study, and hence could not decide whether or 

not to participate. The approximate number of people 

living in the independent living quarters of the Bucks 

County retirement home was 350, of which 12 surveys were 

collected. The number of total elderly residents in the 

Philadelphia community was unknown, but probably exceeded 

200, of which 38 surveys were returned. 

The range of responses, mean, and standard 

deviation for the questions used to create the scales in 

this study are found in Table 5.1. However, it is 

illuminating to briefly discuss some of the general 

demographic characteristics of the sample. 

The average age of the respondents was 75, with 

the sample ranging in age from 57 to 90 years of age. 

More than three-fourths of the respondents were either 

widowed, divorced, or had never been married. Only about 

five percent were holding any job, either full- or part- 

time . 



Table 5.1 Mean, standard deviation, and range of 
response for component variables of scales. 

Variable 

Sent letter to media about issue 
Circulated petition for an issue 
Attended a political meeting 
Sent letter to pol. about an issue 
Signed a petition for about an issue 
Member of a politically oriented grp. 
Called a pol. about an issue 
Political conversations w/ children 
Political conversations w/ friends 
Political conversations w/ sibling 
Political conversations w/ relatives 
Political conversations w/ acquain. 
Political conversations w/ spouse 
Talk about local politics 
Talk about state politics 
Talk about national politics 
Interest in state politics 
Interest in local politics 
Interest in national politics 
Importance of politics in life 
Effect of politicians in daily life 
Supports a political party 
Display a sign for candidate 
Donated money to a party 
Signed a petition for a candidate 
Voted in primary election 
Raised funds for candidate 
Circulated petition for candidate 
Intends to vote in general election 
Intends to work in polls in election 
Passed out pamphlets for candidate 
Displayed a bumper sticker 
Attended a campaign rally 
Intends to work to register voters 
Donated money to a candidate 
Worn a button for a candidate 
Registered to vote 

Mean 

.10 

.19 

.28 
-34 
.42 
.79 
.15 

2.73 
2.98 
2.52 
2.30 
2.42 
6.88 
2.75 
2.82 
2.98 
5.65 
5.51 
5.82 
5.46 
5.51 
.75 
.09 
-07 
.16 
.60 
.04 
.04 
.78 
.O1 
.02 
.05 
.07 
.02 
.19 
.08 
.76 

S . D .  

.30 

.40 

.45 

.63 

.50 

.85 

.48 
1.00 
.98 

1.18 
1.00 
1.01 
2.28 
1.06 
1.00 
1.12 
1.98 
2.12 
2.02 
1.97 
1.88 
.44 
.41 
.26 
-45 
.49 
.27 
.28 
.41 
.09 
.13 
.29 
.31 
.15 
.53 
.36 
.43 

Range 

0-1 
0-1 
0-1 
0-2 
0-1 
0-5 
0-2 
1-4 
1-4 
1-4 
1-4 
1-4 
1-8 
1-4 
1-4 
1-4 
1-7 
1-7 
1-7 
1-7 
1-7 
0-1 
0-2 
0-1 
0-2 
0-1 
0-2 
0-2 
0-1 
0-1 
0-1 
0-2 
0-2 
0-1 
0-2 
0-2 
0-1 



Table 5 . 1  (Continued) Mean, standard deviat ion,  and 
range of response f o r  component var iables  of 
s c a l e s .  

Although the rural and urban residents were 

similar in the above respects, there were other 

demographic factors where they differed considerably and 

deserve mention. For instance, over half of the urban 

residents considered themselves upper-middle class or 

Variable 

Voting decides how the country is run 
People have a say in what gov't does 
Officials care what people think 
Local elections aren't important(-) 
Vote in nat election doesn't count(-) 
Casual conversations w/ spouse 
Casual conversations w/ siblings 
Casual conversations w/ children 
Casual conversations w/ relatives 
Casual conversations w/ friends 
Casual conversations w/ acquain. 
Casual conversations w/ strangers 
Times visited w friend / rel. 
Times gone to a movie or play 
Times eaten a meal w/ friend or rel. 
Been an active volunteer 
Member of a church or synagogue 
Employed full- or part-time 
Attention to local economic news 
Attention to local campaign news 
Attention to national foreign news 
Attention to national economic news 
Attention to national campaign news 
Attention to national government news 

Mean 

3.07 
2.93 
2.92 
3.49 
3.89 
1.43 
2.28 
2.58 
2.31 
3.08 
2.17 
1.95 
2.54 
.30 

2.75 
.28 
.41 
.05 

3.34 
3.08 
3.20 
3.32 
3.10 
3.31 

S.D. 

1.25 
1.19 
1.11 
1.16 
1.17 
1.04 
1.35 
1.39 
1.17 
1.14 
1.19 
.94 

2.26 
.66 

2.34 
.45 
.49 
.22 
.89 
.93 
.99 
.94 
.95 
.86 

- 
Range 

1-5 
1-5 
1-5 
1-5 
1-5 
1-4 
1-4 
1-4 
1-4 
1-4 
1-4 
1-4 
0-7 
0-3 
0-7 
0-1 
0-1 
0-1 
1-4 
1-4 
1-4 
1-4 
1-4 
1-4 
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above, whereas one-third of the rural residents considered 

themselves to be upper or upper-middle class. And while 

no urban resident thought of themselves as lower class, 

25% of the rural residents considered themselves lower 

class. 

Education levels were another place where there 

was evidence of considerable differences between the urban 

and rural members of the sample. For example, over half 

of the rural residents had less than a high school 

diploma, whereas only eight percent of urban residents had 

no high school diploma. 

One of the major differences between the rural and 

urban areas that is of theoretical significance is the 

availability of different media to the respondents, and 

their choice of media. For example, the newspapers that 

served the rural communities were typically very small 

daily papers (usually no more than 20 to 30 pages) and 

weeklies. The primary content of these papers surrounds 

local issues and sports. Although it is possible for the 

rural residents to obtain large metropolitan papers, such 

as the Baltimore Sun and the Washington Post, very few 

respondents put forth the effort to use these papers as 

their primary source of political information (see Table 

5.2). Instead, they settled for their local dailies and 

weeklies. 



The newspapers that served the urban communities 

were quite different. There are several major 

metropolitan papers which serve Philadelphia and the 

communities, the most prestigious being the Philadelphia 

Inquirer. Although there are literally dozens of other 

small dailies and weekly papers that are available, this 

research found that those papers are not the primary ones 

used for obtaining information about politics. 

Table 5 . 2  Cross-tabulation of primary paper used to obtain 
political information and place of residence. 

Another area where there were discrepancies was in 

the use of cable television. Although inroads had been 

made recently by cable companies into the rural areas, 

only 46% of the rural respondents said that they had cable 

Urban 

Rural 

Weekly 

0 

4 

Metro Daily 

3 1  

8 

Rural Daily 

0 

20  
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television. On the contrary, almost 70% of the urban 

residents were hooked up to cable television. So, 

contrary to what some have predicted in the past, there 

are still differences in media availability and use 

between rural and urban residents. 

Another thing that is important to consider is 

differences in the political climates of the areas at the 

time the survey was conducted. In the urban area, a 

widely publicized senatorial race pitted a female democrat 

against an incumbent male republican, possibly leading to 

higher levels of participation in what was being termed 

the "year of the womanu in Congressional races. Other 

than this race, the local elections in the urban areas 

were fairly commonplace. In the rural areas, there were 

few widely publicized races; however, there was a 

controversial statewide referendum on abortion that may 

have served to increase participation. On the whole, 

then, it would be expected that these factors would have 

canceled each other out, leading to few significant 

differences in the urgency of political participation due 

to the political climate during this particular election. 

Indices of Political Particination 

The complex nature of the dependent variable of 

political participation necessitated the creation of 



indices to operationalize the concept. Items were 

developed to measure five forms of political participation 

that have been identified in past research: campaign 

participation, issue participation, media participation, 

discussion participation, and cognitive participation 

(Table 5.3). Many of these items were derived from 

Milbrathus (1965a) scale of political participation. It 

is important to note, however, that the five separate 

measures of participation are all simply components of an 

overall concept of political participation. 

In an effort to compensate for possible 

differences in participation in regional versus national 

politics, separate measures were taken for national, 

state, and local participation for each of the five types 

of participation. These three measures were combined so 

that participation in any politics, national, state, or 

local, would be given equal importance. 

Coanitive Participation 

Responses to several questions were summed to form 

an additive index of cognitive participation (alpha = 

.83) . 
Respondents were asked, on a 7-point Likert scale, 

how interested they are in local politics, state politics, 

and national politics, from Itvery interestedw to Itnot at 



Table 5.3 Reliabilityanalyses for scales of eachcomponent 
of political participation. 

all interested. Using the same format, they were asked 

how important they think politics are in their lives (VERY 

to NOT AT ALL) and if they think the actions of 

politicians affect them (VERY LARGE EFFECT to NO EFFECT) .  

Finally, they were asked whether or not they support a 

political party, either Republican or Democrat. 

