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Millennials and Voting

1 Introduction

When | began my research project, after much cenaiibn, | settled on creating
a handbook for young people on voting and civibtsg The idea was to write something
witty, clear, and easy to help high school senimderstand the importance of voting in
an era of youth apathy. It could be used alongsittaditional (boring) textbook but
would use current and local examples of theorepdakiples. The idea has merit;
however there was one main problem. | was assuthatgeenagers weren’t smart
enough to figure it out on their own or would faltake the initiative. If textbooks were
poorly written, and someone from my generation wdnhe information, he or she could
simply use the internet to find a myriad of infotioa, examples, diagrams, YouTube
videos, and more. | recognized that writing a tewdk wouldn’t be adding anything
new that young people couldn’t already readily asce

| realized that before | could write about how totimate young voters, | needed
to understand my generation’s current voting haldgshis generation voting at
drastically lower rates than previous generatioWé?at influences determine whether a
Millennial votes or doesn’t vote? | shifted my f@mcaway from a handbook and towards
a thesis that explored this second question. Aevtloped, my paper came to focus on
what tools youth use in learning about politicsvanted to see if these tools could be
used by others to motivate and cause an increagmith voting. In addition, | wanted to
see how the 2008 election challenged prior conoegtof youth voting and if we could

learn new strategies for how to motivate voting.



My research found that key generational trendshastdrical influences affect the
current political climate. While throughout gernteyas, young people have historically
voted less than citizens in their later years,Uhéed States political voting history has
played a role in the current generation of perakuigic apathy, as | note in later
chapters. The proliferation of the internet arntteotechnologies has made getting
information easier, while also providing an aburmaaof data for young voters to sort
through. Young adults have turned towards inteneets and late night comedy
programs as news sources rather than the tradinebaork evening news. | looked at
how using this information could affect whethercugg person votes or not. Since high
school civics courses are where young voters reaanch of their voting training, |
compared current teaching techniques to prior nitim order to see what leads to
young adults voting or not voting.

Throughout my paper, | write about “young voteagd “the youth vote.” |
identify my cohort as “Millennials” because it isaful historical design for those who
came of voting age around the turn of this centiglitical scientists usually consider
young voters to be eighteen to twenty-nine yeas.oltherefore, when the terms “young
voters” and “the youth vote” are reported from sesh, they will mean eighteen to
twenty-nine year olds unless otherwise noted. Wpessible, | have included
information on a subset of eighteen to twenty-fgear olds. This is the group that has
recently graduated from high school and has th@ppity to vote in their first
presidential election. Data on this subset areemdily available, so most research
information here is on the larger group, whichtit gery helpful in seeing overall voting

patterns among young and more likely first timeevst



2 Talking About My Generation

My generation has been labeled with many termsneSaf the more popular ones
are Generation Y, Millennials, Echo Boomers, GemmanaNext, and the Net Generation.
Some political scientists who have described thagdabits of the young have called
my generation spoiled brats and unmotivated slacitdattson 1). Neil Howe and
William Strauss labled some in my generation “bhagekers, test failers, test cheaters,
drug users, and just all-round spoiled brats” (gqtcShea and Green 3). Many are said to
be “apathetic, self-absorbed, lazy, and certaimiifierent to civic matters... [as well as]
violent, promiscuous, lazy, angry, whiny, insolarid self-indulgent” (Shea and Green
3). Itis no wonder that in combination with lowaater turnouts, “in the eyes of many
who are concerned about the future of our democraeyhave a crisis on our hands”
(Fields 2). After all, democracy by definition atrddition requires an informed and
democratically astute citizenry. Thus, as onechptditical scientist as observed, “it is
hard to imagine democracy operating in a healtelitan with the levels of public
mistrust among young people today” (Mattson 2).ca@ding to many older Americans,
“youth apathy...should trouble us” (Mattson 2). Whilreject many of those labels and

stereotypes, | do wish to explore this “youth agéathore in depth in relation to voting.



3 Current Youth Voting Trends

Eighteen to twenty year olds received the rightdte in 1971. When given the
first opportunity to vote in a major election faNing the passage of the amendment, “52
percent of youth voters between the ages of eighdaad twenty-four exercised that
right” (Oshyn and Wang, 1). Since then, youthnmgthumbers have never reached that
same high, with voting rates dropping precipitowshg remaining low ever since (Oshyn
and Wang, 1). However, youth voting may have hitraing point after its low point in
the late 1990s with the elections of 2000 and 2@@lécting “a clear trend of increased
voter participation among young adults” (Oshyn §vaing, 2). The election of 2000 had
a youth turnout of 36 percent; the election of 2684 an 11-point jump to 47 percent
(Oshyn and Wang, 2).

Although the 2008 presidential election has longspd, detailed information on

outh voting is still preliminary.
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Constitutional right to vote in 1972 to 2000, irepidential election years “the turnout

rate had declined by 16 percentage points amonggyotiizens before rebounding by 11

percentage points in the 2004 election” ("Youthiwgt). In 2004, 47% of eighteen to
twenty four year olds voted compared to 66% oteitis twenty-five years or older
("Youth Voting").
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voter turnout rose to between 52 percent and 5&péran increase of four to five

percentage points over CIRCLE’s estimate baseth®2®04 exit polls” (“Young Voters
in 2008 election” 1). Compared to 2000, the tutnoi008 saw youth turnout increase

“at least 11 percentage points” (“Young Voters @98 election” 1). According to these

data, many young voters were also first-time vot&4% of 18-24 year-olds and 43% of

18-29 year-olds were first time voters...[comparedjust 11% of all voters” (“Young

Voters in 2008 election” 6). This may suggest thatics in the 2008 election were more

successful in gaining first time voters.



