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Abstract 

Post 1994 South Africa has witnessed a decline in voter turnout, predominately among the youth. 

This decline in political participation matches the global trend of stagnating youth engagement in the 

political process across liberal democracies. The transition to a democratic regime in 1994 was 

accompanied by an expectation that the ‘born-free’ generation (those who came of age around 1994) 

would embody democratic values and be engaged in the political process, especially through periodic 

voting. This has not been the case. Young people vote at far lower rates than older people. This has 

raised concerns among South African scholars and political actors because young people are the 

numerically dominant age group in the electorate.  

Voting is traditionally perceived to be synonymous with political participation. This is accompanied 

with sentiments of obligation or duty to vote in terms of the dutiful good citizen. Thus, waning 

political participation, specifically among the young, undermines the legitimacy of a democracy. 

However, a growing revisionist explanation has been posed by scholars in recent years. It suggests 

that young people are engaged and active in forms of participation that are not traditional indicators 

of citizenship. One of these scholars includes American political scientist, Russell Dalton, who 

argues, based on the ‘good citizen’ thesis, that political participation is undergoing a transformation. 

Therefore, youth are not disengaging from the political participation. Instead, they have become 

‘good’ and engaged citizens who prefer direct individualized forms of political action as opposed to 

electoral forms of political participation. This change, the thesis argues, is due to an alteration in 

citizenship norms. These studies have been conducted mainly in established democracies. With the 

assistance of the South African 2019 round of Comparative National Elections Project (CNEP) post-

election survey dataset, this study seeks to fill this gap. Using a quantitative, cross-sectional approach, 

this study replicates Dalton’s (2016) ‘good citizen’ thesis and Martin’s (2012) Civic Voluntarism 

Model to examine firstly, patterns of political participation among young citizens, and secondly, 

reasons for their low electoral participation. 

Findings suggest that the youth display low levels of participation rates. While electoral participation 

is still the preferred method compared to non-electoral/unconventional forms of political 

participation, youth are also engaging in other forms of unconventional forms of political 

participation in contrast to older people. The purpose of this research is to contribute towards the 

understanding of youth’s political participation and draw awareness to the need to expand the 

definition of political participation and good citizenship. 
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Opsomming  

Na 1994 het Suid -Afrika 'n afname in die stempersentasie beleef, hoofsaaklik onder die jeug. Hierdie 

afname in politieke deelname stem ooreen met die wêreldwye neiging van gestagneerde 

jeugbetrokkenheid by die politieke proses in liberale demokrasieë. Die oorgang na 'n demokratiese 

regime in 1994 het gepaard gegaan met 'n verwagting dat die 'vry gebore' generasie (diegene wat 

omstreeks 1994 volwasse geword het) demokratiese waardes sou beliggaam en betrokke sou wees by 

die politieke proses, veral deur periodieke stemming. Dit was nie die geval nie. Jong mense stem baie 

laer as ouer mense. Dit het kommer veroorsaak by Suid-Afrikaanse geleerdes en politieke akteurs 

omdat jongmense die numeries dominante ouderdomsgroep van die kiesers is. 

 

Om te stem word tradisioneel as sinoniem met politieke deelname beskou. Dit gaan gepaard met 

gevoelens van verpligting of plig ten opsigte van die pligsgetroue goeie burger. Afnemende politieke 

deelname, veral onder die jongmense, ondermyn dus die legitimiteit van 'n demokrasie. Geleerdes het 

die afgelope jare egter 'n groeiende revisionistiese verduideliking gelewer, wat daarop dui dat die 

jongmense betrokke en aktief is in vorme van deelname wat nie tradisionele aanduidings van 

burgerskap is nie. Een van hierdie geleerdes sluit in die Amerikaanse politieke wetenskaplike, Russell 

Dalton, wat op grond van die 'goeie burger’-proefskrif tesis beweer dat politieke deelname 'n 

transformasie ondergaan. Daarom ontkoppel die jeug nie van die politieke deelname nie. In plaas 

daarvan het hulle 'goeie' en betrokke burgers geword wat direkte geïndividualiseerde vorme van 

politieke optrede verkies in teenstelling met kiesvorme van politieke deelname. Hierdie verandering, 

volgens die tesis, is te wyte aan 'n verandering in burgerskapnorme. Hierdie studies is hoofsaaklik in 

gevestigde demokrasieë uitgevoer. Met die hulp van die Suid-Afrikaanse 2019-rondte van die 

vergelykende nasionale verkiesingsprojek (CNEP) na-verkiesingsopnameset, wil hierdie studie 

hierdie leemte vul. Met behulp van 'n kwantitatiewe, dwarssnitbenadering, herhaal hierdie studie 

Dalton (2016) se 'goeie burger’-proefskrif en Martin (2012) se burgerlike vrywilligheidsmodel om 

eerstens patrone van politieke deelname onder jong burgers te ondersoek, en tweedens die redes vir 

hul lae verkiesingsdeelname. 

 

Bevindings dui daarop dat jongmense 'n lae vlak van deelname toon. Verkiesingsdeelname is die 

verkieslike metode in vergelyking met nie-elektorale/onkonvensionele vorme van politieke 

deelname. Uit 'n optimistiese uitkyk is jongmense besig met ander vorme van onkonvensionele vorme 

van politieke deelname. Hierdie frekwensies is hoër in teenstelling met ouer mense. Die doel van die 

navorsing is om by te dra tot die begrip van jeug se politieke deelname en bewustheid te vestig op die 

behoefte om die definisie van politieke deelname en goeie burgerskap uit te brei. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

1.1 Introduction and rationale  

At the cornerstone of a liberal democracy is electoral participation. This is because voting allows for 

the election of political actors, it serves as a form of legitimacy, and includes civil society in the 

democratic process by means of voting, political party membership and participation in voluntary 

activities within their communities (Dalton, 2008:77; Loader, Vromen & Xenos, 2014:144; Malila, 

2016:174; Wattenberg, 2016:129; Dalton, 2019:39).  

The youth’s low levels of political participation has raised concerns globally, specifically regarding 

stagnating electoral turnout and participation in mainstream politics. Young people have thus been 

labelled as ignorant, apathetic, selfish, indifferent, alienated, disaffected, and disinterested in relation 

to politics. These notions follow the observation of youth’s attitudes and involvement in political and 

civic activities, globally (Youniss, Bales, Christmas-Best, Diversi, McLaughlin & Silbereisen, 

2002:126). Norris, 2002; Franklin, 2004; Quintelier, 2007; Loader, Vromen & Xenos; Dalton, 2016; 

Wattenberg, 2016).  

Other scholars believe the lack of participation amongst the youth is due to broader influential societal 

factors which determine their involvement in politics. Moreover, researchers argue youth are not 

apathetic. Rather they have become disillusioned with formal democratic institutions which fail to 

engage with them and resolve their socio-economic issues (Tracey, 2012:3). 

It becomes more concerning, if Franklin’s argument is applied, when young people’s declining 

participation at the polls has a negative cumulative effect on electoral turnout as they gradually 

represent a larger portion of the voting population. This means irrespective of voting turnout 

remaining constant among older people, electoral participation will continue to decline over time, as 

a pattern of non-voting is established (Franklin, 2004:13). 