Items 

Supports a political party 
Politics are important in life 
Actions of pols. affect life 
Interest in local politics 
Interest in state politics 
Interest in national politics 

Attn. to local economic news 
Attn. to natll economic news 
Attn. to local campaign news 
Attn. to natll campaign news 
Attn. to natll govlt news 
Attn. to natll forlgn affairs 

Political conv. w/ spouse 
Political conv. w/ siblings 
Political conv. w/ children 
Political conv. w/ relatives 
Political conv. w/ friends 
Political conv. w/ acq. 
Political conv. w/ strangers 
Discuss local politics 
Discuss state politics 
Discuss national politics 

Scale name 

Cognitive part. 

Media part. 

Discussion part. 

alpha 

- 8 3  

. 94  

-93 



Table 5.3 (Continued) Reliability analyses for scales 
of each component of political participation. 

Items 

Displld sign for can/party 
Displld button for can/party 
Displ'd sticker for can/party 
Signed petition for a candidate 
Circulated petition for a can. 
Passed out pamphlets - can/party 
Gave money to can.Is campaign 
Gave money to political party 
Work to raise money - can/party 
Attended political rally 
Registered to vote 
Voted in the primary election 
Intend to vote- general election 
Work for voter registration 

Call politician 
Write letter to politician 
Write letter to media 
Attend a political meeting 
Member-politically active group 
Sign a petition about an issue 
Circulate petition about issue 

Scale name 

Campaign part. 

Issue part. 

alpha 

.77 

.77 



Media Partici~ation - 

Politically-oriented media attention measures were 

summed to form an index of media participation (alpha = 

.94). The media participation index includes several 

items concerning attention to different news content 

measured on a 4 - point scale, from "nevern to 

flfrequently.ll The question for local news asked "When you 

watch/listen/read local news, how often do you to pay 

attention to each of following types of news stories: 

Economic, Campaign." A similar question was asked for 

national news: "When you watch/listen/read national news, 

how likely are you to pay attention to each of these types 

of news: Foreign Affairs, Economic, Campaign, 

Government. " 

Although measures of media use were included in 

the survey, these items were not included in the media 

participation because of problems of measurement error. 

It may be that the respondents did not understand the 

nature of the questions (measuring media use in terms of 

minutes per day) and therefore many of the responses 

simply did not seem to make sense. For this reason, only 

the measures of attention to media were used. 

Discussion Participation 

Several different forms of interpersonal political 

discussion were summed to form an index of discussion 
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participation (alpha = - 9 3 ) .  These items include how 

often respondents discussed politics with any of a wide 

variety of people, including their spouse, siblings, 

children, friends, acquaintances, or strangers. They were 

also asked to rate how often they talked about national, 

state, or local politics (with anyone in general) on a 4- 

point scale from "neveru to "frequently." 

Camwaisn Participation 

A summative index of campaign participation (alpha 

= - 7 7 )  includes questions related to political 

participation in some way involved with the campaign and 

election period. For example, respondents were asked if 

they are registered to vote in the 1992 election, whether 

they had voted in the primary election, and whether they 

intended to vote in the general election in the fall. 

They were also asked if they planned to work to register 

voters for the fall election. 

Other campaign participation items included 

whether respondents had worn a button, displayed a sign or 

bumper sticker, helped circulate or sign a petition for a 

candidate, attended a campaign rally, or passed out 

pamphlets for a party or candidate within the current 

campaign period. Respondents were also asked to note 

whether they had helped raise funds for a candidate or 

party or had donated money themselves. 
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Two additional items that were to be used to 

measure campaign participation, working at the polls and 

running for political office were eliminated from the 

scale because none of the respondents had engaged (or 

planned to engage) in these forms of campaign 

participation. 

Issue Partici~ation 

An summative index of issue participation (alpha = 

- 7 7 )  was used to measure some non-campaign means of 

political participation. Respondents were asked whether 

they had engaged in any of these forms of participation 

within the past year. Measures of participation included 

circulating or signing a petition either in favor of or in 

opposition to any political issue, membership in a 

politically active group, sending a letter or making a 

phone call to a politician, writing a letter to a 

newspaper, or attending a politically-oriented meeting. 

Political Partici~ation 

The above component measures of political 

participation (campaign participation, issue 

participation, media participation, discussion 

participation, and cognitive participation) were summed to 

form an overall measure of political participation (alpha 



Table 5.4 Reliability analysis for political 
participation scale. 

= .73) to be used to test the hypotheses of this study. 

(See Table 5.4. ) 

In addition to a test of reliability, these 

component scales were entered into a confirmatory factor 

analysis to assure that they represented one overall 

concept of political participation. This analysis 

indicated that it is acceptable to group the five 

component variables together as an overall construct in 

order to measure the general activity of political 

participation. The results of the confirmatory factor 

analysis can be found in Table 5.5. 

1 

The world views of respondents were measured by 

nine 5-point Likert scale, whose response options ranged 

I 

alpha 

.73 

Items 

Cognitive part. (scale) 
Issue part. (scale) 
Discussion part. (scale) 
Campaign part. (scale) 
Media participation (scale) 

Scale name 

Political part. 



Table 5.5 Confirmatory Factor Analysis for Components 
of Political Participation Scale. 

t-values Lambda X 
KSI 1 

Campaign Part: 4.499 
Issue Part: 4.545 

cognitive Part: 5.647 
Discussion Part: 4.547 

Media Part: 6.889 

Standard Errors Lambda X 
KSI 1 

Campaign Part: .021 
Issue Part: .044 

Cognitive Part: .141 
Discussion Part: .090 

Media Part: .090 

Lisrel Estimates Lambda X 
KSI 1 

Campaign Part .096 
Issue Part .I98 
Cognitive Part .795 
Discussion Part .410 
Media Part .619 

Normalized Residuals 

Cam~aian Issue Cosnitive Discussion Media 
Issue Part: 1.882 --- --- --- --- 

Cognitive Part: -.329 -.535 --- --- --- 
Discussion Part: -.239 -.I26 -.I34 --- --- 

Media Part: -.437 -.350 .371 .213 --- 
Chi-square = 10.14 (df=5, p=.071, N=88) 
Model Goodness of Fit Index: .954 
Model Adjusted Goodness of Fit Index: .863 
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from STRONGLY AGREE to STRONGLY DISAGREE. These items 

included measures of efficacy and citizens' duty. (See 

Table 5.6) 

Items on political efficacy (alpha = .61) measured 

the respondents' feeling that political and social change 

is possible, and that the average citizen is capable of 

making a difference. Specifically, respondents were asked 

if they think that government officials care what people 

think, whether voting makes a difference in how the 

country is run, whether they can do anything other than 

voting to influence the way the country is run, and 

whether politics has become too difficult to understand. 

Two items that were used to measure political 

efficacy were not used in this scale. Those items, 

"Voting is the only way people can have a say in 

governmentll and "Politics and government are so 

complicated that I really can't understand what is going 

on" did not scale with the other three items which make up 

the efficacy scale. It is possible that the former was 

confusing as to what was being asked, while the latter was 

somewhat dissimilar and therefore may have been measuring 

some other concept. 

Although the reliability of this scale was 

particularly low, it was retained for several reasons. 

First, the questions asked have been used to measure 
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political efficacy for decades and have been found to be 

reliable measures in the past. Second, there are only 

three variables in the scale, which may have in part lead 

to its low reliability. Finally, the measure has strong 

face validity. Hence, although the reliability for the 

efficacy scale is somewhat lower than was hoped, it will 

remain in the study. 

Citizens' duty (alpha = . 7 9 )  measures were 

designed to reveal a sense of responsibility to the 

country. Specific questions asked whether respondents 

believe it is important to vote when their party doesn't 

have a chance to win and whether local elections are 

important enough to bother with. 

Two additional items, whether the respondent's 

vote in the national election really makes a difference 

and whether or not a person should vote if he/she doesn't 

care about the outcome of the election, were left out of 

the analysis because they did not scale with the other 

items. 

Index of Social Partici~ation 

Several items (Table 5.8) were summed to create a 

measure of social participation (alpha = .62). 

Respondents were asked how often they had casual 

conversations with any one of a number of people, how 



Table 5.6 Reliability analyses for efficacy, 
citizen's duty, and social participation 
scales. 

often they visited with friends, and how often they spent 

time with other people eating meals, watching movies, or 

just visiting. They were also asked if they had been 

active volunteers for a non-political organization within 

the past year. 

Three other items used to measure social 

participation were left out of the analysis. These items, 

alpha 

.61 

.79 

.62 

It ems 

Offctls care what people think 
Voting decides how country run 
People have a say in govlt 

Many loc. elections 
not important (-)  

So many vote in national 
elections, my vote 
doesn't matter (-) 

Casual conv. w/ spouse 
Casual conv. w/ siblings 
Casual conv. w/ children 
Casual conv. w/ relatives 
Casual conv. w/ friends 
Casual conv. w/ acq. 
Casual conv. w/ strangers 
Attended play/movie last week 
Visited friend/rel. last week 
Eat w/ friend/rel. last week 
Been volunteer in past year 

Scale name 

Pol. efficacy 

Citizen's duty 

Social part. 
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being a member of a religious organization, being married, 

and holding a full- or part-time job, did not scale with 

the other social participation items. 

In spite of the fact that a higher reliability 

coefficient would have been preferable, the social 

participation scale was retained for several reasons. 