4 The Past Affects The Future

Any analysis of the current voter apathy must e segainst the background of
some longer-standing, extensively described t@asti If adults expect to mold and
motivate youth, they must understand the historioédr trends. Voting behavior
commonly points to two competing approaches: aperts and lifecycle trends. The
eighteen to twenty-nine year old age cohorts ofl@0s “golden era” in politics and the
1960s activism could provide excellent points ahparison for the Millennial
generation. In addition, political scientists haeorized that overarching generational
trends have an effect on voting patterns. Regssddé generation, this approach argues,
citizens are more likely to vote as they get olled more mature. These two approaches
are distinct benchmarks of US youth voting histitigt have had lasting ramifications on
the analysis of current voting practices of youitigens. They highlight something in
particular that can be used for comparing the ctipelitical climate for young voters
and against which current trends can be measured.

In the history of voting and against a very brbadorical perspective, the period
between 1840 and the end of the nineteenth ceaems to provide a point of
comparison analyzing patterns in current votingitisadf young people. While the 1800s
was before precise measurements of youth voting veden, this so-called “heyday of
electoral participation” still offers a good bendnato compare to today’s voting trends.
In the 1800s, voter turnout averaged in the 70gren@ange, with three presidential
elections reaching over 80 percent (Shea and G4enThis can be compared to current
turnout rates, which show that “since 1972, turnoyiresidential elections has averaged

55 percent” (Shea and Green 24-25).



Political scientists attribute the high turnouerbetween 1840 and 1900 to many
reasons. Shea and Green cite mass voter eduaatigor, policy debates, massive
immigration, and a culture that placed a high vaneolitics as some of the reasons (25-
26). However, it is the strength of the politipalrties that was the highlight of the period
(Shea and Green 25). Paolitical scientists Jamé&&i@@on and John J. Dilulio, Jr.
described the period as a time when “the partiegtibhard, worked strenuously to get as
many voters as possible to the polls, affordedtiss of voters a chance to participate in
party politics through caucuses and conventiongt, ke legal barriers to participation
low, and looked forward to close, exciting elecgd(gtd. in Eisner 60). It was through
“local parties manufactur[ing] mass electoral miaation in America” that these
elections received such high turnout rates” (SmebGreen 26). Shea and Green
summarized: “when turnout has been high, partiee baen active” (26). Currently, as
Don Peck put it, contemporary parties have focusetswitching independents that have
a strong history of voting” (gtd. in Shea and Gréén

Although it would be interesting to compare thetd 29 age cohort of the 1800s
with Millennials, there are two strong limitatiopseventing comparison. First, eighteen
to twenty year olds couldn’t vote. Second, onlytelmales, for the most part, could
legally vote. These prevent any real analysis arttygoter behavior in the 1800s.

Analysts point to the 1960s as a more appeabhgit to compare Millennials
with. | could find only a few political scientisteho had made detailed studies of this
period of youth votes, particularly Kevin Mattsavho called the 1960s “a golden age of
youthful liberalism and activism” filled with “bigauses” for “progressive and leftist

activists” to fight (Mattson 13). Yet it is obvisly a critical cohort to consider because



the 1960s motivated political action on many idsalses. Mattson believes the greatest
difference between young voters today and tho$keo1960s can be seen in another
major shift around higher education. While notyalling adults seek a higher degree, the
change in focus of those who did offers some isterg insight and comparisons
between the two cohorts. In the 1960s, “most sttede@ho took part in protest
movements and politics majored in liberal arts #edsocial sciences” (Mattson 18).
Since the political activism of the 1960s, thers haen a “time of precipitous decline in
political participation that,” as acclaimed polélscientist Sidney Verba noted,
corresponds with “the number of students in the dnitres and social sciences” (gtd. in
Mattson 18). Russell Jacoby also wrote of this saerel: “In the last fifteen years [of

the 20" century] traditional majors such as philosophgtdry, and English have
declined, while business and management majorsd@valed” (qtd. in Mattson 18). In
2003, Mattson analyzes these statements by wthialg‘in bolting from the humanities,
young people have simply reflected the values ttese received from their culture at
large. The message to be economically practicqaksorom everywhere today...”
(Mattson 18). The main argument of Mattson, Vedral Jacoby is that young adults
today have enrolled in higher education prograrasdhe considered more culturally
valuable because they are more pragmatic. Prittret@008 election, many political
scientists have taken a skeptical or even negaigxe of my generation as being one that
no longer values political participation. Seeihgs unimportant to our society at large,
where time and energy are money, politics is seemwaaste of both. Itis more

pragmatic to focus on making money as opposeddasfag on social issues.



The 1960s cohort differs from the | Comparing 1960s and 2000s youth cohorts

Millennials in many ways (see table). One 1960s 2000s

key difference is the political culture Rallies and protests Emails and websjtes

surrounding each group. The early 1960s

Three network Hundreds of

were a time of idealism with Kennedy as . .
television channelg television channels

president. Political trust was high, with

Liberal arts focus Business focus

citizens trusting what politicians were

telling them. Cynicism set in during the Johnsod Biixon years, and political trust
declined (see chart). Since then, political tarsd “satisfaction with the state of the

nation have fluctuated somewhat since [the 19&Qg]have never fully recovered (“How

Americans View
Trust in Government and National Mood

FPercent

Government”).”