On the other hand, a revisionist body of scholars in recent years call for the expansion of the 

understanding of political participation, rejecting claims that youth are apathetic and lack in their duty 

to partake in democratic societies (Loader, Vromen & Xenos, 2014:143). This phenomenon has 

sparked numerous international research that focuses on this global trend (Oyedemi & Mahlatji, 

2016:313). It is based on the notion that despite low turnout, youth are redefining civic engagement 

through their individualistic engagement in unconventional direct methods of participation like 

protests, boycotts, or petition campaigns online. (O’Toole, Marsh & Jones, 2003:349-350; Quintelier, 

2007:167; Wattenberg, 2016:164-166; Kligler-Vilenchik, 2017:1891). 
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Scholars therefore argue that the focus placed on the erosion of conventional political participation 

and its traditional measurement (decline in voting levels, trust in politicians or the use of mainstream 

news such as newspapers, television, and radio) may have overlooked the ways in which participation 

has altered in recent decades from the initial literature on participation in the 1960’s and 1970’s. 

Today, participation encompasses both traditional forms which entails voting, petitioning 

governments, contacting elected representatives, and participating, as well as non-conventional acts 

of participation amplified through the rise and usage of digital technologies which enables self-

expression, garners support and can be influential in decision making. These direct forms of political 

action contradict literature focused on youth’s decline in civic engagement. Thus, youth may not 

engage in formal politics like the act of voting, but it does not imply they are disengaged citizens 

(Norris, 2002:2; Malila, 2016:186; Lilleker & Koc-Michalska, 2017:21; Dalton, 2019:40-41). 

Dalton (2007:55) and Oyedemi & Mahlatji (2016:312) say assumptions of apathy are misplaced and 

cannot generalize overall youth political participation. Youth are disengaging from old patterns of 

mobilization and are instead becoming more involved in a range of direct forms of political action 

which contrasts literature focusing on youth’s decline in civic engagement. It is important to 

acknowledge that Norris (2002:2) states although a long-term decline in electoral engagement can be 

detrimental towards a democracy, the decline of traditional citizenship indicators amongst the youth 

indicates a change in participation and understanding of citizenship. 

It becomes clear that youth’s political participation is important especially regarding the continuity 

of a participatory model of democracy as a dominant political system. Thus, as key actors of social 

and political change, it becomes vital to analyse whether young people are more engaged in non-

electoral forms of participation because of its theoretical implications for representative democracy 

(Abbott, Teti & Sapsford, 2020:5). For this to occur it is pivotal for the understanding of citizenship 

and political engagement to adapt to include youth’s methods of thought and action, rather than 

expecting them to conform to traditional notions of citizenship and formal politics (Malila, 2016:186). 

Therefore, due to the significance of public participation for a democracy and democratic citizenship, 

Dalton’s ‘Good Citizen’ thesis will be applied to the study. It argues that America is undergoing a 

transformation in citizenship and political participation that is leading to a renaissance of democratic 

participation, rather than an overall decline in participation. Central to this argument is norms of 

citizenship which the scholar believes provides the key to resolving the debate of the youth’s 

participation (Dalton, 2007:55). Norms do not only influence whether individuals participate in the 

political sphere but also how they participate (Dalton, 2008:85; Copeland & Feezell, 2017:807). 
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Another scholar, Martin (2012:211) notes when applying Daltons’ ‘Good Citizen’ thesis to Australia 

that although the thesis arose due to the change in norms of citizenship, it did not explore if young 

people would be more likely to engage in non-electoral forms of participation outside of the United 

States. Moreover, Martin’s (2012:218) application of the thesis includes an examination of the effects 

of age in comparison to alternative competing theories based on the civic voluntarism model. The 

model argues that young people do not participate in conventional electoral politics either because 

they can’t, or because they don’t want to, or were not asked. Martin applies the ‘because they can’t’ 

part of the explanation with the resource theories, ‘because they don’t want’ to the political culture 

literature, while the ‘because nobody asked’ theory is related to the social capital literature (Martin, 

2012:219). 

The arguments made by both Dalton (2007) and by Martin (2012) will be utilised in this study to 

better understand political participation among young (18-24) South Africans. In turn, these insights 

will help us to assess the implications of their attitudes on South Africa’s consolidating democracy. 

The study hypothesises that there is a change in norms of citizenship rather than assume political 

disinterest and an overall decline among South Africa’s youth. It also expects to find that young 

people in South Africa have started to engage in non-electoral forms of political engagement as well 

as electoral engagement. As a result, this will enable a better assessment of the benefits and 

implications that new forms of participation hold for the country’s democracy. 

1.2 Problem statement 

In most studies concerning voter turnout a general norm exists that in an ideal democracy, adult 

citizens will vote in elections. This is because voting is perceived as an expressive act, reflects the 

interest of the voter, and is regarded as a civic duty globally. It is also a fundamental feature of 

democratic citizenship (Inglehart & Welzel, 2005:5; Kenski & Stroud, 2006:174; Dalton, 2008:77-

78; Loader, Vromen & Xenos, 2014:148). Despite the accepted norm that voting is a civic duty, like 

any social norm some individuals may adhere to it, while others might disagree with it or are 

ambivalent (Blais & Achen, 2019:474-476). The global decline of youth participation thus 

compromises this ideal and has spurred new research regarding non-voting among young people 

(Franklin, 2004; Dalton, 2007; Dalton, 2008; Mattes, 2012; Wattenberg, 2016; Malila, 2016; Dalton, 

2020).  

Franklin (2004:16) explains that based on survey research it is known that factors most likely to 

influence voting are age (with the youth least likely to vote), education and the extent to which the 

individual is integrated into social structures such as unions, churches and other organizations which 

mobilize voting as a group effort. Education is believed to instil civic virtue and provide the individual 
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with the skills required to make the electoral participation process easier and age determines the 

opportunities individuals have had to access education and form part of social structures (Franklin, 

2004:16). However, as Dalton (2008:84) indicates despite the gradual increase of education levels, 

socio-economic resources, access to political information and other resources of citizenship over the 

past decades, participation remains in decline. 

Although voting is an individual act, turnout becomes a matter of the overall electorate in a democracy 

(Franklin, 2004:16). Thus, the entry and increase of new young voters in the electorate can prompt 

effects on turnout unless new voters vote at the same rate as current voters (Franklin, 2004:27). If not, 

bearing Franklin’s argument in mind, a pattern of non-voting will be established, and this will be 

detrimental in the long run for a democracy. More so, for countries with an increasing youth bulge 

forming part of the electorate such as South Africa (Franklin, 2004:13; Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019:8). 

Schulz-Herzenberg (2019:1) explains in advanced democracies the negative implications of the 

youth’s low turnout on aggregate turnout are curbed by the stable turnout rates among older cohorts 

who represent a larger proportion of the electorate. This is not the case for South Africa due to the 

country experiencing rapid population growth in recent decades which has altered the age distribution 

of the eligible electorate. However, despite the increasing numerical dominance of the youth, the 

youth’s failure to register and vote dramatically reduces their influence on the electoral outcome and 

suppresses the country’s aggregate turnout rate (Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019a:2). 