First, it is an important variable in the hypothesized 

model to be tested in this study. In addition, the scale 

does have face validity, which would lead one to believe 

that the reason for its low alpha might be problems in 

measurement. 

Statistical Analysis 

The hypotheses and research questions of this 

study will be tested using the SPSS statistical package. 

The statistical analysis will proceed as follows. 

Control Variables 

Many demographic variables have been identified in 

past research as significant predictors of political 

participation. Because these variables are not 

theoretically significant, they will be controlled. 

The great variability of age (even in an elderly 

population) requires that age be used as a control 

variable. Other controls include education and self- 
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designated social class (lower, lower-middle, upper- 

middle, upper), level of formal education, and gender. 

Hvwothesis and Research Question Testinq 

The hypotheses for this study will be tested in 

several ways. First, a correlation matrix of all the 

variables of interest will be used to determine the zero- 

order correlations between the variables. This 

preliminary analysis is the basis for the other tests to 

be used for the hypotheses. 

Second, a hierarchical multiple regression will 

test the relative importance of community structure, 

efficacy, citizen's duty, and social participation in 

predicting political participation. Because shared 

variance is removed from the equation at each different 

step, this analysis will offer the opportunity to examine 

the unique variance attributed to each of the independent 

variables. 

Finally, a Lisrel path analysis will be used to 

test the overall model drawn from the hypotheses of this 

study. This analysis will offer the greatest precision in 

describing the relationship between the independent and 

dependent variables utilized in this study. 

Research Question 1 will be tested using a Lisrel 

path analysis as well. This test will allow a description 
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of the relationship between the different components of 

political participation to be made. 

Finally, Research Question 2 will be tested by 

comparing the means of urban residents and rural residents 

on each of the component political participation measures, 

using two-tailed t-tests to see if there are significant 

differences between those two groups. 



Chapter 6 

RESULTS 

The hypotheses of this study can best be 

summarized in a path model (see Figure 4.1). This model 

was tested by using three different statistical 

techniques: zero-order correlations, hierarchical 

multiple regression, and Lisrel path analysis. Tests of 

the individual hypotheses using these methods follow later 

in the chapter. 

Before testing the hypotheses, however, 

regressions using only the control variables (age, class, 

education, and gender) as predictors were run to determine 

the amount of variance they could explain. The results of 

these analyses appear in Table 6.1. 

None of the four control variables were 

significant predictors of the dependent variable of 

political participation. The most variance accounted for 

by an individual variable was only slightly more than 3% 

(education). Hence, due to their lack of significant 

influence on the dependent variable, the control variables 
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were left out of the remaining analyses in an attempt to 

simplify the results. 

Table 6.1 E f f e c t s  of control variables in pr.edicting 
political participation. 

*None of the F-ratios reached the -05 significance level. 

- 
Political Participation 

Age 
Education 
Class 
Gender 

Zero-order correlations were used to test the 

hypotheses for this study (see Table 6.2). Hypothesis 1, 

that living in a rural area would be negatively related to 

political participation, was strongly supported. The 

bivariate correlation (-.37) was significant at the -001 

level. This indicates that those who live in rural areas 

tended to engage in less political participation than 

those in urban areas. 

r2ch. 

.ooo 

.032 

.002 

.004 

Hypothesis 2a, that living in a rural area would 

be negatively related to political efficacy, was not 

B e t a  

.oo 
-18 
-04 

- .06 

supported. In fact, evidence for the exact opposite was 
. . 

found, with the bivariate" correlation positive and 

F-Ratio* 

.ooo 
3.722 
-168 
.477 
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significant (r = -24, p < .01). This supports the notion 

that those in rural areas are more likely to feel 

politically efficacious than those in urban areas. 

Hypothesis 2b, that living in a rural area.would 

be negatively related to a sense of citizen's duty, was 

strongly supported. The bivariate correlation (-.38) was 

significant at the -001 level. This indicates that those 

in rural areas tend to feel a lower sense of citizen's 

duty than those in urban areas. 

Hypothesis 3, that living in a rural area would be 

negatively related to social participation, was, once 

again, very strongly supported, with a significant 

bivariate correlation (r = -.36, p < .001). These results 

show that those who live in rural areas engage in less 

social participation than those in urban areas. 

Hypothesis 4a, that political efficacy would be 

positively related to political participation, was not 

supported. The correlation (r = -.03) between political 

participation and political efficacy was not significant. 

Hence, there was no support in the data for the assertion 

that those with greater feelings of political efficacy 

engage in higher levels of political participation. 

Hypothesis 4b, that a greater sense of citizen's 

duty is positively related to political participation, was 

supported. The bivariate correlation (r = .28) was 
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significant at the .O1 level. This indicates that those 

who feel a greater sense of citizen's duty are also likely 

to engage in greater amounts of political participation. 

Finally, Hypothesis 5, that social participation 

will be positively related to political participation, 

also found support, with a bivariate correlation of .25 

(p < .01). This indicates that those who are high in 

social participation are also high in political 

participation. 

Table 6 . 2  correlation matrix for independent and 
dependent variables. 

In addition to testing the hypotheses using zero- 

order correlations, a multiple regression equation was 

designed to test several of the hypotheses. To determine 

the cumulative effects of rural of residence, efficacy, 

Efficacy 

cit.  ~ u t y  

social  Part. 

Pol i t ical  Part. 

N=113 
+ = p < .05 *+ = p < .01 *** = p < .001 

 it. ~ u t y  

.32** 

.28** 

Social 

.25** 

Rural Res 

.24** 

-. 38*** 
-.36*** 

-.37*** 

Efficacy 

-. 20* 
-.I2 

-.03 
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citizen's duty, and social participation on political 

participation, variables were entered into a hierarchical 

multiple regression with political participation as the 

dependent variable (overall R' = -18, p < .001) . The 

independent variables were entered in three steps 

according to their likely primacy in the process (Table 

6.3). 

The first step, rural residence, with urban coded 

as 0 and rural coded as 1, was a significant negative 

predictor (0 = - . 3 5 ,  p < .001) of political participation. 

This provides support for Hypothesis 1, that those who 

live in rural areas will engage in lower levels of 

political participation than those in urban areas. This 

step accounted for over 12% of the variance in the 

equation. 

Hypotheses 4a and 4b were tested by entering the 

political efficacy and citizen's duty variables in the 

second step of the equation. The variables were entered 

together because they both are part of an overall world 

view, and hence neither could be considered to precede the 

other. This step was not a significant predictor of 

political participation, and hence these hypotheses were 

not supported in this test (r2 change = .05, {efficacy P = 

-04, citizen's duty 0 = .23), p = -062). 
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In the last step of the equation, social 

participation was entered to test Hypothesis 5, that those 

who engage in more social participation will also engage 

in more political participation. This hypothesis was not 

supported, due to non-significant F-values (r2 change = 

.OO, 0 = .lo, p = .308). 

Table 6.3 Results of hierarchical multiple regression. 

A final test was made of the overall hypothesized 

model using Lisrel path analysis (Table 6.4). This 

analysis also allows individual examination of each of the 

hypothesized links (see Figure 4.1). 

Hypothesis 1, that rural residents would be less 

likely to engage in political participation, was 

supported, with a gamma of - .279 (p c -05). This 

indicates that rural residence directly influences the 

Political Participation 
Blocks entered: 

1) Rural residence 
2) Efficacy 

Citizens' Duty 
3) Social Participation 

* = pc.05 ** = pc.01 * * *  = pc.001 

F-Ratio 

14.841*** 
2.861 

1.048 

rfch. 

.I22 

.045 

.008 

Beta 

- -35 
.04 
.23 
-10 
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amount of political participation a person engages in, 

regardless of the other variables under consideration in 

this study. 

Hypothesis 2a, that rural residents would feel 

less politically efficacious than urban residents, was not 

supported in the model. In fact, the exact opposite was 

found in the data ( y  = -480, p < .01). Hence, the data 

support the notion that those who live in rural areas are 

actually more likely to have feelings of political 

efficacy than those who live in urban areas. 

However, Hypothesis 2b, that those in rural areas 

would have a lower sense of citizen's duty, was supported 

by the data ( y  = -.868, p < -001). Feelings of citizen's 

duty are more likely to be felt by those in urban areas 

than those in rural areas. 

Support was also found for Hypothesis 3, that 

those in rural areas would engage in less social 

participation ( y  = -2.517, p < -01). Overall, then, 

community structure not only is a direct determinant 

factor in levels of political participation, but also 

influences the three other variables in this study, 

political efficacy, citizen's duty, and social 

participation. This influence was in the hypothesized 

direction for each of these variables except political 
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efficacy, which was the opposite of the hypothesized 

relationship. 

Two of the last three hypotheses of this study did 

not find support in the Lisrel analysis. Hypothesis 4a, 

that feelings of political efficacy would be positively 

related to participation more in politics, was not a 

significant path in the model ( 0  = -046, NS) . However, 

Hypothesis 4b, that feelings of citizen's duty would be 

positively related to political participation, was 

supported by the path analysis ( b  = .113, p < -05). 