While many

o0 factors have affected

40 current youth voting,

a0 the voting trends of

young adults are also
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maTrust in Govt g hlood affeCted by the

traditional adult voting

cycle which has more or less followed every USngteneration. In 1974, this cycle
was described as “the conventional view... that tutm®lowest at the beginning of adult
life, rises to a plateau in middle age, and deslia® maturity fades into old age (Lipset

1960, p. 189; Flanigan and Zingale 1975, pp. 25Milhrath and Goel 1977, p. 114)
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(Wolfinger and Rosenstone 37).” Data from 1974psupthis claim, as one study found
“people aged eighteen to twenty-four are about&8emt less likely to vote than fifty-
five-year-olds; those aged twenty-five to thirtyeoare about 21 percentage points less
likely to vote (Wolfinger and Rosenstone 50).” Bahers in 1996 similarly stated
“year after year the turnout rate appears to apadty up to perhaps 35 or 45 years of
age. The rate of increase then declines, but tiira@parently continues to go up until
old age sets in. Finally, in the last decadefef koting rates decline (Miller and Shanks
58).” Miller and Shanks propose three hypothebesitthis traditional voting trend: “(1)
younger cohorts are particularly vulnerable touafice by historical events in their
political environment; (2) older cohorts may erderta ‘lifelong openness to change,’
but, in fact, reveal great stability in the persmste of earlier orientations; and (3) even in
the face of large historical events, long-term stadichange may occur largely as a
consequence of generational replacement (Miller&mahks 43-44).”

Much of the research on traditional adult votingleg concentrates on the post-
New Deal generation. This generation’s “politigdtbrmative years coincided with
political events... [including] the Civil Rights mowvent and the Vietnam War... [as
well as] Watergate, Carter’'s Misery Index, andltha-Contra and Irag-gate scandals...”
(Miller and Shanks 43). This cohort is more likedynot only be Independents, but also
more likely to be nonvoters (Nie, Verba, and Pek852). Miller and Shanks argue
four hypotheses about this generation’s impactaiimg trends in the United States: “(1)
they have added disproportionately to the fractibaitizens with relatively high
educational attainments; (2) they have added dptionately to the fraction of the

electorate with no party identification; (3) thenmiolentified among them contain an
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increasingly high proportion of non-voters (whem#dentified and identified are
compared); and, finally, (4) the sheer size ofytbengest generation compounds the
impact of all sources of change” (Miller and Sha8R3. According to these scholars, the
post-New Deal generation had a pronounced declireting when compared to the pre-
New Deal and New Deal generations. The questioraies as to how much of the
decline is related to the traditional adult votoygle.

The 1800s high voter turnout, the 1960s activiamd, the adult voting cycle are
three important benchmarks when analyzing curreathyvoting trends. How much of
the percentage of current youth voter turnoutvgeilodue to the traditional adult voting
cycle has not been quantified. Mattson and otbétigal scientists point to today’s pro-
business culture as lowering youth voter turnou¢rnvbompared to the turnout in the
1960s, yet its influence hasn’t been fully reseadctither. Our political parties, which
are weaker compared to the parties of the 1800g nmiabe actively pursuing new young
voters, contributing to lower youth voting. It mbg, according to current sources, that
“the context of contemporary politics has turnetieofieneration...[and] the youngest
generation sees little point in starting” to voteth (Shea and Green 11).

There are many challenges facing those who wamiotvate youth voting.
Lessons can be learned from historical pattery®oth voting. There are two key
approaches to studying youth voting in US histopmparing age cohorts and seeing an
overall generational lifecycle pattern. While ##00s age cohort may not be easily
comparable with Millennials, it does offer insighto the power of local party
mobilization. The 1960s age cohort is distinctlifetient from Millennials in several

ways, including the 1960s focus on liberal artsead of the more recent focus on



12

business. The lifecycle pattern may also explagndifference in political participation
between youths and older citizens.

Underlying all of these is the theory of how cihsebecome politically socialized.
Political scientists have identified five key ardéasslearning political skills. They
include family, K-12 education, higher educatioredia, and peers. Within education,
there are differences in the political socializataj those who only receive K-12
education and those who go on to higher educafidrere are limitations when
analyzing youth since some have received this iathdit socialization and others haven't.
The rest of the paper is devoted to the instittithrat affect political socialization:

education, particularly K-12, and media, particlyiéine internet and soft news.
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5 High School Civics Education

High school is where today’s young adults learaledut government, history,
politics, and voting. It is where they gain theltonecessary to make political decisions.
Public secondary education is the formal learnimgrenment our country uses to
educate future adult citizens on the basic rightsr@sponsibilities they have. Hence the
methodologies and approaches are critical to sgifgputh voting practices. Many high
schools use senior year civics courses as theiopgmortunity to teach key democratic
principles to teenagers before sending them oattivg real world (“Interview with
Hall”). This is where young voters receive muclitedir voting training. It is important
to understand how high school government or cieasses pass on political
participation tools to their students to help retietermine if this could be a point of
influence on youth voters. While there are sorgaiicant limitations to the effect high
schools can have on youth voting, | still belielveyt are important institutions that pass
on tools to youth and participate in the youth fozdi socialization process.

There are several methods educators use to teéaheducation in civics. | have
attempted to identify and describe prominent andt&ehniques, though they can be
modified and used in combination to fit an indivaditeacher’s preference. The methods
| have identified are rote memorization, volunteer; internal reflection, thinking about
the greater good, and deliberation. Each is egdlas to whether it helps facilitate or
motivate stronger rates of participation in youdting for the current generation.