Thus, in line with global trends, South Africa experiences low-turnout amongst the youth (Mattes, 

2012; Oyedemi & Mahlatji, 2016; Malila, 2016; Tracey; 2016; Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019a). Schulz-

Herzenberg (2019a:2) indicates that in the 2014 national elections there was an estimate of 10.9 

million eligible voters between the ages of 18 and 29 years old, which formed 34% of the voting age 

population in the country. However, despite the youth’s numerical dominance only 6.4 million 

registered, slightly over a half (58%) were able to vote in 2014, with a turnout rate of 27,2% for those 

aged between 18-19 and 46,1% for those aged between 20-29 (Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019c:59). Then 

again, in the most recent national election in 2019, the youth (18-29) represented an estimate of 33% 

of the total eligible voting population yet only 5,6 million of the 11,7 million young citizens 

registered. This means less than half (48,6%) were able to participate in the elections which is a sharp 

decline from the 2014 national elections of those registered between the ages of 18-29 (Schulz-

Herzenberg, 2019:46). 

Furthermore, scholars like Seekings (2014:81) & Schulz-Herzenberg (2019:55) explain that an 

immediate decline in electoral participation was expected after the first democratic election following 

an authoritarian regime due to the decrease in enthusiasm in future elections. The cause of alarm in 
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South Africa is rather the constant decline of both registration and eligible turnout rates because the 

country is still a young and consolidating democracy (Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019:55 & Oyedemi & 

Mahlatji, 2016:312).  

In addition, the year 1994, symbolized a democratic transformation and a renewed political system 

which set the expectation of enhanced citizenry based on the ‘born free generation’ (those born after 

1994) who would embody the liberal values of the new South African citizen, post-apartheid. Yet, 

the reality is the new generation has proven to be less committed to participatory democracy as seen 

in their low electoral turnout than the generations who endured the previous regime. A trend of apathy 

towards electoral participation has also emerged and bodes to be a problem (Mattes, 2012:151; 

Oydemei & Mahlatji, 2016:311). Between the years of 2014-2019, registration alone declined 

significantly amongst the three youngest eligible age categories, namely, 18-19, 20-29 and 30-39. 

Moreover, less than half of these voters between the ages of 18-29 cast a vote (Schulz-Herzenberg, 

2019c:58).  

An array of reasons in response to this decline has been researched by scholars which entail 

dissatisfaction with government, lack of trust due to disillusionment and structural constraints 

(Oyedemi & Mahlatji, 2016:312). In addition, Schulz-Herzenberg (2019:22) has found age to be a 

probable explanation to the aggregate decline in voter participation in South Africa. The scholar 

further indicates that with a few signs of revival in electoral participation, the authorising and 

representative functions of the South African elections could weaken. Furthermore, as time passes 

the young will replace older cohorts in electorate which will then embed a habit of non-voting as the 

norm (Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019:23). Moreover, Schulz-Herzenberg (2019:2) indicates that the 

decline in electoral participation could affect the quality of civic engagement and citizen involvement 

in democratic politics. 

Schulz-Herzenberg (2019:19) has also found the youth unlike their older counterparts to be 

unattached to parties hence they remain uninfluenced by partisanship. This makes it more difficult to 

mobilize young voters especially since they are more likely to have a weaker identification with a 

political party and are less involved in social organizations that mobilize people to vote (Schulz-

Herzenberg, 2019:3). 

Young people are also least likely to participate in the act of voting if they believe politicians are 

disinterested in their concerns which creates a sense of alienation from conventional electoral politics 

(Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019a:19). The problem with this is addressed by Wattenberg (2016:132-133) 

who states politicians tend to focus on their main constituency which are those who elected them in 

power. This means if the youth fail to engage in electoral politics, issues and policies related to this 
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age group will not be placed on the political agenda spurring further exclusion. Thus, as Schulz-

Herzenberg (2019a:23) explains for as long as the South African youth remain inactive at elections 

so will their policy preferences and political views continue to be unnoticed by political elites. 

Furthermore, as scholars like Mattes (2012:139-140) & Malila (2016,175) explain the youth are 

confronted with a different lifestyle than generations before as each election introduces new 

leadership, new issues and they have access to various sources of information through online 

platforms. In addition, Loader, Vromen & Xenos (2014:43) explain youth’s participation in social 

movements, rallies, protests, consumer boycotts, all indicate the shift from traditional forms of 

participation as they increasingly utilize network practices. As a result, these scholars state that 

youth’s attitudes and identity are shaped less by social links to family, their environment, education, 

and work. Instead, attitudes are shaped by the way the young choose to participate and their 

interaction on social media platforms like Facebook, Twitter and Youtube which creates networked 

individualism. Therefore, with these reasons in mind it is pivotal to understand the political attitudes 

of the youth in terms of participation especially with age cited as a probable reason for voter turnout 

(Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019a:22). 

Furthermore Oyedemi & Mahlatji (2016:314) state although the youth’s electoral participation is in 

decline, their participation in other forms of political engagement like activism and demonstration in 

communities due to service delivery failures, the fees must fall campaign is higher. Other examples 

include, some social movements orchestrated by youth in South Africa such as #FeesMustFall, 

#ReformPukke, #Tuksuprising, #OpenStellies, #PatriachyMustFall & RhodesMustFall. These 

movements reflect the influence youth have, as agents of social and political change. This direct 

action attracted tremendous attention and promoted immediate government response in 2015 

(Luescher, 2016:145). 

It therefore becomes clear the young have different interests than their elders (Wattenberg, 2016:133). 

Martin (2012:222) states democracy has begun to mean more than just elections. Thus, greater focus 

should be placed on other forms of political engagement to explore whether young people are 

democratic. This is especially important for South Africa where young people are the largest eligible 

voting group due to rapid population growth which has occurred over all six democratic elections 

(Oyedemi & Mahlatji, 2016:311-312 & Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019c:49). 

1.3  Research questions 

The participation of each new generation of young people in the practices and institutions of a 

democratic regime is vital as it sustains the legitimacy of the political system (Loader, Vromen & 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



7 

 

Xenos, 2014:148). Wattenberg (2016:151) says the young may not participate in electoral 

engagement but are rather engaging at high levels in community affairs and politics. This suggests a 

new type of participation that appeals more greatly to the young that is more expressive and direct in 

contrast to voting. As Malila (2016:177) states young people are not shifting away from politics but 

are rather moving in a different political trajectory and discovering media that enhances this 

alternative political identity and ideology in the process. Therefore, given the significance of age as 

a fundamental determinant for voter turnout and the numerical dominance of South African youth in 

the electorate, the study will assess the ways in which the youth participate. As a result, there are two 

guiding research questions for the study. Both aim to shed light on the participation of young people 

in South Africa. 

1.3.1 Research question 1 

In South Africa, despite the duty and civic expectations held for the born free generation, Schulz-

Herzenberg (2019a:22) has indicated age to be the most probable reason for the decline in aggregate 

turnout in the country. This disengagement can be seen by the registration and turnout rates of 2014 

and 2019 (Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019c:49). Dalton (2007:72) suggests that although youth are 

disengaging from electoral participation, they are becoming engaged citizens and partake in 

participatory norms that surpass voting like boycotts, purchasing products based on political or ethical 

motives, demonstrations, and other forms of contentious actions. Participation in these activities is 

also more prominent when coupled with Internet activism (Dalton, 2007:72).  

Thus, Martin (2012:214) in the Australian application of the good citizen, defines electoral 

engagement as both psychological engagement in electoral politics which entails whether voting is 

seen as important or not, party identification and realistic measures of electoral forms of participation 

like contacting a politician and joining a political party. Moreover, non-electoral forms of political 

participation are defined as signing a petition, boycotting consumer products, participation in a 

demonstration and enlisting in a political forum or discussion group on the Internet (Martin, 

2012:214). With this understanding, the following question is posed:  

Are young people less politically engaged than older people? 