Finally, Hypothesis 5, that engaging in social 

participation would be positively related to engaging in 

political participation, was not a significant path in the 

analysis ( f l  = -012, NS). 

Although some of the paths were not significant, 

the overall model fit the data well (GFI = .976, AGFI = 

- 8 8 2 ) .  There was not a significant difference between the 

model proposed and the data collected (x2 = 6.37, df = 3, 

p = .095). None of the modifications of the model 

suggested by the Lisrel program produced meaningful 

reductions in the chi2 value. Therefore, these analyses 

provide support for the overall model hypothesized (see 

Figure 6.1). In all, the model accounted for 32% of the 

variance in political participation. 



Table 6 - 4  Results of Lisrel  path analysis of 
hypothesized model. 

t -Values (Betas) 
Ef f icacv Citizens' Duty Social Part 

Political Part: .799 2.179* 1.062 

( G ~ s  Rural Residence 
Political Part: -2.435* 

Efficacy: 2.969** 
Citizens' Duty: -4.785*** 

Social Part: -3.172** 

Standard Error (Betas) 
Ef f icacv Citizens' Dutv Social Part 

Political Part: .058 .052 -012 

(Gammas) Rural Residence 
Political Part: .I15 

Efficacy : -162 
Citizens' Duty: .I81 

Social Part: .794 

Lisrel Estimates (Betas) 
Efficacy Citizens' Duty Social Part 

Political Part: .046 .I13 -013 

( Gammas ) Rural Residence 
Political Part : - -279 

Efficacy: .480 
Citizens' Duty: - .868 

Social Part: -2.517 

Normalized Residuals 
Political Part Efficacv Citizens' Dutv 

Political Part: .026 - - - - -  - - - - -  
Efficacy : - -279 - - - - -  - - - - -  

Citizens' Duty: .I01 - 1.044 - - - - -  
Social Part: .346 - -587 1.857 

Chi-square = 6.37 (df=3, p=.095, N=109) 
Model Goodness of Fit Index: .976 Adjusted: .882 
Sauared Multi~le Correlation for Model: .319 
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Another set of analyses was used to answer 

Research Question 1: How are the different forms of 

political participation inter-related? To examine this 

question, a model was proposed which stated that cognitive 

participation should lead to media participation. Media 

participation should then lead to discussion 

participation. Discussion participation should in turn 

lead to campaign participation. Finally, campaign 

participation should lead to issue participation. 

This model was entered into the Lisrel program to 

determine its fit with the data. The program revealed 

that the only modification that would contribute to a 

meaningful change in the chi2 would be the inclusion of a 

path between media participation and campaign 

participation. The results of this path analysis, with 

the included modification, follow. (Also, see Table 6.5.) 

Cognitive participation does in fact lead to media 

participation ( y  estimate = .343,  p c -001). Media 

participation, in turn, leads to both discussion 

participation ( @  estimate = -409 ,  p < - 0 0 1 )  and campaign 

participation (0 estimate = .067,  p < -01). Discussion 

participation was not a significant path to campaign 

participation, however ( @  estimate = .028, NS) . Finally, 

campaign participation was a significant path to issue 

participation (0 estimate = .982,  p c .001). 



Table 6.5 Results of Lisrel path model for relationship 
between components of political 
participation. 

t-Values (Betas) 
Media Discussion Campaisn 

Discussion Part: 4.341*** - - - - -  - - - - -  
Campaign Part: 2.651** 1.081 - - - - -  

Issue Part: - - - - -  - - - - -  5.077*** 

(Gamma Coqni t ive 
Media Part: 5.777*** 

Standard Errors (Betas) 
Media Discussion Camwaiqn 

Discussion Part: -094 - - - - -  - - - - -  
Campaign Part: -025 -026 - - - - -  

Issue Part: - -  - - -  - - - - -  .I93 

(Gamma) Cosni t ive 
Media Part: .059 

Lisrel Estimates (Betas) 
Media Discussion Campaisn 

Discussion Part: -409 - - - - - - - - - -  
Campaign Part: -067 -028 - - - - -  

Issue Part: - -  - -  - - - - - -  .982 

(Garmna) Coqni t ive 
Media Part: .343 

Normalized Residuals 

Media Discussion Camwaiqn Issue 
Issue Part: 1.776 1.318 - - - - -  - - - - -  

Cognitive Part: - - - - -  .847 1.005 1.711 

Chi-square = 8.43 (df=5, p=.134, N=88) 
Model Goodness of Fit Index: .964 
Model Adjusted Goodness of Fit Index: .891 



Although the path between discussion participation 

and campaign participation was not significant, the 

overall model fit the data well (GFI = -964, AGFI = .891). 

There was not a significant difference between the model 

entered in to the Lisrel program and the data collected 

(x2 = 8.43, df = 5, p = .I341 . Figure 6.2 depicts a 

graphical representation of the revised model proposed by 

the Lisrel program. 

Table 6.6 Results of two-tailedt-tests (using standardized 
variables) to examine differences between urban and rural 
residents on each of the five components of political 
participation. 

Cognitive 
Participation 

Media 
Participation 

Discussion 
Participation 

Campaign 
Participation 

Issue 
Participation 

* = p c . 0 5  * * =  p c .O1 ***  = p c -001 

Urban Res. 
(Mean/S.D.) 

.19/. 78 

.41/. 81 

.40/. 85 

.48/1.04 

.76/. 97 

Rural Res. 
(Mean/S.D.) 

- .15/1.13 

- .41/1.02 

- .31/1.00 

- .31/. 85 

- .50/. 65 

Variance 
Estimate 

t = 1.83 
df = 98.51 

t = 4.12*** 
df = 84 

t = 3.87*** 
df = 103 

t = 4.57*** 
df = 116 

t = 7.68*** 
df = 71.33 



Figure 6.2. Test of Research Question 1 (relationship of components of 
political participation) using Lisrel path analysis. (Lisrel estimates.) 
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A round of two-tailed t-tests were used to answer 

Research Question 2: How are the components of political 

participation related to community structure on an 

individual basis? The results indicate that rural 

residents are significantly less likely to participate in 

all the forms of political participation measured in this 

study except discussion participation (see Table 6.6). 

The t-values for group differences in issue participation 

(t = 7.68, df = 71.33, p < .001), campaign participation 

(t = 4.57, df = 116, p < .001), discussion participation 

(t = 3.87, df = 103, p < .001), and media participation (t 

= 4.12, df = 84, p < -001) were especially large. 

However, there were no significant differences between 

urban and rural residents on the cognitive participation 

measure (t = 1.62, df = 103, NS). 



Chapter 7 

DISCUSSION 

This study was an attempt to test the present 

accuracy of two theories of sociology: centrality theory 

and community pluralism theory. Over the past decade or 

so, support for some of the corollaries of these theories 

in terms of political participation have been brought into 

question. Hence, these corollaries were tested using a 

sample of elderly respondents from both rural and urban 

areas to determine if these theories still apply in the 

1990s. 

The first step in the process was to determine the 

effects of some standard demographic variables, and if the 

effect was significant, to remove this variance due to its 

theoretical unimportance. Four control variables, age, 

gender, social class, and education were entered in a 

regression equation to examine their effects on the 

political participation of the elderly. Surprisingly, 

none of these variables were significant predictors of 

political participation. This is in severe contrast to 

past research, which has found differences on all of these 

107 
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items between political participators and non- 

participators. It may be that due to the age specific 

sample (57 to 90 years old), these factors no longer make 

a difference. That is, older people, whether they are 

upper or lower class, male or female, educated or 

uneducated, very old or "youngu old, participate at the 

same rate when placed in a certain area. 

The lack of effect from the demographic variables 

may also have been related to the fact that many of the 

respondents were members of retirement communities. This 

could tend to make people more similar due to the 

consonance of their surroundings and the people with whom 

they interact. It is possible that, had this study used a 

random sample of elderly people in different sorts of 

living arrangements, such as extended families, 

independent living, nursing homes, and retirement 

communities, the effects of demographic variables would 

have been more apparent. 

Regardless of the reasons for the lack of 

importance of these demographic variables in predicting 

political participation, it is a fact that in this sample 

they did not. Therefore, there was no need to control 

these variables when examining the variables of 

theoretical significance. 



Hvwotheses and Research Ouestion 

Hvwothesis 1 

Hypothesis 1 stated that those elderly who live in 

rural areas would be less likely to participate in 

politics than those who live in urban areas. This 

hypothesis was supported by all the statistical tests. 

Residence in a rural area was a significant 

negative correlate of political participation, as well as 

a significant negative predictor of political 

participation in a multiple regression equation. Finally, 

in a Lisrel path analysis, rural residence was connected 

with a significant negative path to political 

participation. Hence, these tests indicate that elderly 

in rural areas participate in politics less than those in 

urban areas, providing support for the first hypothesis of 

this study. 