High school civics courses are created with thd gbeeaching citizens their
rights and responsibilities in our democracy. EBheasses teach how our country was

founded, the structure of our government, the sgaich citizen has under the
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Constitution, the responsibilities citizens havewHaws and policies are created, and
how voting affects our future. The goal of civitueation is to make citizens politically
informed with the hope that this will lead to pa@l engagement (Colby, Beaumont,
Ehrlich and Corngold 28). While one study foundtth..civics courses do not
contribute significantly to political knowledge other aspects of political socialization”,
most education experts agree that these classesmgramportant for educating young
citizens (Colby, Beaumont, Ehrlich and Corngold.45pme even say that civics courses
are “a crucial sphere for creating citizens whoeageipped to exercise their freedoms
and competent to question the basic assumptiohgdwarn democratic political life”
(Walling 77). High school civics instructors alsave the “responsibility as citizen-
scholars” to instill in students that by voting éghcan make a difference in shaping
[government] so as to expand its democratic pdgghkifor all groups” (Walling 77).
Educators have to balance all of these goals wérhing civics to high school students.
One method of teaching directs students to memdoizéhe short term only
enough to pass the test. A professor | had iregelkcalled this method “plug and chug.”
This teaching style, still used in some social ®sidlasses, involves lessons following
“this mode: the teacher asks a question to whicbrisle knows the answer, a student
responds...a word or two, and the teacher confirnt®oects the responds and moves
on to another question” (Fuhrman and Lazerson 18@ucators have recently seen the
limitations and shortfalls of using “rote memoripat’ (Mattson, 39). Young adults will
most likely not remember the principles taughtiten in civics courses if they were only

stored in the short-term memory. This methodnstéd in its long-term effectiveness
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and is too often insufficient in giving youth vaginools. Students don’t retain and utilize
voting tools when they are forgotten after the tast.

Another technique to teach civics is to use volensen as a tool for learning
basic political ideas. This method incorporatesbijc service, experiential education,
internships, formal lessons about how governmemksy@nd more...” as settings for
learning civics (Mattson 39). Connecting serviz@olitics exposes “students to issues
in the community and it reinforces academic congeat skills” (Rubin and Giarelli 42).
By helping students to connect grassroots effoitts the overall political environment,
service learning “does not simply promote volunsgarbut motivates students to
guestion why there are social ills in the firstqg@dand to address them in ways beyond
direct service” (Rubin and Giarelli 42-43). Teewiso learn about our government under
this method get to see practical applications afrtwinity involvement in changing the
status quo. An advantage of this method is thddéis require students to make the
connection of how politics and government couldnwelved in the cause they have been
volunteering for. Whether volunteering actuallgds to increased voting by young
adults requires further research and study.

Another method recommends prompting students teatahternally on issues.
Called “sociological imagination,” this style hasdents “interpret their personal affairs
in relation to larger historical and social forcessognize how those forces enhance or
limit their opportunities as citizens, and act iay® to improve themselves and their
society” (Walling 103-104). Instead of “plug andug,” students learn key ideas for the
long term. By associating personal experienceslesits in these classes may be more

likely to read political information in later yeaasd remember lessons learned in high
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school. This method actually gives students tléstoecessary for understanding and
personalizing politics later in life. A potentddawback is its focus on one’s own self
and personal needs instead of the greater sométice has an effect on.

Another style high school teachers have been usitgghave students think of
political issues in terms of the greater good. Ygppeople are asked to make decisions
that deal “with differing estimates of the worthwarious proposals for common
action...[and] require skills in moving from first pressions to more reflective and
shared judgments” (Walling 105). Teens taught with method have to go outside of
themselves and their own beliefs and weigh optiased on the greater good of society.
This method mimics the real decision process ofynpatiticians, who have to consider
constituent needs and desires over their own. ViAtendeciding how to vote on policy
issues, young adults with this background may liebable to consider needs different
from their own.

Finally, the deliberation method could be usedambination with other methods
described earlier. Students learn techniquesundérstanding and engaging in the
guestions...bringing alternative viewpoints, evideraoed history to bear...developing an
opinion and exploring solutions...[and] reflecting thie process and moving forward”
(Fuhrman and Lazerson 111). Classmates with diftgpoints of views can challenge
their thinking and force students to formalize thiationales. In future years, these
young adults may be better at articulating theemxpoint to others and translating their
view to how to vote on the issues and candidates.

In researching how educators can teach civicggio $chool students, | found no

statistics on the percentage who use each typehatrthe common trends are for the
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future, or on which method would be best for legdmincreased youth voter turnout.
Further research in these areas is needed bettatnitive conclusion can be made
about the role of various high school pedagogiaster education. Based upon my own
speculation, | believe that methods that forceestiglto think, articulate their thoughts
clearly, and promote long term memory of lessoasied are more likely to lead to
young adults showing up at the polls on election daote memorization probably has
the least positive effect on future voting. Degagadn the teacher and the community,
volunteerism could be effective. Having studehisk about issues in relation to the
greater good may not have the same resoundingnaitaffect as when they consider
issues in more personal terms.

Overall, I favor using internal reflection with detration. By giving students the
tools and having them use those tools before actialg participation, | believe
schooling could lead to a generation of voters whderstand politics better than do
those taught under the rote memorization technid@ssume that when a person
internalizes an idea and can articulate his orffédedings on this subject, that person will
be more likely to fully understand and use thelrdie when making, in this case,
political decisions. | also assume that, withghler quality of public education, young
adults will have a better understanding of issaesf) our society (injustices, problems,
etc), and this knowledge will motivate them to podil participation in order to solve
these issues.