 

Hypothesis 1: The study expects to find higher the level of non-electoral engagement among the youth 

compared to older people 

 

In summary, the study expects to find that that young people in South Africa may not be as politically 

apathetic as their electoral participation levels indicate. While their levels of participation at elections 

differ to older citizens (being much lower) they might display similar or higher levels in 
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unconventional participation activities (such as protest activity). Thus, although some youth may 

generally be apathetic towards the polls, it is incorrect to assume overall political apathy. As Dalton 

(2020:80) explains, it is too straightforward to assert youth are systematically less politically active 

than their parents at the same age. Instead, contemporary youth are politically active, just not in the 

same ways as their parents or grandparents.  

1.3.2 Research question 2 

Scholars state when evaluating the civic mindedness of young people, it is pivotal to focus on their 

political interests rather than the interests of another era which is a common fault made by some 

scholars (Youniss, Bales, Christmas-Best, Diversi, McLaughlin & Silbereisen, 2002:127; Schulz-

Herzenberg;2019:9) Thus, rather than expect young people to adopt forms of formal participation 

established by previous generations through the dutiful/informed citizen it is important to recognize 

why they engage. 

At the core of the Good Citizen thesis, is the notion of citizenship norms which Dalton believes lays 

out a framework to understand why patterns of political participation may be altering (Dalton, 

2008:85). Dalton (2008:78) defines citizenship norms as a shared set of expectations about the 

citizen’s role in politics. Older generations follow the norms of duty-based citizenship which Dalton 

believes is a constrained model resulting in the current political order and established authority 

patterns (Kligler-Vilenchik, 2017:1896). The thesis illustrates that youth seem to reflect the norms of 

an engaged citizenship as it entails broader participation not limited to electoral engagement (Dalton, 

2008:88-92). Thus, to understand the participation patterns found in the previous question, the 

following question is posed: 

Why do the youth prefer to engage in non-electoral forms of participation? 

Hypothesis 2: changed norms of citizenship have altered patterns of political participation (Dalton, 

2008:76).  

 

Changes in citizenship norms and participation demonstrate that political participation cannot be 

defined solely by electoral engagement (Dalton, 2007:72). Therefore, following the application of 

Dalton’s thesis, focus will be placed on the young people’s current norms of citizenship to assess how 

it relates to their participation. This will be done by examining norms of citizenship through indicators 

based on the Civic Voluntarism Model (CVM) used by Martin (2012).  

 

The theory of the CVM is based on the accumulative outcome of material and attitudinal resource of 

the individual in non-political institutional environments (Brady, Verba & Schlozman, 1995:271; 
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Martin, 2012:218). It argues people participate for the following three reasons; ‘because they can’t’ 

refers to resources, ‘because they don’t want to’ is associated with psychological engagement, and 

‘because nobody asked’ relates to mobilization (Brady et al., 1995:271). Three additional hypotheses 

based on each indicator from the CVM has been formulated below to assist in addressing the 

overarching research question and hypothesis 2:  

 

• Hypothesis 3: Resources (education) is higher among the young and will be significant in 

determining unconventional political participation among young people.  

• Hypothesis 4: Psychological engagement is likely to influence electoral and non-electoral po-

litical participation among young people. 

• Hypothesis 5: Mobilization agents affect individualized political participation among edu-

cated young people. 

1.4 Theoretical points of departure 

1.4.1 Political participation and democracy  

In global literature, democratic theorists place significant focus on political participation which is 

synonymous with electoral engagement. This is due to the notion that it underpins the heart of 

democratic theory (Kariel, 1970; Dewey, 1970; Verba & Nie, 1972; Verba, Nie & Kim, 1978; Miller, 

1983; Carter & Stokes, 2002; Held, 2006; Bray and Slaughter, 2015).  

 

Fundamentally, contemporary democracy is shaped by elements of protective and developmental 

democracy which arose during the eighteenth and nineteenth century. Each model challenges the 

nature of sovereignty, state power, individual rights, and mechanisms of representation to impede 

government from mistreating citizens (Held, 2006:59-60; Joshi, 2013:191). Protective democracy 

refers to the importance of protecting citizens from those in governance and one another to ensure 

those who rule, follow policies that relate to the interests of the collective (Held, 2006:78). On the 

other hand, developmental democracy is based on the notion that political participation is vital for 

both the protection of individual self-interest and the development of an informed, engaged and 

developing citizenry (Held, 2006:92). 

 

Now, democracy is a representative system that entails periodical elections, separation of powers and 

a legislation governing society. It should be acknowledged that despite its universal use and 

acceptance, division remains between those who value the regime for its role and those who take a 

more instrumental stance and perceive democracy as way to safeguard citizens from arbitrary rule 
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and signifying their preferences ((Kariel, 1970:13; Dewey, 1970:13; Carter & Stokes, 2002:1; Held, 

2006:1; Bray & Slaughter, 2015:4; Dean, Gagnon & Asenbaum, 2019:vii). However, a common 

stance shared among scholars is, that political participation is important with electoral engagement at 

the forefront. A lack of political participation leads to the stagnation of the democratic process due to 

the absence of accountability and legitimacy (Lipset, 1969:167; Pateman, 1979:167; Duncan, 1983:3-

4; Held, 2006:261). 

 

1.4.2 Forms of political participation  

The frequent assumption is that participation is synonymous with voting in elections (Verba & Nie, 

1972:52-53; Verba, Nie & Kim, 1978:46; Miller, 1983:133; Kenski & Stroud, 2006:175; Dalton, 

2016:63; Dean et al, 2019:vi). The decline in turnout has incited fear that people are disengaging from 

the political system. However, political participation varies in form with youth often at the forefront 

and in the political sphere is a feature of democratic citizenship (Wattenberg, 2016:164; Dalton, 

2016;63; Dalton, 2020:65).  

Dalton (2020:41) identifies the following forms of participation; voting, campaign, contacting 

officials, communal activity, Internet activism, protest, and other forms of contentious politics. Each 

form of participation varies in terms of its influence on the political process and includes different 

types of individuals (Dalton,2020:42).  

Voting 

The election process embodies a democracy as it selects a new government and entails civic 

engagement through voting (Dalton, 2008:94). Although citizens once eligible have the right to vote 

in democracies, turnout has experienced a gradual decline over the years. In ‘The Good Citizen’, 

Dalton (2007:57) explains that despite the importance of voting, citizens are more prone to engage in 

other forms of participation to influence government.  

Campaign work 

Engagement in campaign activity enhances electoral participation beyond the act of voting. Although 

less people choose to participate in this form of activity due to the greater effort required in contrast 

to a simple vote. Despite the higher demand, campaign activity does provide the opportunity for 

greater influence and can relay more policy information than voting (Dalton, 2020:47). On the other 

hand, communal activity is distinct from campaign participation as it occurs outside of the 

conventional electoral environment. Citizens select their issue interests, methods of influencing 

policy makers and the timeframe to exert their influence. Furthermore, the group effort shifts more 

control of participation to the people and as a result increases their influence (Dalton, 2020:52-53). 
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Direct contact 

Direct contact entails personally contacting a politician, government official, or media individual 

regarding a political issue (Dalton, 2016:68). This is an important form of participation for numerous 

reasons. Contact holds the potential to advance the influence of the public, possibly more than 

campaign activity. This is because contact is not dependent on elections as it can occur in the time 

and context citizens deem most effective. Moreover, this type of participation requires a degree of 

political skill and motivation by the individual (Dalton, 2020:52).  