Confirmation of this hypothesis lends further 

support to the theories of centrality and pluralism. The 

analysis indicates that living in a rural area is a 

reliable means of predicting political participation, 

above and beyond such factors as demographic variables, 

world views, and social participation. 
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Hypothesis 2a 

Hypothesis 2a, that rural elderly are less likely 

to feel politically efficacious than urban elderly, was 

not supported. In fact, contrary to centrality theory, 

the opposite was true: urban residents felt less 

politically efficacious than the rural residents. This 

could be due to several factors. Milbrath (1965a) pointed 

out that residents of urban areas which had political 

machines would not feel politically efficacious. This is 

in line with centrality and pluralism theory, which states 

that different voices are necessary to engender feelings 

that an individual can make a difference. However,the 

existence of a political machine was not readily apparent 

in the urban area under study. 

Another possibility is that, as mass society 

theory states, the cold and impersonal nature of large 

cities leads residents to become alienated. This may be 

especially true for the elderly. They may feel as though 

they are the proverbial little fish in the big pond, and 

they are afraid to join the fray for fear they may be 

swallowed whole. Hence they tend to withdraw from social 

activity, due to feelings that they could not make a 

difference in such an uncaring and hostile environment. 



Hypothesis 2b 

Hypothesis 2b stated that rural residents would be 

less likely to have feelings of citizen's duty than urban 

residents. This hypothesis was supported through a zero- 

order correlation and in a Lisrel path analysis. This 

lends support to centrality theory, which states that 

those in urban areas feel a greater sense of citizen's 

duty due to their greater integration into society and the 

assimilation of norms in the larger society. 

It is important to note that two concepts so 

closely and positively related to each other on the 

surface - -  political efficacy and citizen's duty - -  were 

found to be differentially affected by community 

structure, and negatively correlated. This could be due 

to several different reasons, and each deserves a closer 

look. 

First, it may be that those who live in urban 

areas feel a greater duty to participate due to the large 

number of opportunities that they have open to them, such 

as political meetings, party activities, politically- 

oriented organizations. Hence, their higher sense of 

citizen's duty. However, they may feel that with so many 

other people and organizations competing for different 

goals, they cannot possibly make a difference as an 
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individual, and therefore they have low feelings of 

political efficacy. 

Yet another possibility, somewhat more in tune 

with the focus of this study, is that special 

circumstances during this election period, in conjunction 

with the media, could have caused this seemingly 

unexplainable anomaly. 

The election of 1992 was defined by several 

different catch phrases, among them "Rock the Votew and 

"Gridlock." The media continually promoted these two 

themes in daily political coverage. Citizens were told 

that they must get out and vote, that it was their duty, 

and they were chastised for not doing so in the past. 

Everyone seemed to have the same message: Do what's 

right, vote on election day for whichever candidate you 

prefer -- if not, you have no right to complain. 
At the same time as citizens were told it was 

their moral obligation to vote, they were given a 

contrasting message: politicians are crooks. Although 

this message is nothing new, it seemed to resonate 

especially well in 1992. In recent years, politicians 

were involved in scandals in the savings and loan 

industry. George Bush was still being accused of 

involvement in the Iran-Contra affair. Congress was 

reeling from its check-bouncing scandal. And everyone was 
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blaming everyone else for gridlock. What was the overall 

message in these stories? "You can't trust politicians to 

do what is right, no matter which one you vote for." So 

how could anyone make a difference? 

These messages, played out in the media every day, 

were most likely stronger in the urban areas. As has been 

discussed, when compared to rural dailies and weeklies, 

urban dailies are more likely to cover conflict in 

general, as well as public affairs information (especially 

national affairs). Therefore, those in urban areas were 

exposed to many messages telling them they should vote, 

while other messages implied that their vote wasn't really 

going to change anything. Hence, those who lived in urban 

areas would have greater feelings of citizen's duty, but 

would have lower feelings of political efficacy. These in 

fact were the results of this study. 

Hence, although this explanation is consistent 

with the predictions that would be made from pluralism 

theory, it is opposite from what would be predicted by 

centrality theory, which simply predicts higher levels of 

both citizen's duty and efficacy in urban areas. The only 

obvious explanation of this contradiction in terms of 

centrality theory is that 1992 was generally acknowledged 

to be a unique election year. The high levels of both 

"Rock the VoteN messages and "Gridlock" messages in the 
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media altered what was in the past (and still should be in 

the future) a simple relationship between community 

structure and world views. 

Hv~othesis 3 

Hypothesis 3, that rural elderly would engage in 

less social participation than urban elderly, was 

confirmed through both zero-order correlation and path 

analysis. This lends support to centrality and pluralism 

theory, which states that due to the greater number of 

available interpersonal contacts and social organizations 

in urban areas, urban residents will engage in more social 

participation. Urban residents are physically closer to 

other individuals with whom they can associate and 

participate in social activities, and there are more 

central places to meet in urban areas. This is especially 

important for the elderly, who are less mobile than the 

rest of the general population. 

Hwothesis 4a 

Hypothesis 4a, that feelings of politically 

efficacy are positively related to political 

participation, was not supported. This is contrary to 

centrality theory. It seems apparent that those who feel 

they could make a difference would be more likely to do so 

than those who felt they could not make a difference. 
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However, there was no significant relationship between 

these two variables. 

This may be in part due to the relatively low 

reliability of the political efficacy scale (alpha = -61). 

However, it may also be due to the elderly population 

themselves. It may be that a lack of efficacious feelings 

does not deter the elderly from participation. They may 

simply have low feelings of efficacy due to their life 

position, but their life position also affords them the 

opportunity to participate. They may participate just to 

have something to do, whether or not they believe that it 

will make any difference. Political participation may be 

another means of becoming involved in the world, 

regardless of the impact that involvement may make. 

Hvpothesis 4b 

Hypothesis 4b, that feelings of citizen's duty 

would be positively related to participation in politics, 

received only partial support. Although a zero-order 

correlation revealed that citizen's duty was significantly 

and positively related to political participation, the 

results of the multiple regression did not provide 

significant results. However, the Lisrel analysis did 

find the path between citizen's duty and political 

participation significant. 
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The reason for the non-significant results in the 

regression may be due to combining citizen's duty and 

efficacy in the same step. Since efficacy was such a 

"badu predictor variable, it may have dragged a possibly 

significant citizen's duty variable down to a non- 

significant level. This did not occur in the path 

analysis, and therefore citizen's duty was found to be a 

significant path. 

This indicates that, indeed, those feelings of 

citizen's duty lead to political participation. These 

results lend support to centrality theory. 

Hv~othesis 5 

Hypothesis 5, that social participation will be 

positively related to political participation, also 

received limited support. Like Hypothesis 4b, zero-order 

correlations between social participation and political 

participation were positive and significant, lending 

support to Milbrathls assertion that political 

participation is just a special case of overall 

participation. However, results of the multiple 

regression and Lisrel path analyses were non-significant. 

Once again, this could actually be considered 

greater support for the predictive power of community 

structure, as described by centrality and pluralism 

theory. After the variance explained by community 



structure was removed in both the regression and path 

analyses, social participation was not a significant 

predictor. Therefore, community structure was able to 

account for much of the variance explained by social 

participation in the zero-order correlation, again 

indicating that it subsumes a variable traditionally used 

to explain political participation. 

Research Ouestion 1 

Research Question 1 asked how the components of 

the overall political participation measure (cognitive, 

media, discussion, campaign, and issue participation) were 

inter-related. A Lisrel path analysis was used to test an 

intuitive model, which was modified only slightly in 

accordance with suggestions made by the program. 

The results of the test of the model revealed that 

thinking about politics leads to exposure to political 

information in the mass media. This in turn leads to 

discussion of political topics, as well as participation 

in campaign related activities. Campaign participation 

then leads to issue participation. The path between 

discussion participation and campaign participation was 

not significant. 

This model is somewhat different than the Gutman 

scale proposed by Milbrath (1965a). Milbrath placed 

exposure to political stimuli as the most basic act of 



political participation, and then considered voting to be 

the next most basic act. Engaging in political discussion 

was the next step in the process. Finally, other forms of 

campaign and issue participation were considered to-be the 

most complex forms of political participation. 

The improvements made by the present model are the 

introduction of the cognitive process preceding media 

participation, and it considers discussion of politics and 

campaign participation both results of this media 

participation. Finally, it notes that participation in 

campaign activities leads to more specific issue 

participation. 

The analysis of this modh can lead to a greater 

understanding of the relationship between the components 

of political participation, and how some forms of 

participation lead to deeper involvement in the political 

process. 

Research Ouestion 2 

The final research question asked what the 

relationships might be between the individual political 

participation components and community structure. Two- 

tailed t-tests were used to examine these relationships. 

There were very strong differences between rural and urban 

residents on measures of media participation, campaign 

participation, and issue participation, with the rural 



residents being significantly less participative in each 

test. This is consistent with much of the past research 

in pluralism and centrality areas. Media participation is 

lower in rural areas possibly due to a deficiency in media 

outlets as well as differences in the media uses of the 

media as well. Campaign and.issue participation, which 

would correspond to what has traditionally been used to 

measure political participation, are both much, lower in 

rural areas. These results mimic past research, and they 

are consistent with an interpretation with centrality 

theory. Due to a more homogeneous power structure and 

less conflict, participation (in this case campaign and 

issue participation) is lower in rural (or less central) 

areas. 