High schools do face some significant limitationgheir ability to affect youth
voting. Student attitudes and participation irssks play a large role in determining

what later in life they use the tools they werggtetun high school. If students won't
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participate, then they won't learn. Also, schdalse pressures from community
members on what course materials may be appropoagtudents. While some teachers
may try innovative teaching methods, parents mayppreciate new approaches. |
understand that teachers may not adopt the methadel suggested to be more effective
in teaching civics to youth. However, | hope ttestchers and school districts will
consider using it. In addition, it may be effeetior colleges and universities training
new teachers to teach the internal reflection wéhberation approach as an alternative

to rote memorization.
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6 The Power of the Internet

The feature that clearly distinguishes the condéxiurrent youth voting patterns
from those of previous generations is the relabhigngouth have with contemporary
media. My generation has been raised in a timaptl technological developments,
bombarded with advertising on multimedia fronts] aewarded with gadgets like ipods
and laptops. Young adults now have flat screavigibns, 200-plus channels, high
speed internet, and the ability to surf the inteoretheir phone anywhere they have cell
service. With all of these advancements, the gquestorth asking is whether the
internet, with its websites, instant messaging, laods, is being used to educate and
mobilize young voters. By studying how youth obteaformation through the internet,
there may be a way to find how to motivate youtiotigh the internet.

Political scientists have explored the internétaatool for enhancing citizenship
in the information age” and have come up with pesitesults (Mossberger, Tolbert, and
McNeal 49). Through their research, Mossbergelh@rt, and McNeal believe that “by
facilitating civic engagement, Internet use mayespnt a more fundamental
transformation, altering citizen orientations tod/@olitics and society, and motivating
individuals to participate over the long term” (49 ne fundamental assumption was that
“technological changes have contributed to the vilayghich today’s young people
experience, understand, and participate in pdlitiCelby, Beaumont, Ehrlich and
Corngold 32). Based on this, political scientlstse searched for whether technology’s
contribution has been positive or negative on yourtgr engagement.

While early research found the internet havingl8ieffect of declining civic

engagement” (Mossberger, Tolbert, and McNeal 4%y Istudies have concluded that
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“the use of online news encourages civic engagenfelussberger, Tolbert, and
McNeal 62). Since “young people continue to garenfor political news at higher rates
than do older people” (Mossberger, Tolbert, and B&N63), it is young voters who are
most influenced by internet news outlets. It istyowho “have more to learn, [so] the
effect of exposure to information may be greatdtdgsberger, Tolbert, and McNeal 64).

The same study explored the effect of young vatsiving political
information from the internet. Young voters whasome online political news “are
more likely to participate in political discussiomsve higher levels of political
knowledge, and have more acute political awarerasssieasured by political interest”
(Mossberger, Tolbert, and McNeal 65). In additithe internet “is associated with
greater increases in political knowledge amongytheng. This may be because the
young use the internet more intensively...and foraatler range of activities...or
because they have lower levels of political knowgketb begin with...” (Mossberger,
Tolbert, and McNeal 64). Overall, in this studg thternet was positively associated
with young voter engagement. While future reseantlhstill be needed to understand
how the ever-changing population within the yountgy category is responding to
politics via the internet, this points to a postinfluence on youth vote turnout. It may
not be a deterrent preventing or hindering the lyoote and may be more helpful than
hurtful.

With this recent research, one can conclude tairtternet can be used by young
adults for gaining political knowledge. Yet thisasn’t prove that the internet can be
effective at reaching not just those already irsti@ in politics but those with little or no

political experience. If the internet can pregaolitical information, can it also mobilize
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new and young voters for a specific cause? Thsigeatial election of 2004 provides
the most in-depth, recent information on the usihefinternet for mobilizing the youth
vote.

The 2004 election has been called “the first thigh-tech election”
(Montgomery 179). Political parties and organizas utilized “technologies such as e-
mail and text messaging” for mobilization effor@ofby, Beaumont, Ehrlich and
Corngold 32). Four years after the hanging chdade in Florida, a new group of
young voters reached maturity and could vote (Momigry 179). This group had been
influenced by media overexposure and flocked ta thelets of “Web sites, blogs,
MySpace pages, electronic petitions, and onlineudision groups... for political
expression” (Colby, Beaumont, Ehrlich and Cornd2#9. Websites such as
“PunkVoter.com, League of Pissed Off Voters, andeMar Die!” joined Rock the Vote
“in the biggest battle for the youth vote in UStbrg” (Montgomery 179). Traditional
news media faced “a new generation of bloggers” eiined up “scooping stories,
whipping up controversies, and forcing issues dinéopolitical agenda” (Montgomery
179). However while research has found blogs te hi¢tle effect on motivating
uninterested voters, they do provide an additiomadlia outlet on the internet for political
enthusiasts (Drezner and Farrell 2004; Johnsone KBighard, and Wong 2008). The
internet became a driving force for young activastsl new voters for confronting the
status quo of American politics.

The 2008 election saw an even more drastic inergathe use and diversity in
the type of technology employed to capture newyanuohg voters. There was a rise in

the use of “text messaging with cell phones, onliideo use, and social network Web
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sites” as opportunities for political engagemengi{th and Wang, 6). Campaigns tried
to put “information where it will be found by [yogrpeople], but they cannot control
whether young adults see, hear, or read it, nor those adults will then use that
information” (Oshyn and Wang, 7). Candidates lwale careful to avoid the pitfall of
“YouTube moments” that capture and share embanmgssoments with the world
(Oshyn and Wang, 7). They must balance these inegatith the communication and
connection opportunities that social networkingsguch as Facebook and MySpace
offer (Oshyn and Wang, 7). Political campaignsenalso tapped into “the pervasive use
of cell phones and text messaging by the youngrgéona (Oshyn and Wang, 7). While
these new media outlets provide a new outlet teucagyouth votes, many political
insiders are skeptical “that the efforts will bogeting voter turnout” (Oshyn and Wang,
7). Additional research will be needed beforedffectiveness in turning out new and
young voters can be accurately measured.