Communal activity  

Communal activity focuses on a collective outcome. However, the outcome of this form of political 

participation will impact a specific group in society rather than the collective (Verba & Nie, 1972:53; 

Dalton, 2016:69). Unlike direct contact, this political activity arises outside the institutionalized 

environment of the electoral process and lacks partisanship. This means it requires more initiative 

from citizens as it relies on mobilization from the collective to address political and social issues 

(Putnam, 2000:152-153; Dalton, 2016:69; Dalton, 2020:53). 

Protest and other contentious action 

Dalton (2020:54-55) explains that initially protest and contentious actions arose from sentiments of 

frustration and deprivation experienced among the socially disadvantaged, repressed minorities or 

groups isolated from the established political order to dispute the legitimacy of political institutions 

(Dalton, 2020:54). Today, protests have begun to evolve in affluent democracies and has expanded 

from the disadvantaged to include a broader spectrum of society. It is a planned and organized activity 

in which groups mobilize their activities in a timely manner that will reap the most benefit for their 

cause at hand. Thus, protests can be perceived as an extension of conventional politics (Dalton, 

2020:55).  

Internet activism 

The Internet provides a new and different platform to participation in contrast to the forms of 

participation discussed. This is because it transcends traditional political activities by enabling 

activities to embody new dimensions (Gil de Zúñiga, Veenstra, Vrage & Shah, 2010:38; Loader, 

Vromen & Xenos, 2014:43; Dalton, 2020:60). Moreover, this growing medium has enhanced 

communication through the vast range of information accessible and often utilized by the youth, 

specifically as a tool for political activism. An example includes a political candidate using the 

Internet has a platform to inform individuals about a stance on an issue through e-mail. (Kenski & 

Stroud, 2006:173 & Dalton, 2020:59-60).  
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1.4.3 The decline in voter participation 

Due to democracy commonly being equated with the electoral process, a decline in electoral 

participation serves as the most apparent sign of a broader disengagement among the public (Dalton, 

Shin & Jou, 2007:4; Dalton, 2007:54). Moreover, Franklin (2004:10) states that although voting 

turnout has been in decline in consolidated democracies, decline is most prominent in transitional and 

consolidated democracies. In addition, despite education levels, socio-economic status, access to 

political information and the other resources of democratic citizenship increasing over the past 

decades, it has not invigorated participation. A decline persists (Dalton, 2007:54; Dalton, 2020:39).  

Quintelier (2007:164) explains most researchers deduce youth to be the main source of this decline 

because the young tend to have the lowest scores for most activities or attitudes. As a result, the case 

of political participation especially youth political participation has received tremendous focus in 

recent years due to the immediate effects it poses on turnout and the lack of dutiful citizenship norms 

exhibited by the youth (Franklin, 2004:27; O’Toole, Lister, Marsh, Jones & McDonagh, 2010:45, 

Loader, Vromen & Xenos, 2014:1440145).  

Assertions of citizenship being in decline, mainly amongst young people, tend to be based on 

citizenship indicators which stem from traditional citizenship models; namely the informed/dutiful 

citizen. These indicators range from a stagnation in voting levels, trust in politicians or the usage and 

following of mainstream news outlets (Loader et al., 2014:144-145; Kligler-Vilenchik, 2017:1891). 

Based on these indicators, it is often assumed that if individuals, specifically youth, do not engage in 

activities that researchers outline as political participation, then they are deemed as apathetic. It is a 

narrow perception that cultivates a misrepresentation of the youth (O’Toole, Lister, Marsh, Jones & 

McDonagh, 2010:46, Farthing, 2010:182). Furthermore, explanations on participation have mainly 

focused on socio-economic status, resources, psychological engagement, and recruitment (Copeland 

& Feezell, 2017:807). 

Youth however appear to be disconnected from this ideal civic citizen as they engage in other forms 

of political action and communication mediums as demonstrated by Arab Spring or Occupy 

Movement (Youniss, Bales, Christmas-Best, Diversi, McLaughlin & Silbereisen state, 2002:127; 

Loader, Vromen & Xenos, 2014:144-145). This has led Dalton (2007:76) to state although electoral 

turnout is in decline it is not typical of all political activity. Rather as scholars like Dalton (2016:62) 

& Kliglier-Vilenchik (2017:1896) explain citizenship is currently in a process of change in form or 

style. This change should not be understood as a decline but rather as the rise of something new. 
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1.4.4 A new type of youth engagement  

Despite the negative narrative claimed by some, other scholars have ushered forward a notion that 

the decline based on these indicators of citizenship is simply an indication of change in the forms of 

political participation. This argument is cemented in the belief that youth appeal to a different type of 

citizenship that entails self-expression, creativity, and direct action (Kligler-Vilenchik, 2017:1891; 

Dalton, 2008:85; Wattenberg, 2016:125; Dalton, 2020:60-61).  

Dalton (2020:60-61) further states that rising levels of education, media consumption and other 

elements of social modernization may not have increased electoral turnout, but it may be changing 

the nature of participation. Instead, citizens growing political skills and resources increase 

participation beyond the scope of voting to activities that are citizen-initiated, flexible, policy 

orientated and have direct influence on government (Dalton,2020:60-61). Therefore, Dalton’s ‘good 

citizen’ thesis is utilized to address claims of youth’s apathy and political disengagement in the South 

African context. 

Dalton’s ‘good citizen’ thesis 

Dalton’s ‘good citizen’ thesis forms part of the rising body of research amongst scholars in recent 

years who reject claims that youth are apathetic and lack in their duty to partake in democratic 

societies (Loader, Vromen & Xenos, 2014:143). The thesis argues that the youth are reshaping 

American politics. Based on this argument, rather than assume an overall decline in participation, the 

scholar suggests America is undergoing a change in citizenship and political participation which will 

result in a renaissance of democratic participation (Dalton, 2007:55). Citizenship norms are central 

to this thesis has it provides the body to understand how and why patterns of political participation 

are changing (Dalton, 2008:85). 

Through the application of the thesis, Dalton (2007:76) states that although elections are an easily 

accessible indicator it cannot define participation. This is because democracy is not limited to 

elections. In addition, other forms of non-electoral participation encompassing either individualistic 

or direct political action has gradually increased over time. This does not diminish the importance of 

voting but instead indicates that non-electoral forms of participation surpass the limited influence of 

electoral forms of participation as it provides more control to the citizenry and creates greater pressure 

on public officials thereby enhancing the democratic process (Dalton, 2008:94-95). 

Therefore, Dalton’s study of the good citizen which was applied for the United States and holds for 

other advanced societies will be utilized to determine whether the norms of political participation are 

altering in South Africa amongst the youth. It tests that the young are more likely to participate in 
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non-electoral forms of engagement and less likely to engage in electoral forms of participation like 

that of the dutiful citizen (Martin, 2012:211 & Dalton, 2007:55). If the thesis holds for South Africa 

which the literature indicates it highlights the need for the expansion of the understanding of political 

participation due to the changing nature of politics and its mediation (Malila, 2016:172-173). In 

addition, assuming youth do engage more in non-electoral forms of participation it will also reflect 

that although the belief of a good citizen may be self-evident, when contrasting it to the past it 

indicates the extent to which the concept is a contested social construct subject to change and 

influenced by political, social, and technological factors (Kligler-Vilenchik, 2017:1891-1892). 