The two other measures of political participation, 

cognitive participation and discussion participation, did 

not show such large differences between urban and rural 

residents. However, those in rural areas did engage in 

significantly less cognitive participation than- urban 

residents, extending support for pluralism theory when 

cognitive participation is interpreted as a function of 

less available information due to the nature of rural 

media's relative lack of conflict and public affairs 

coverage. Finally, there was not a significant difference 

in .the amount of discussion participation engaged in by 
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urban and rural residents. This may be due to the nature 

of the sample. Since all of the respondents were members 

of retirement communities or apartment complexes where 

neighbors were only one door away, discussion about 

politics was no more difficult in rural than in urban 

areas. The physical distances between people typically 

associated with rural areas was removed, leading to a low 

variance in effort to engage in interpersonal interaction. 

Hence, the lack of a significant relationship in this form 

of political participation may simply be a result of the 

admittedly biased sample. 

Policy Imwlications 

The results of this study have important policy 

implications. These points should be considered if we are 

to maintain a democratic society in which all members are 

able to participate equally in the political process. 

Since there is such a great deficiency of 

political participation of the elderly in rural areas, 

attempts should be made to address this problem. For 

instance, a greater effort should be made in rural media 

to provide information useful for mobilizing political 

action and educating residents on political issues. 

Political organizations should make a greater effort to 

recruit and engage rural residents in an attempt to 
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include them in the power structure. Political parties 

and government organizations should attempt to ease the 

physical problems of participation for rural elderly. And 

voter registration drives and "get out the voteN campaigns 

should not be limited to inner cities and university 

towns. 

Methodological Limitations 

This study had several methodological limitations 

which mandate a certain amount of care when interpreting 

the results. 

First, the sample used was not random and 

therefore, biased. In addition to focusing on only one 

segment of society, the elderly, only those elderly who 

lived in retirement homes were selected for this study. 

This could have in some way influenced the results of the 

study. For instance, due to the greater possibility for 

interaction in a group living arrangement, there may have 

been fewer differences between urban and rural residents 

in the availability of social contacts, as well as other 

characteristics which have traditionally distinguished 

urban from rural residents. 

In addition to this limitation, the study only 

focused on elderly from the mid-Atlantic region of the 

country. The east coast is much more densely populated 

than the rest of the country, and therefore it is 
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difficult to find a rural area that is not at least 

reasonably near a major urban center. Hence, even the 

rural residents of the east coast could tend to act more 

urban than those who live in the midwest. 

The sample size for this study was smaller than 

would have been desirable. Although there were few 

problems with finding significant results in bivariate 

relationships, a larger number of respondents would have 

allowed for greater flexibility when examining the 

relationships with the multiple regression and path 

analysis. With a larger sample size, a more accurate and 

complete description of the relationships between the 

variables under consideration would have been possible. 

Finally, when studying the elderly it is important 

to note that they may not understand (or have the patience 

for) answering a long questionnaire. This was a serious 

problem of the present study. Although question items 

were designed to be fairly simple to read and were printed 

in a rather large typeface, respondents still had 

difficulties in answering the questionnaire completely; 

often, they skipped whole sections or pages of the survey. 

In particular, the respondents seemed to tire of questions 

which asked (what may have seemed to them to be) the same 

thing, over and over, or which used the same response 

categories for several questions in a row. For example, 
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respondents typically only answered the first one or two 

questions in the group membership section of the 

questionnaire. After that, they left the other six or 

seven blank. They did the same thing for the questions 

which asked if they had engaged in certain actions for 

national candidates, local candidates, both or neither. 

Presumably they read the items and if the answer was no, 

they left it blank. 

The participants in this study also had difficulty 

responding to the questions using Likert scales, and 

therefore answered two very similar items completely 

differently. This caused some difficulty in the scaling 

of items concerning efficacy and citizen's duty. 

Finally, an overwhelming majority of the 

respondents seemed perplexed by the phrasing of the media 

use questions (asking the respondents to rate amount of 

time per day spent with a certain medium). It seemed as 

though some questions were answered on the basis of how 

much time per day was spent with the medium, while other 

questions were answered in a time per week manner. All 

these actions senred to lower the sample size of responses 

to any one question, as well as to cause some suspicion 

about the accuracy of the responses. 
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Directions for Future Research 

These problems can and should be addressed by 

future researchers when examining this and similar 

problems. 

First, researchers should utilize a random sample 

of all voting age citizens to determine whether or not 

this phenomenon exists in the general public, or whether 

it is age specific. That is, it may be that differences 

between urban and rural elderly in political participation 

is simply a cohort effect. It must be pointed out that 

only those who were born during the Depression or before, 

were used in this study. It may be that in those times 

rural and urban children were socialized differently into 

the political process, and therefore still differ in their 

levels and means of participation. With the rise of 

suburbanism in the 1950s, those differences in political 

socialization may have been minimized. Therefore, when 

the baby boomers become elderly, they may not show the 

same differences between rural and urban residents as the 

elderly of today show in their political participation. 

Hence, different age groups should be studied along the 

rural/urban continuum to determine whether this is indeed 

a simple cohort effect. 

Second, a larger sample size of more typical urban 

and rural residents should be obtained. That is, it would 
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be more appropriate to sample from the general population 

than to utilize only respondents who are living in 

retirement communities and apartment complexes. This 

would not only will allow for greater generalizability, 

but would expand the possibilities of researchers in the 

statistical arena. 

Third, personal inter+iews may be a more fruitful 

technique than surveys when studying the elderly. 

Personal interviews would allow the researcher to answer 

any of the respondents1 questions as they arise, as well 

as to encourage the respondents not to become frustrated 

with the survey and give up prematurely. 

It is also important for researchers to be aware 

of the importance of how urban and rural residents and 

areas are defined, and they should be cognizant of the 

differences between geographical regions of the country. 

A rural area on the east coast may be similar to an urban 

area in the midwest. Differences in the distance between 

urban and rural areas are important as well. Although it 

would be nearly impossible to control all of these factors 

to make them consistent across studies, it is at least 

important to consider them and to make mention of them 

when describing the study. 

Finally, and maybe most importantly, future 

research should not ignore some of the less traditional 



means of political participation when examining the 

pluralism distinction. Cognitive, media, and discussion 

participation are just as much a part of the political 

process as what are considered more traditional forms of 

political participation, such as voting and contributing 

to a campaign or party. These non-traditional forms of 

participation are things that everyone is capable of 

doing, and many are likely to do. Hence, they are an 

important set of behaviors to be concerned with in any 

study of political participation. 

Conclusions 

With one exception this study provided support for 

both centrality and pluralism theories, although some 

propositions received only moderate support. These 

theories state that due to the more diverse and central 

nature of urban areas, urban residents are more likely to 

feel they have a duty to participate in politics and, in 

fact, do so more frequently than rural residents. The 

theory also states that due to the greater number of 

competing ideas and groups in urban areas, urbanites will 

be more likely to feel that their participation makes a 

difference. 

The results indicate that rural residence does 

indeed account for much of the variance in the political 

participation of the elderly. In fact, it is capable of 
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explaining much of the variance once attributed to more 

traditional predictors of political participation. Rural 

elderly are less likely to participate in politics and in 

social activities in general. They are also less likely 

to feel a sense of duty to engage in political action. 

However, contrary to the pluralism and centrality 

theories, rural residents do feel that, if they did 

participate, they could make a difference. 

These results have great significance in today's 

society. Without political participation, citizens have 

no power to influence the way in which our country is run. 

The deficiency in the political participation of the 

elderly, the fastest growing segment of our population, in 

rural areas is disturbing. Since centrality and pluralism 

theories argue that the differences between urban and 

rural residents is not inherent in the people so much as 

it is due to a lack of opportunity, something should be 

done to provide the opportunity for rural residents to 

make a difference in their country, and in their world. 



APPENDIX 

Survey Instrument 

Dear Resident: 

We are interested in the opinions of the people in this 
community on a number of important current issues. We 
feel that the opinions of people like you are very 
important. For this reason, we would like you to read and 
fill out the following questionnaire. This will help us gain 

l 

a better understanding of this community. 

THIS SURVEY IS COMPLETELY CONFIDENTIAL. 
Participation is completely voluntary. Your name is in no 
way associated with the responses to the survey. In 
addition, you may stop filling out the questionnaire at any 
time. If there are any questions that you don't want to 
answer, you may skip them and simply move on to the 
next question. If you are unsure of the meaning of a 
particular question, simply answer it as best you can. 
There are no right or wrong answers. 

WHEN YOU HAVE FINISHED FILLING THIS OUT ... 
Please return it to the "SURVEY DROP BOX." 

Thank you for participating. Your assistance will help 
greatly with our research. 

William P. Eveland Jr. (302) 325-0647 
Dr. Douglas M. McLeod (302) 83 1-8028 
Department of  Communication 
University o f  Delaware 



SOCIAL ACTIVITIES 
First we want to ask you some questions about the social activities 
that you engage in. For each question, please mark the box to 
indicate your answer. 

Have you been an active volunteer for a comn~unity organization, 
action group, or community fund-raising program during the past 
year? 

U ~ e s  ONO 

Have you been an active member of a church, synagogue, or other 
similar organization during the past year? 

O ~ e s  UNO 

Have you attended a meeting such as a public hearing, school board 
meeting, city council meeting, town hall meeting or any other 
politically-oriented meeting during the past year? 