The internet has drastically changed the politcalironment of America. New
and young voters are being targeted directly thnougbsites, text messaging, and
Youtube videos. While my generation’s activism g@otitical movements “have roots in
the protest politics of the 1960s, their form aodus are being reshaped by modern
technologies and political concerns” (Colby, Beanmé&hrlich and Corngold 32).
Youth are being reached through multiple mediaatsifior causes such as
environmentalism, Darfur, AIDS, eliminating worldinger, breast cancer awareness,
literacy, and many more. Clearly, the internet barsuccessfully used to reach and
mobilize youth, particularly those already inteegisin politics. In the next few elections,

the internet will be used more and better by batbssof the aisle in order to target young
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voters. However, the ability of the internet totimate previously disinterested youth
remains to be seen. More research is neededeémuat if nonvoters will become

politically active through a strong internet cangai
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7 Television, The Daily Show, and Youth Voting

The form in which voters obtain current politicaformation has an arguably
positive and negative effect on voters, particylan young voters. My generation is
exposed to a form of television media remarkablfecent than those of previous voting
generations. Instead of three network channeldrliing the airwaves, young voters
have access to hundreds of channels via satalltalide. No longer do ABC, NBC, and
CBS control television political dialogue. Twerftyur hour cable channels, such as
MSNBC, CNN, and FOXNews, spend hours regurgitatiegs or news-like
information. Late night talk shows like the Da#ynow and the Colbert Report are
becoming dominant political news sources of pditiaformation for young adults.
Political science researchers have studied varkiotes trends in relation to television,
including trends with young voters.

Many political scholars have seen effects of newlimmas directly connected to
voting participation in negative ways. Politicalentist Gentzkow researched the effects
of television on the overall electorate. He codelut

“What took place in the years after television'saduction was not a broadening

of the democratic process, but rather a sharpraeati political participation.

Average presidential turnout in both the 1980s BH9@Ds was lower than in any

decade since the 1920s, and outside the southdvarsubstantial remobilization

of black voters muted the decline) it was lowemnthmaany decade since the

1820s” (Gentzkow 2).

He found “that television caused sharp drops irsaamption of newspapers and radio,

that it reduced citizens’ knowledge of politicsrasasured in election surveys, and the
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effects on both turnout and information were latgeselatively local elections”
(Gentzkow 2). Instead of providing more politigafiormation, the prominence of
television “offered consumers a wide array of neaysvto use their leisure time”
(Gentzkow 24). At the conclusion of his paper, Gkow concludes that television
“caused fewer voters to go to the polls” (Gentzky. It seemed to serve more as a
distraction from political participation than arses

Over the past few decades, as the term “infotantireame into usage, the
reputation of television journalism has declineguably leading young voters away
from mainstream media outlets. After the Watergasndal of the early 1970s, the news
media “rode high in public esteem” (Cook, Gronka] &attliff 1). Surveys at the time
“period reveal that ‘the people running the presgste trusted and admired” (Cook,
Gronke, and Rattliff 1). Yet only two decades tiatkere is persistent skepticism about
the role of new media “in the wake of another ptestial scandal and another
presidential impeachment, the news media are ngeloso favorably viewed” (Cook,
Gronke, and Rattliff 1). When people were askeabakheir feelings about the press in
the late 1990s, they were “more inclined to say tha news media gets in the way of
society solving its problems,’ and that news orgations generally ‘don’t care about the
people they report on’ and ‘try to cover up theistakes™ (Cook, Gronke, and Rattliff
2).

Given the recent hostility shown to the pressekohave turned away from
conventional news media as their primary sourgaotifical information. Research
published in 2004 “attribute[s] lower voter turndatmedia coverage, citing negative

campaign ads and horse-race journalism” (SmithTatblert 57). Conventional news
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media, including daily newspapers and the trad#i@vening news programs, fail to
connect with youth and end up not being where tetytheir political information.

While studies show “that citizens use the medi@&on what issues are important,” many
still conclude that “Americans possess little ietdrin or knowledge about politics”
(Smith and Tolbert 57).

This may be because voters who did watch news nresgli@ more educated about
political issues, yet the percentage of voters attoally watched conventional news
media has steadily declined over the years. TheResearch Center conducted a study
in 2002 that found “the audiences for most formgetdvision news fell considerably
between 1993 and 2002, with the audience for rygtgtwork news down 46%, network
news magazines down 54%, local TV news down 26% GMN down 28%. Not
surprisingly, the sharpest decline came among 1$e24 olds” (Baym 2). A later Pew
study “shows that even in the four years betweer2800 and 2004 presidential
campaigns, 18-29 year olds [were] increasinglyingrmway from mainstream sources of
broadcast news, with only 23 % saying they “redulirarn something” from network
news (compared to 39 % in 2000), 29 % from localsgcompared to 42 % in 2000),
and 37 % from cable news (compared to 38 % in 200Baym 2-3). Young voters
have steadily turned from hostile news media s@uta&ards, as it seems, late night
comedy television.

Thus the research appears to conclude that mamy generation have turned
away from mainstream, evening news media for paliinformation and rely instead on
late night comedy shows. Political scientistssilearguing and researching the

guestion as to whether higher rates of viewing megéxt comedy shows are leading to
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higher youth voter turnout or lower turnout. Wheekr it is, the fact remains that Walter
Cronkite has been replaced with Jon Stewart aautierity for news among the group.
A 2004 Pew survey “found that 21 % of people age294 say they regularly learn about
news and politics from comedy shows such as SagMdght Live, and 13% report
learning from late-night talk shows such as NBCamight Show with Jay Leno and
CBS'’s Late Night with David Letterman. Among th@grams regularly cited as a rising
source of political information is Comedy Centrat®ck news program The Daily Show
with Jon Stewart” (Baym 3). In 2004, Stewart's shuad an estimated “daily audience
at around 2 million people” (qtd. in Baym 3). Tingportance of his show and the
audience it reaches has become obvious to pohtcias when “Senator John Edwards
chose The Daily Show as the media venue from wbittially to announce his
candidacy for the 2004 Democratic presidential maton” (Baym 3). While the
positive and negative effects of Stewart’s comealyehbeen studied and argued, many
scholars agree with “Bill Moyers, the dean of Arsan public service television news,”
who concluded “that ‘you simply can’t understand éman politics in the new
millennium without The Daily Show™ (qtd. in Baym4).”