Lastly, in conjunction with the ‘good citizen’ thesis, the civic voluntarism model (CVM) will also be 

used in the study based on Martin (2012) Australian case study of the ‘good citizen’ thesis. It is an 

alternative theory to the age/generation explanation provided by Dalton (2016). The CVM focuses 

on the accumulative result of material and attitudinal resources of the individual. This is because civic 

participation remains essential for democratic citizenship (Brady, Verba & Schlozman, 1995:271; 

Geys, 2006:16; Klofstad, 2010:2353; Martin, 2012:218; Dalton, 2016:23; Dalton, 2016:61; Schulz-

Herzenberg, 2019:3). The CVM suggests citizens participation is based on the following three 

explanations; people don’t vote ‘because they can’t’, ‘because they don’t want to’, or ‘because 

nobody asked’ (Brady, Verba & Schlozman., 1995:271). 

Thus, the literature on participation and decline in voting neglects a large reality of participation as it 

tends to focus on elections and campaigns. Furthermore, arguments based on complexity as the reason 

for steering voters away from the polls also clashes with evidence that more people engage in 

alternative forms of political participation (Dalton, 2007:67). Therefore, the application of Dalton's 

‘good citizen’ thesis is most applicable because it recognizes other forms of engagement and 

acknowledges the expansion of civic engagement. 

 

1.5  Research design and methods 

To address the research questions, a quantitative study using empirical cross-sectional data from the 

Comparative National Election Project (CNEP) South African 2019 post-election public opinion 

survey is applied. The usage of a quantitative approach provides the benefit of illustrating reliable 

trends and behavior across datasets and the target population. Therefore, making  a quantitative study 

the most appropriate research design. The research design provides the structure of the research 

process to address the research questions and ensure validity (Mouton, 1996:111; Vogt, 2007:8).  
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Quantitative research utilizes large samples developed to reflect and be representative of the 

population being studied (Pierce, 2008:42). This makes quantitative research rational, logical, and 

systematic hence its findings are deemed as credible. Moreover, this research method is the most 

suitable to identify and measure the distribution between people, places, and periods of phenomena 

like party membership, voting, income, poverty, housing conditions, changing attitudes and low 

turnout (Pierce, 2008:43-44). Thus, despite the complexities of the statistical methods utilized, 

quantitative research is regarded as honest and factual. In addition, the scope for bias by the researcher 

is reduced (Pierce, 2008:42-43). 

Although this research method is ideal for the use of the development of grand, meta, and micro 

theory by testing logical hypotheses it has its own limitations (Pierce, 2008:43). The pitfall to 

quantitative research includes its inability to deeply examine and understand the complex social and 

political realm (Pierce, 2008:44; Almalki, 2016:288). This is because it provides the overview of the 

collective and fails to provide insight into the individual (Thomas, 2003:6; Thomas, 2011:6; 

Goertzen, 2017:12). 

Using quantitative data analysis, deductions will be made about levels of electoral engagement and 

non-electoral participation amongst different age groups in South Africa. Thus, a cross-section 

approach with the use of the 2019 round of Comparative National Election Project (CNEP) South 

African post-election public opinion survey, will be conducted in terms of quantitative research. 

Thereafter, building on the political participation findings, norms of citizenship will be analysed by 

using the Civic Voluntarism Model (CVM).  

1.5.1. Dependent variables 

The dependent variables in this study will measure political participation to address Research 

Question 1. This analysis will enable Dalton’s thesis to be tested directly as it will indicate who 

engages in these activities across age and whether non-electoral forms of participation is greater 

amongst the young (See Appendix A for detailed questions). 

In terms of electoral participation, questions will focus on: 

1. Voting is measured through questions related to registration and turnout. 

2. Party membership is measured by looking at whether respondents belong to a political party 

3. Campaign activity is measured by looking at respondent’s involvement in campaign work 

4. Communal activity is measured based on whether respondents belong to a community 

organization and participate in meetings/activities of this group’s meetings.  
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In terms of non-electoral forms of participation, focus will be placed on various forms of political and 

social action that people can engage in. This will include: 

1. Protest and contentious action are measured by a question pertaining the respondent’s 

involvement in protest demonstration. 

2. Internet activism is measured by questions related to respondent’s engagement with politics 

online. This entails support given by respondents to protests online.  

Once the participation patterns of the youth have been identified, further analysis will seek to 

understand why youth prefer to politically engage in the way that they do by examining norms of 

citizenship as justified by Dalton (2016) ‘good citizen’ thesis. Norms of citizenship will be 

measured through a set of indicators based on the three reasons people participate according to the 

Civic Voluntarism Model (CVM). The indicators used to measure norms of citizenship entail: 

‘resources (they can’t), psychological engagement (they don’t want to) and mobilization (nobody 

asked). 

  

1.5.2 Independent variables 

In Dalton’s, Good Citizen, the scholar argues that both social modernization and generational 

change may be reshaping the participation patterns of America (Dalton, 2007:68). This is based on 

Dalton’s belief that changing skills and norms spur Americans to participate in more direct and 

assertive means of political action. Thus, the independent variable used in this research study for 

both research questions is age.  

1.6 Significance of the Study 

If Hypothesis 1 regarding the ‘good citizen’ thesis is supported by the results, it will firstly answer 

Martin’s (2012:223) question as to whether Dalton’s thesis findings are applicable to other 

democracies aside from the USA and Australia. Secondly, if the ‘Good Citizen’ thesis which predicts 

youth are more likely to engage in non-electoral forms of participation and less likely to engage in 

electoral engagement holds for the youth’s participation in South Africa it will have implications on 

the democratic process. It will directly influence the quality of civic engagement and citizen 

involvement in democratic politics. 

Furthermore, if the thesis demonstrates that the range of political participation has expanded this 

suggests that changing norms among the youth should assert a new style of political action (Dalton, 

2007:76 & Mattes, 2012:151). This implies that the youth are active engaged citizens, and that they 

prefer direct and individualized forms of action over electoral engagement (Dalton, 2007:77-78). 
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However, this does not undermine the value of voting, which remains crucial for the health of a 

democracy, and especially for young democracies like South Africa. A continued decline in turnout 

reduces the representation of the youth, who account for a large proportion of the electorate in South 

Africa (Dalton, 2007:78 & Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019:49). 

Hypothesis 2 states that norms of citizenship provide the key to understanding why participation 

patterns are changing. This will illustrate the change in political action across age and can contribute 

greatly to research on youth participation and citizenship. If changes in political participation are 

found, it is crucial to examine why the participation patterns of the youth in South Africa are changing 

given that age is the most probable reason for the continuous decline in electorate engagement. If 

youth are engaging in a broader mix of political activities, it can alter the nature of South African 

politics. As Dalton (2008:94) states this is because other forms of action broaden the influence of 

citizen participation and may improve the quantity and quality of political participation. Thus, the 

application of the Civic Voluntarism Model (CVM) coupled by the ‘Good Citizen’ thesis, assists in 

recognizing whether norms of citizenship contribute to changing political patterns in South Africa. 