D y e s  UNO 

Have you helped circulate a petition in favor of or opposition to an 
issue in the past year? 

D y e s  UNO 

Have you signed a petition in favor of or in opposition to an issue in 
the past year? 

D y e s  UNO 

Have you written a letter to a newspaper, television station, or 
magazine about a political issue that concerned you in the past year? 

U ~ e s  UNO 

How many times in the past week have you eaten a meal 
with a fiiend or relative other than your spouse? 

1 - 2 3 4 5 6 7 or more NONE 
o n b n o b - -  



How often in the past week have you gone to a play or movie with a 
friend, relative, or spouse? 

1 - 2 3 4 5 6 7 or more NONE n o o o 0 0 0 -  
How often in the past week have you visited with a friend or 
relative? 

1 2 3 4 5 7 or more NONE 

About how often do you have casual conversations, either in person 
or on the phone, with each of the following people during the typical 
week? Mark "NIA" if it is not applicable. 

Frecluentlv Sometimes Rarelv Never 
Husband or wife: 17 
Brothers & sisters: 0 
Your Children: 17 0 
Other relatives: 17 
Friends: 
Acquaintences: 17 
Strangers : 17 

About how often do you have conversations about politics with each 
of the following people during the typical week? Mark NIA if the 
choice is not applicable. 

Freauently Sometimes Rarely Never - NIA 
Husband or wife: 
Brothers & sisters: 17 
Your Children: 0 0 q 
Other relatives: 17 17 q 
Friends : -~ - 

Acquaintences: 17 
Strangers : U U 



How often do you talk about the following types of politics? 
Freauentlv Sometimes Rarely Never 

Local: 
State: 
National: 

Have you belonged to any of the following politically active 
organizations during the past year? 

YES 
American Association of Retired Persons ........( AARP). 
Grey Panthers ............................................................... 
National Rifle Association ............................... (NRA) ... 
Handgun Control, Inc ................................................... 
National Organization of Women .................... (NOW).. 
Sierra Club ................................................................... I7 

................................................................. Greenpeace.. 
Any Labor Union .............................................................. 
Other politically active organization .............................. 

MASS MEDIA USE 

On the average, how much time do you spend watching television 
per day? hours & minutes 

On the average, how much time do you spend watching news 
programs per day? hours & minutes 

On ,the average, how much time do you spend watching non-news 
public affairs programming (that is, news magazine programs like 
CBS's "60 Minutes", political talk shows like "This Week With 
David Brinkley") shows per day? hours & minutes 

On the average, how much time do you spend listening to radio 
news per day? hours & minutes 

On the average, how much time do you spend reading 
newsmagazines per day? hours & minutes 



On the average, how much time do you spend reading newspapers 
per day? hours & minutes 

From which newspaper do vou get the most political information? 
q Philadelphia Inquirer Caroline County Times-Record 
q Delaware State News q Star Democrat 
q Baltimore Sun q Washington Post 
q USA Today Christian Science Monitor 
q New York Times Philadelphia Daily News 
q Wall Street Journal Other 

When you watchllistedread local news, how often do you pay 
attention to each of the following types of news stories? 

Freauentlv Sometimes Rarely Never 
Economic News: q q q 
Campaign News: q 
Crime News: q • q q 
Human Interest News: q q 0 

When you watcmistedread na tionsl news, how likely are you to 
pay particular attention to each of these types of news? 

Freauentlv Sometimes Never 
Foreign Affairs News: 0 q 
Economic News: q q q q 
Campaign News: q 0 q 
Government News: q q 0 q 
Social Disorder News: q q q q 
Human Interest News: q q q 

Do you have cable television? 
D y e s  ONO 

How £kequently do you watch the Cable News Network (CNN) or 
the Headline News? 

Freauentlv Sometimes Rarely Never 
q q q q 



ATTITUDES AND OPINIONS 
We are interested in your reactions to the following statements. For 
each one, please mark whether you STRONGLY AGREE, AGREE, 
FEEL NEUTRAL, DISAGREE, or STRONGLY DISAGREE.. 

Strongly Feel Strongly 
Agree Neutral DisaereeDisaeree 

On the whole, most people 
live untroubled lives. u o o o o  

Things going on halhay 
around the world don't have 
much impact on what is 
going on in this community. O O U o O  

There are lots of things that 
happen in the world that 
have no cause or purpose. 

In general, life treats 
most people fairly. 

Most people do not get 
an equal chance in life. 

Most people are just 
looking out for themselves. 

You can't be too careful 
in dealing with people. 

In spite of what people say, 
life for the average person 
is getting worse. 

It's hardly fair to bring a 
child into the world the way 
things look for the future. 0~~~~ 



Public officials care 
about what people think. 

The way people vote is the 
main thing that decides how 
things are run in this country. 

Voting is the only way people 
can have a say in government. 

People like me have a say 
about what government does. 

Politics and government are so 
complicated that I really can't 
understand what is going on. 

It is important to vote even 
when you know your party 
doesn't have a chance to win. 

A good many local elections 
aren't important enough to 
bother with. 

So many other people vote in 
the national election that it 
doesn't matter much to me 
whether I vote or not. 

Even if a person doesn't care 
how an election comes out, 
he or she should vote in it. 

Strongly Feel Strongly 
Neutral DisaereeDisaaee 



POLITICS 
In this section we are interested in some of your political opinions 
and activities. 

How interested are you in the following types of politics? 
Not at all Very 

.............................................................. interested interested 

Local: O O O O U U D  
State: U O U U U t l D  
National: q q [7 C] 

How important do you feel politics are in your life? 
Not at all very 

How much of an effect do you think that the actions of politicians 
have on your everyday life? 

No Very 
.................................................................... effect a effect 

q D O .  I7 

Have you worn a button in support of any candidate during this 
election season? 

UNational Candidate DLocal Candidate C l ~ o t h  ONO 

Have you displayed a S&I for a political candidate during this 
election season? 

a ~ a t i o n a l  Candidate ULocal Candidate U ~ o t h  UNO 

Have you displayed a bumper sticker in support of any candidate 
during this election season? 

a ~ a t i o n a l  Candidate O h c a l  Candidate U ~ 0 t . h  ONO 

Have you helped circulate a petition for a candidate during this 
election season? 

n ~ a t i o n a l  Candidate a ~ o c a l  Candidate m ~ o t h  UNO 



Have you signed a petition for a candidate during this election 
season? 

ONational Candidate n h c a l  Candidate U ~ o t h  UNO 

Have you attended a campaign rally during this election season? 
n ~ a t i o n a l  Candidate n ~ o c a l  Candidate U ~ o t h  C]NO 

Have you donated money to a political candidate during this election 
season? 

O~a t i ona l  Candidate m h c a l  Candidate 0 ~ 0 t h  UNO 

Have you passed out pamphlets for a candidate during this election 
season? 

u ~ a t i o n a l  Candidate n h c a l  Candidate n ~ o t h  UNO 

Have you helped raise hnds for a candidate during this election 
season? 

O~a t i ona l  Candidate O h c a l  Candidate O ~ o t h  UNO 

Have you run for any political office in. the past five years? 
m~at iona l  Candidate n h c a l  Candidate 0 ~ 0 t h  UNO 

Have you sent a letter to a politician about an issue that concerned 
you in the past year? 

O~a t i ona l  Politician O h c a l  Politician 0 ~ 0 t h   NO 

Have you made a telephone call to a politician about an issue that 
concerned you in the past year? 

ONational Politician a h c a l  Politician 0 ~ 0 t h  UNO 



Demographics 

What was your age as of your last birthday? 

Are you: 
U ~ a l e  a ~ e m a l e  

How much formal education have you received? 
UNO formal education n ~ o m e  college or technical degree 
nup to 8th grade n~achelor 's  degree 
n s o m e  high school Osorne graduate school 
n ~ i g h  school diploma n ~ r a d u a t e  degree 

Please note your current marital status: 
nsingle n ~ i v o r c e d  or separated 
n ~ a r r i e d  q widowed 

Are you currently employed on a full or part-time basis? 
D y e s  UNO 

Do you consider yourself: 
n ~ o w e r  class 
OLower-middle class 
n~pper-middle class 
Oupper class 

Do you consider yourself a supporter of either the Democratic or 
Republican party? 

n ~ e m o c r a t i c  n~epublican n ~ e i t h e r  



THE 1992 ELECTION -- 
Finally, we would like to ask you some questions about the 1992 
election. 

Did you vote in the primary election this year? 
O ~ e s  ONO 

Are you registered to vote in the fall election? 
O ~ e s  LlNo 

Do you intend to vote in the general election in November? 
O ~ e s  ONO 

Have you donated money to a political party during this election 
season? 

a y e s  ONO 

Have you or do you plan to work at the polls during this election 
season? 