A new trend in media has been “soft” news, televishows and magazines that
combine news and entertainment. Some of the névwistinfotainment” news sources
many voters, not just young voters, have turnaddlude “network and cable
newsmagazine shows, entertainment and tabloid nagernme shows, and daytime and
late-night talk shows” (qtd. in Baumgartner and M®oB42).” Baum studied the effects
of soft news on voters and found that “politicallyaware Americans who watched

daytime talk shows considered the opposition peaatydidate more “likeable” and,
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consequently, were much more likely to cross plamgs, than their counterparts who did
not” (25). He believes that politicians should &stlk shows to connect with voters,
since these viewers “are far more prone to be peesiiby candidate appeals, if properly
tailored to their sensibilities” (Baum 26). Aftexviewing the 2000 election, Baum found
“that candidate appearances on E-talk shows lige'timight Show and The Oprah
Winfrey Show weighed heavily in the minds of mamyers as they contemplated their
vote choice” (26).

Of course, other researchers have had some unfdea@anclusions about the
Daily Show and similar shows’ effect on young veteWVhile “watching entertainment
based programming can contribute to political leearh(342), political scientists
Baumgartner and Morris found “The Daily Show mayédaore detrimental effects,
driving down support for political institutions afehders among those already inclined
toward nonparticipation” (341). The Daily Showaigood representative of soft news
sources. Pew Research survey information shovwatd“ddthough The Daily Show is
not intended to be a legitimate news source, oalrn(54%) of young adults in this age
group reported that they got at least some newstdhe 2004 presidential campaign
from comedy programs such as The Daily Show andr@ay Night Live” (Baumgartner
and Morris 344). Baumgartner and Morris argue thatause young people are more
impressionable... and thus more prone to any adwdfsets The Daily Show might
have, the political effects of The Daily Show argbrtant to understand” (Baumgartner
and Morris 344). Through their research on ThdyC@ihow's effect, they found “that
young adults’ perceptions of presidential candisiagspecially those of lesser known

candidates, are diminished as a result of expdsufée Daily Show...exposure to the
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show lowered trust in the media and the electa@tgss... [and] exposure to The Daily
Show increased internal efficacy by raising viewpesception that the complex world

of politics was understandable” (Baumgartner andrid®61-362). They argue that The
Daily Show has done more harm than good in progigalitical knowledge to young
voters and bringing them to the polls. The Daiw®, they argue, has lowered the trust
youth have for politicians and the political systduoe to the sarcastic style of comedy the
show is known for.

The effects of television, particularly late niglmmedy shows, on young voters
will continue to be researched and debated for nyaays. The shift, most scholars
claim, has been momentous, from “the authoritatightly news of an earlier era...[and]
replaced by a variety of programming strategiegiranfrom the latest version of
network ‘news lite’ to local news happy talk andt#ur cable news punditry” (Baym 2).
Researchers agree, “for better or worse, millidngoters make their decisions about
candidates based on personal characteristics préldeminant emphasis of E-talk shows
-- rather than public policy issues” (Baum 26). ilWHHollander (1995) found that
exposure to entertainment-based talk programscaatiy inflated viewers’ perceptions
of their own political knowledge...[Baum] argues tlsaft news creates a more
knowledgeable citizenry by educating an inattenpiublic that would not otherwise
follow traditional hard news” (gtd. in Baumgartraard Morris 342). On the other hand,
Baumgartner and Morris believe “negative perceiohcandidates could have
participation implications by keeping more youtbarir the polls” (Baumgartner and
Morris 362). More research on a wider range of sefvs programming will be very

interesting as will studies of how Jon Stewartp8en Colbert, Tina Fey, and other
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comedians played a role in the 2008 election. illthe interesting to see if Fey’'s
portrayal of Sarah Palin swayed youth voters. #ddally, research is needed on
whether soft news could be a point of motivatingvaiers. The current research | found

failed to address this point.
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8 Conclusion

The millennial generation has approached polditferently than previous
generations. Each election presents a new groyputh and first time voters that
organizations are challenged to reach and mob#izery election includes voters having
just reached adulthood, and in that sense signffigiaifts in attractive motivation might
be researched for any generation. Fourteen yeamwdio witnessed the hanging chad
debacle of 2000 could vote in the 2004 electiorthEgew election brings a new group,
making the youth vote an ever-changing electoMaking generalizations about youth
voters should be done with caution. However, thhoony research, | reached a few
conclusions that | believe apply to the currenugrof eighteen to twenty-nine year old
voters.