Moreover, acknowledging non-conventional forms of participation and immersing it in a framework 

of engaged citizenship instead of appeals to citizenship as a duty could possibly enhance the 

effectiveness of reforms and bolster youth turnout at the polls (Dalton, 2008:94). 

Thus, given the youth bulge in South Africa due to population growth over the past decade, it is 

essential to understand citizenship and political participation attitudes of youth rather than simply 

conform this age group to traditional notions of participation (Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019:6 & 

Malila,2016:186).  

1.7 Conclusion 

This chapter provides an outline of the research study through an introduction and summary of 

contemporary youth participation, citizenship and the potential influence and implications their 

attitudes may have on democracy. In addition, the problem statement explains the importance of 

youth participation for democracies and emphasises the need to expand the understanding of 

participation and citizenship because youth are increasingly engaging in unconventional forms of 

participation. 

The chapter also elaborates on the research questions and hypotheses which serve as the framework 

for the study. The methodology used to answer the respective research questions are also summarized. 

The chapter concludes by discussing the significance of the study which argues that if youth are 

increasingly engaging in non-conventional forms of participation they may still be regarded as 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



18 

 

engaged citizens. Therefore, there is a need to further explore youth participation beyond the scope 

of traditional citizenship norms. Turnout in South Africa is decreasing, and the decline is found 

mostly among the youth who represent the largest eligible demographic in the electorate. Thus, there 

is a need to explore political participation among young people and its potential effects on the 

democracy. Through the application of Dalton’s ‘good citizen’ thesis and Martin’s application of the 

thesis to the Australian case, this study aims to do the same to the South African case to explore 

political participation and citizenship attitudes among young South Africans. 
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Chapter Two: Literature review 

2.1 Introduction 

The literature review investigates the relationship between political participation and citizenship 

norms and attitudes, with a particular focus on young people. The first section assesses the 

significance of youth participation to democracy and the influence of its decline in the contemporary 

political landscape as youth disengage in formal forms of political participation. The second section 

provides a detailed description of various forms of participation based on Dalton’s ‘good citizen’ 

thesis. This illustrates the rise of unconventional forms of political participation over recent years 

among young people, which highlights the change in the youth’s norms of citizenship in comparison 

to traditional civic engagement apparent among older cohorts. The broader engagement by young 

people in different, less conventional modes of participation highlights the need to expand the 

conceptualization of political participation by using Dalton’s ‘good citizen’ thesis. This is especially 

important considering the tangible implications young people’s political participation patterns can 

have on the electoral outcome and political landscape.  

 

The third section discusses Dalton (2016) ‘good citizen’ thesis and Martin’s (2012) application of 

Dalton’s thesis in the Australian case. A description of the civic voluntarism model is also provided 

as Martin makes use of this dominant alternative theory to understand declining political participation 

patterns among young people. Each component of the model is discussed separately. Thereafter, 

explanations for the decline in participation amongst the South African youth are outlined. In 

summary, this review discusses the reasons for the global decline in electoral participation among 

young people globally and in South Africa in particular.  

2.2 Political participation and democracy  

Democratic theorists place immense significance on political participation which they argue resides 

at the heart of democratic theory (Kariel, 1970; Dewey, 1970; Verba & Nie, 1972; Miller, 1983; Carter 

& Stokes, 2002; Held, 2006; Bray and Slaughter, 2015). The origins of democracy can be traced to 

the direct rule of an assembly of citizens in ancient city states specifically Athenian democracy which 

encompassed restricted citizenship, as only patriarchs (Athenian men over the age of 20) were eligible 

to engage in the now, ancient democratic practices (Held, 2006:19; Bray & Slaughter, 2015:4). Since 

the eighteenth century, Schumpeter (1970:35) & Barry & Slaughter (2015:4) say the notion of 

democracy has been related to public rule within the nation state. Schumpeter (1970:40) explains this 
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means the peoples elect individuals through the process of elections to execute decisions and policies 

for the population.  

 

Today the dominant contemporary model of democracy, that of liberal democracy, is based on two 

models known as protective democracy and development democracy. To grasp the essence and 

complexities of modern liberalism it is crucial to explore its functions through these two models. Both 

models arose during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, with each model probing questions 

regarding the nature of sovereignty, state power, individual rights, and mechanisms of representation 

to impede government from mistreating citizens (Held, 2006:59-60; Joshi, 2013:191).  

 

Protective democracy justifies the need for protection of citizens from those in power and one another 

to guarantee that those who govern, pursue policies that correspond with citizen interests as a 

collective (Held, 2006:78). Held (2006:75) explains “only through the vote, the secret ballot, 

competition between potential political representatives, a separation of powers, and freedom of the 

press, speech and public association could ‘the interest of the community in general’ be sustained.” 

Therefore, the minimal state enables citizens to maximize their private satisfaction within a legal 

framework (Held, 2006:76-78). In accordance with this perspective, Held (2006:77) references 

Bentham and Mill who describe democracy as ‘a means for the enhancement of these ends, not an 

end in itself.’  

 

Ultimately, protective democracy reduces the size and scope of government power over expanding 

citizen participation in government or utilizing state power to advocate for collective gains (Held, 

2006:60; Joshi, 2013:191-192). In this regard, protective democracy describes a partial perspective 

of liberal democratic theory.  

 

On the other hand, developmental democracy maintains that political participation is key not only for 

the protection of individual self-interest but also for the formulation of an informed, engaged and 

developing citizenry. This means utilizing government power for collective gains to improve freedom 

like entitlements to goods and services imperative for survival such as food, housing, and access to 

healthcare (Held, 2006:92; Joshi, 2013:191). As referenced by Held (2006:92), John Stuart Mill says, 

“Liberal democratic or representative government was important for him, not just because it 

established boundaries for the pursuit of individual satisfaction, but because it was an important 

aspect of the free development of individuality”. Moreover, free, and equal individuals can 

legitimately have obligations on the basis they assume it upon themselves (Pateman, 1979:13). This 
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concept of self-assumed obligation as explained by Pateman (1979:13) is a “necessary corollary of 

the liberal ideal of individual freedom and equality.” Political participation is thus central towards the 

enhancement of the individual’s role (Held, 2006:77).  

 

Therefore, this model can be considered as ‘thicker’ in comparison to protective democracy because 

it undertakes an extensive role for the government to coordinate, govern and intercede in society 

(Joshi, 2013:191). As Mill deduces “a representative government, the scope and power of which is 

tightly restricted by the principle of liberty, and laissez-faire, the principle of which should govern 

economic relations in general, are the essential conditions of ‘free communities’ and brilliant 

prosperity’” (Held 2006:82). 

 

Today, democracy is institutionalized as a representative system which entails periodical competitive 

elections amongst numerous parties aiming to win the people’s vote, independent bodies tasked with 

employing accountability measures onto government and a structural rule of law practiced within a 

nation (Kariel, 1970:13; Dewey, 1970:13; Carter & Stokes, 2002:1; Held, 2006:1; Bray & Slaughter, 

2015:4; Dean, Gagnon & Asenbaum, 2019: vii). From this perspective, the representative aspect of 

the liberal state is firmly established and integrated into the daily lives of citizens, to the extent that 

it is considered a natural feature of the world (Pateman, 1979:164; Joshi, 2013:190).  