Dyes ONO 

Have you or do you plan to work to register voters during this 
election season 

O ~ e s  DNO 

Who do you plan to vote for in the fall presidential election? 
OGeorge Bush n ~ i l l  Clinton 
n ~ o s s  Perot q 0 ther 
nundecided O ~ o n ' t  plan to vote 



REFERENCES 

Adelman, M. B., Parks, M. R: , & Albrecht, T. L. (1987). 
Supporting friends in need. In T. L. Albrecht & 
M. B. Adelman (Eds.) , Communicatina social support 
(pp. 105-125) . Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

Allen, R. L., & Chaffee, S. H. (1979). Mass 
communication and the political participation of 
black Americans. In D. Nimmo (Ed.), Communication 
Yearbook 3 (pp. 507-522). New Brunswick, NJ: 
Transaction Books. 

America in transition: An asina societv. (September, 
1983). P-23, #128. 

Antonucci, T. C. (1990). Social supports and social 
relationships. In R. H. Binstock & L. K. George 
(Eds.), Handbook of aaina and the social sciences 
(3rd ed., pp. 205-226). New York: Academic 
Press, Inc. 

Atkin, C. K:, Galloway, J., & Nayman, 0. B. (1976). News 
media exposure, political knowledge, and campaign 
interest. Journalism Ouarterlv, 53, 231-237. 

Atwood, L. E., & Sanders, K. R. (1976). Information 
sources and voting in a primary and general 
election. Journal of Broadcastinq, 2 0 ,  291-301. 

perelson, B. R., Lazarsfeld, P. F., & McPhee, W. N. 
(1954). Votinq. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press. 

Bryan, F. M. (1981). politics in the rural states: 
People, parties, and Drocesses. Boulder, CO: 
Westview Press. 

Cameron, S. W. (1974). The politics of the elderly. 
Midwest Ouarterlv, 15, 141-153. 



Campbell, A., Converse, P. E., Miller, W. E., & Stokes, D. 
E. (1960). The American Voter. New York: 
Wiley. 

Campbell, A., Gurin, G., & Miller, W. (1954). The Voter 
Decides. Evanston, IL: Row, Peterson. 

1987 Census of aqriculture. volume 1. (February, 1989). 
Geographic Area Series, Part 20, Maryland. 

Chaffee, S., Ward, S., & Tipton, L. (1970). Mass 
communication and political socialization. 
Journalism Ouarterlv, 47, 647-659. 

Cutler, N. E. (1983). Age and political behavior. In D. 
S. Woodruff & J. E. Birren (Eds.), Asina: 
Scientific ~erspectives and social issues (2nd 
ed., pp. 409-442), Monterey, CA: Brooks/Cole 
Pub1 ishing Co . 

Davis, R. H. (1971). Television and the older adult. 
Journal of Broadcastinq, 15, 153-159. 

Davis, R. H., Edwards, A. E., Bartel, D. J:, & Martin, D. 
(1976). Assessing television viewlng behavior of 
older adults. Journal of Broadcastinq, a, 69-76. 

Davis, R. H. & Westbrook, G. J. (1985). Television in 
the lives of the elderly: Attitudes and opinions. 
Journal of Broadcastins and Electronic Media, 29, 
209-214. 

Donohue, G. A. (1982). Rural communities in the decade 
ahead. Socioloav of Rural Life, 5, 5-7. 

Donohue, G. A. (1986). Major trends in rural America. 
Sociolos~ of Rural Life, 8,  1-2,7. 

Donohue, G. A., Olien, C. N. & Tichenor, P. J. (1985). 
Reporting conflict by pluralism, newspaper type, & 
ownership. Journalism Ouarterlv, 62, 489-499, 
507. 

Doolittle, J. C. (1979). News media use by older adults. 
Journalism Ouarterlv, 56, 311-317,345. 

Drew, D. & Weaver, D. (1991). Voter learning in the 1988 
presidential election: Did the debates and the 
media matter? Journalism Ouarterlv, 68, 27-37. 



Goodman, R. I. (1990). ~elevision news viewing by older 
adults. Journalism Ouarterlv, 67, 137-141. 

Graney, M. J. & Graney, E. E. (1974). Communications 
activity substitutions in aging. Journal of 
Communication, 24(4), 88-96. 

Hershey, M. R. (1989). The campaign and the media. In - 
G. M. Pomper (Ed.) The election of 1988: Reworts 
and intermetations (pp. 73-102). Chatham, NJ: 
Chatham House Publishers. 

Hess, B. B. (1974). Stereotypes of the aged. Journal of 
Communication, 24(4) , 79-87. 

Hill, D. B. & Luttbeg, N. R. (1980). Trends in American 
electoral behavior. Itasca, IL: F. E. Peacock 
Publishers, Inc. 

Hudson, R. B., & Strate, J. (1985) . Aging and political 
systems. In R. H. Binstock & E. Shanas (Eds.), 
Handbook of asina and the social sciences (2nd 
ed., pp. 554-585). New York: Van Nostrand- 
Reinhold. 

Johnson, G. W. (1971). Research note on political 
correlates of voter participation. American 
Political Science Review, 65, 768-775. 

Kennamer, J. D. (1987a). Debate viewing and debate 
discussion as predictors of campaign cognitions. 
Journalism Ouarterly, 64, 114-118. 

Kennamer, J. D. (1987b). How media use during campaign 
affects the intent to vote. Journalism Quarterly, 
64, 291-300. 

Kennamer, J. D. (1990a). Political discussion and 
cognition: A 1988 look. Journalism Ouarterlv, 
67, 348-352. - 

Kennamer, J. D. (1990b). comparing predictors of the 
likelihood of voting in a primary and a general 
election. ~ournalism Quarterly, 67, 777-784. 

Kent, K. E., & Rush, R. R. (1976). How communication 
behavior of older persons affects their public 
affairs knowledge. Journalism Ouarterlv, 53, 40- 
46. 



Knoke, D. & Henry, C. (January, 1977). Political 
structure of rural America. Annals of the 
American Academv of Political and Social Science, 
51-62. 

Knoke, D. & Lane, A. (1975). Size of place, migration, 
and voting turnout. Journal of Political and 
Militarv Socioloav, 2(2), 127-139. 

Knoke, D., & Long,. D. E. (1975) . The economic 
sensitivity of the American farm vote. Rural 
Socioloav, 40, 7-17. 

Kornhauser, W. (1968). Mass society. In D. L. Sillars 
(Ed.), International encyclopedia of the social 
sciences (Volume 10, pp. 58-64). New York: 
Macmillan Company & The Free Press. 

Lane, R. E. (1959) . Political life: Whv people set 
involved in politics. Glencoe, IL: Free Press. 

Larkin, E. F., & Grotta, G. L. (1979). A market 
segmentation approach to daily newspaper audience 
studies. Journalism Ouarterlv, 56, 31-37, 133. 

Lewis-Beck, M. S. (1977). Agrarian political behavior in 
the United States. American Journal of Political 
Science, 2 l ,  543-566. 

McLeod, J. M., & McDonald, D. G. (1985). Beyond simple 
exposure: Media orientations and their impact on 
political processes. Communication Research, 12, 
3-33. 

Milbrath, L. W. (1965a). Political participation: How 
and whv people set involved in politics. Chicago, 
IL: Rand McNally & Co. 

Milbrath, L. W. (1965b). Political participation in the 
states. In H. Jacob & K. N. Vines (Eds. ) , 
Politics in the American states: A com~arative 
analvsis (pp. 25-60). Boston, MA: Little, Brown 
& Co. 

Nie, N. H., Powell, G. B. Jr. & Prewitt, K. (1969). 
Social structure and political participation: 
Developmental relationships, Part 1. American 
Political Science Review, 63, 361-378. 



Olien, C. N., Donohue, G. A., & Tichenor, P. J. (1968). 
The community editor's power and the reporting of 
conflict. Journalism Ouarterlv, 4 7 ,  472-478. 

 lien, C. N., Tichenor, P. J., Donohue, G. A., Sandstrom, 
K. L., & McLeod, D. M. (1990). Community 
structure and editor opinions about planning. 
Journalism, 67, 119-127. 

1. 
(March, 1986). P-20, #405. 

Pratt, H. J. (1974, September). Old age associations in 
national politics. o y  
of P P ,  106-119. 

9 
aae, sex, and race: 1988-2080. (January, 1989). 
P-25, #1018. 

R I .  (October, 
1990). P-20, #446. 

Rogers, D. L., Bultena, G. L., & Barb, K. H. (1975). 
Voluntary association membership and political 
participation: An exploration of the mobilization 
hypothesis. Socioloaical Ouarterlv, 16, 305-318. 

Rubin, A. M.! & Rubin, R. B. (1982). Older persons1 TV 
viewlng patterns and motivations. Communication 
Research, 2, 287-313. 

Schramm, W. (1969). Aging and mass communication. In M. 
W. Riley, J. W. Riley Jr., & M. E. Johnson (Eds.), 
Aaina and society, volume 2: Aaina and the 
professions (pp. 352-375). New York: Russell 
Sage Foundation. 

Sigelman, L. (1983) . Politics, economics, and the 
American farmer: The case of 1980. Rural 
Socioloay, 48, 367-385. 

Sigelman, L. (1987). Economic pressures and the farm 
vote: The case of 1984. Rural Socioloav, -, 52 
151-163. 

Tan, A. S. (1980). Mass media use, issue knowledge, and 
political involvement. Public Opinion Ouarterly, 
44 241-248. - 1  