While the past plays a part in our culture’s vigiwouth voters and sets
expectations for them, it really only plays a minale in helping us understand why
youth do or do not vote. A nineteen year old igiwing to consider the fact that forty
years ago he wouldn’t have been able to vote afthdwe could have been sent to war.
He or she isn't going to look to the high votemiout of the twentieth century as
guidance. It's the current situation that will odetermine this potential voter.
Understanding and caring about the issues or watisee government run in the way
he believes it should be will more likely motivakes youth. As much as academics like
to look back, today’s youth are more likely to Idokward and wonder if the future is
going to be better or not. Some just need to bevshbat it can be through voting that

youth can help make the future better for themsehral their families.
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In addition, | found that education, televisiondanternet provide societal portals
for reaching youth voters both before and once tiayvote. Reaching youth while in
secondary school can provide an excellent founddtintheir future political
involvement. Classes featuring participation anticad thinking have been suggested to
work better in making longer lasting impressionsstudents. Debating issues with peers
in open and supportive environments allows the wiletdss the opportunity to learn
about the issues and themselves. When a studetd bassider where she stands on an
issue, she learns about herself, her values, @nblé she sees government playing in
her life.

However, having these kinds of discussions witleeaen and eighteen year olds
in a civics course may be too late. | believe pitical education should begin earlier,
such as in middle school history courses. It shaldd be coming up at home around the
dining room table. We can’t depend on one classteen’s senior year to be the only
political education our youth receive. Since yoldlve to come to believe in and
internalize the ethical and social power of theeyetarly education is perhaps the most
critical in providing tools for young voters.

In addition, the internet and television play imat roles in reaching young
voters on current issues. While civics courseghayfoundation with lessons on how a
bill becomes a law, mass media bring the latesy sto the legislative branch failing to
come to an agreement on solving a major problemSlewart will crack a joke about a
senator’s speech that a young adult otherwise rotiliave ever heard of. A blogger
might write a whole piece on a little known bilyitng to make its way through

subcommittee that greatly affects the life of arygadult. These portals can target youth
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on issues in contemporary ways more likely to cahigth them since they are interest
driven. These media translate politics into a lagguthat just might cause a young adult
to consider further contemplation and researcthersubject. While it may be expecting
too much, | believe that the internet and late hagimedy television shows offer some of
the best ways of reaching youth voters. Insteddrofng them to change their habits in
order to receive political news, reach them whbeg'te at. Making the small effort to
adapt to their preferred communication style isttvéhe ability to connect to youth.

However, there will always be adults who don’t vdtehink that there are times
when political scientists, political organizersdasthers concerned with youth voting
believe that if these portals work properly, theay enotivate youth to vote, and there will
be sunshine and rainbows. Unfortunately, that'shoet things work. Youth voters are
new at taking on all of this adult responsibillany don’t care to learn about politics,
don’t see it affecting them, and no matter the nya@pent on trying to get them to vote,
they won't. It's just a fact of life, and it’s thrgpersonal choice. These adults are
nonvoters. They may not vote in this election, thety may in the next. They choose not
to vote for now.

In contrast, there are adults out there who areniatl voters. These adults
haven’t chosen not to vote but haven’t chosen te edher. They haven't decided not to
care about politics but aren’t passionate aboussure yet. They are undecideds, not just
about a candidate or issue, but also about vatsedf.i Youth in this group may vote, as
opposed to those who won't vote. Political orgateres and get-out-the-vote groups
should target these youth when looking to reach viaers. Other youth who do already

care about politics and already intend to vote toeéd to be motivated or educated.
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Undecideds may need a bit more handholding, onereneonversations about the
issues, opportunities to meet the candidates,iaretb get to know where they stand. It
is this group, those whose political ideals areyveuch in formation, that | believe
should be the focus of mobilization movements.

While mobilizing youth is a broad topic some resbars have covered, there
could be more on how youth use education and meftiemation to vote in order to
motivate more youth to vote. One conclusion thHaave drawn is that undecideds need
more than just mass contact. While the internetcamdedy television shows can pique
interest in an issue, youth must do further re¢gdrave conversations with friends,
debate with a professor, or reach out in some atlagrin order for them to gain
additional understanding and meaning.

Throughout my research, | found that education (ln@neach politics), the
internet (how youth access additional informati@my soft news (how current news is
presented) are areas of direct political connedboryoung adults. What | didn't find
was any connection between these areas and mogwaiuth to vote. It seems there
needs to already be interest in politics beforelyouill seek out information on the
internet or on television or use the skills learimetigh school civics courses. There
needs to be a base of appeal, which already seebeshappening in the media.

There must also be a one-on-one effort to influgmeeh to vote. | understand
that this is not easy. It requires more than l¢sfielevision ads, or mass mailings. Since
millennials are a generation of individuals, | bek they want politics presented on a
personal level. It means more than petitionerthersidewalk or phone bank calls during

dinnertime. Individualized conversations about ficdirequire one caring person to talk
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to another about politics. It means sitting dowrsvaering questions, and throwing some
back to the other person. Research has founditiaitto-door canvassing may be more
effective than mass media advertising simply besafiSits use of social psychology to
motivate participation... [and] better...connect witie individuals they visit on a
personal level than phone or mail GOTV [get-outtbée] strategies” (Arceneaux and
Nickerson, 1). These conversations stimulate aga@e, as opposed to television,
which disengages an individual. It means turnifighe television, a major distracter in
our society, and listening to each other. It's@asy or mass marketing friendly, but that
is the point. This is the challenge that | haveetakip and that | pose to all who have
taken the time to read this thesis. Talk and lisRaiitics is only boring if you make it so.
While | hope for these things to happen, | have €torthe conclusion that youth
voting rates and political participation will netarease without one-on-one connections.
For the Millennials, as with previous generatiahss likely that the lifecycle effect will
kick in as Millennials age, and they will becomdifpzally active in their late thirties to
early forties. One lesson from the 1960s genarasidhe stimulation of youth interest in
politics with the election of a charismatic leadach as Kennedy that has already been
seen in the recent election of Obama. | belieaétthese factors, along with the natural
maturation of Millennials, will result in an increain political participation among youth

voters in the next decade.
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