 

However, scholars indicate that despite the global approval of democratic practices, a widespread 

commitment towards democracy is a recent occurrence and product of the twentieth century (Kariel, 

1970: ix; Held, 2006:1; Joshi, 2013:190). Held (2006:231) says within democratic thought, a cleavage 

remains between those who value political participation for its role and recognize it as an underlying 

form of self-realization, and those who take a more instrumental stance and comprehend democratic 

politics as a method of protecting citizens from arbitrary rule and demonstrating (via mechanisms of 

aggregation) their preferences.  

 

Held (2006:231) states ranging from classical democrats, developmental republicans to 

developmental liberals and participatory democrats, political engagement is valued due to it 

cultivating a sense of political efficacy, formulating concerns in consideration of the collective’s 

problems, and shaping the emergence of a knowledgeable society competent to follow the common 

good. Moreover, active participation in elections remains a key method for citizen input as citizens 

elect government officials and citizen participation in the electoral process sustains democratic 

legitimacy (Pateman, 1979::19; Held, 2006:2-3; Dalton, 2008:92). Thus, without public participation, 
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democracy encounters a deficiency due to the lack of legitimacy which affects the stability of the 

regime and spurs fear of a regime crisis as result of modern change (Lipset, 1969:167; Pateman, 

1979:167; Duncan, 1983:3-4; Held, 2006:261; Dalton, 2008:76). 

 

Political participation has various connotations but is commonly equated to electoral engagement as 

it underpins the democratic process (Verba, Nie & Kim, 1978:46; Miller, 1983:133; Dean et al, 

2019:vi). The traditional forms of participation include voting, campaign activity, direct contact with 

politicians and communal activity (Verba & Nie, 1972:52-53; Kenski & Stroud, 2006:175). Today, 

however, political participation extends beyond voting and has come to include non-electoral forms 

of participation like protest and other forms of contentious politics as well as Internet activism 

(Dalton, 2020:41). It should also be noted that political participation is also generally used to describe 

the activity of citizens and political leaders (Verba et al., 1978:46 & Kenski & Stroud, 2006:175).  

 

An active citizenry as a basic principle of democratic theory has been subject to a large body of 

literature (Kariel,1970:31; Verba & Nie, 1972:44; Mcleod, Schueufele & Moy, 1999:315). There is 

widespread agreement that participation is central to democracy and should in some form or another 

extend directly to citizens, elected officials and other elites within the political system (Leighley 

2009:108).  

2.3 Forms of political participation  

In recent decades, a “crisis of democracy” has become a frequent phrase in public and scientific 

discourse as different forms of political participation, considered to be the heart of democracy, have 

started to decline across developed democracies (Kirbiš, Flere, Friš, Tavčar Krajnc & Cupar, 

2017:183). Voting tends to be equated with participation hence its global decline has bolstered the 

notion of a crisis with the legitimacy of democracy at risk (Verba et al, 1978:46-47; Freie, 1997:134; 

Dalton, 2020:40).  

 

Further aggravating this perception of a crisis is the paradox of social modernization. The 

advancement of levels in education, increased usage in media consumption and other features of 

social modernization in turn were meant to increase political participation. However, electoral turnout 

and involvement in campaign activity has stagnated in most established democracies (Franklin, 

2004:19; Dalton, 2020:60). Moreover, Livingstone & Markham (2008:2) state that while voting is 

not the sole indicator of participation, it does reflect the most visible evidence of long-term decline. 
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Dalton (2016:74) says focus on traditional forms of political participation in voting decline literature 

overlooks the totality of participation. The scholar proposes that a rise in cognitive sophistication 

levels among citizens may be altering the nature of participation and ultimately citizenship (Dalton, 

2020:60). This means that while contemporary democracies may be undergoing a decline in 

participation, citizens have become more involved in other forms of political action while 

encompassing self-expressive values, mostly displayed by the youth (Dalton & Welzel, 2014:2; 

Dalton, 2016:4; Dalton, 2020:61). Thus, scholars argue that by expanding political participation, one 

can recognize the full repertoire of political action. Moreover, each activity varies in relation to the 

degree of influence it may hold on to the government (Verba & Nie, 1972:10; Jankowski & Strate, 

1995:90; Dalton, 2016:74).  

 

A few of these forms of participation are instrumental while others are expressive. Despite the 

differences in the nature of the various forms, a common goal is shared. The range of political activity 

aims to provide citizens with a platform to empower their voices in society and influence government 

(Dalton, 2016:74). Thus, a more detailed description of each form of participation as outlined by 

Dalton (2020:41) will follow.  

 

2.3.1 Voting 

Scholars state that voting is a common activity for citizens and exemplifies democracy due to 

participation stemming from civic duty, a global norm (Verba and Nie, 1972:52; Verba, Nie & Kim, 

1978:53; Putnam, 2000:35; Wattenberg, 2016:119; Blais & Achen, 2019:474-476; Dalton, 2020:42). 

It wields influence over leaders through overall pressure yet conveys momentary information 

regarding voter preferences to leaders. At the same time, the reach of the outcome is vast and affects 

all citizens thereby making this act significant (Verba & Nie, 1972:46; Verba et al, 1978:53; Franklin, 

2004:12-16). Moreover, elections are essential for the functioning of a democracy because voting 

serves to elect officials, sustains the legitimacy of the regime and is a basic way to engage with 

citizens (Freie, 1997:135-136 & Dalton, 2008:92).  

 

Voting contrasts direct contact because it is a structured political activity in the form of elections. This 

means citizens cannot choose the occasion of the activity or the setting of the political activity (Verba 

& Nie, 1972:52; Verba et al, 1978:53). They also cannot choose the candidate or policy issues (Verba 

& Nie, 1972:52). It is evident citizens have limited input in this activity, and it is not designed to cater 

for specific individual preferences. As a result, a fixed outcome specific to the individual cannot be 

predicted (Verba & Nie, 1978:52; Franklin, 2004:16). Additionally, it should be acknowledged that 
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voting is an individual act but, in the event, the electoral context is conflictual due to competitiveness, 

it places the individual in a state of conflict. This conflict pertains to the tension between conflicting 

interests and eruption of possible chaos if not managed (Verba et al, 1978:53; Franklin, 2004:29).  

 

Verba et al (1978:5) and Dalton (2020:43) explain that over recent decades the electoral process has 

undergone change as citizens have obtained an array of political rights required for political influence; 

the right to vote, to structure and work for political parties and organizations and run as a contender 

for governmental office. Moreover, citizens are entitled to the right of free speech, press and assembly 

which encapsulates the former rights (Verba et al, 1978:5). In addition, these rights are universalized 

to ensure equality amongst all citizens in terms of rights (Verba et al, 1978:5). Scholars say despite 

these developments along with the lowering of voting age, electoral participation continues to decline 

both in the United States and other established democracies (Franklin, 2004:26; Blais et al, 2004:221; 

Wattenberg, 2016:126; Dalton, 2016:64; Ross, 2018:1; Blais & Achen, 2019:457).  

 

Furthermore, the mix of low information regarding citizen preferences and high pressure on leaders 

with vast outcomes shapes the particular trait that makes voting a candid yet persuasive instrument 

of control over government (Verba et al, 1978:53). However, despite the simplicity of voting, its 

influence on policy change is limited to citizens who prefer individualized, direct forms of political 

action (Dalton, 2020:46; Dalton, 2020:67). This does not undermine the power of voting. This is 

because the continued decline in turnout affects the political future of democracies as its functioning 

is dependent on the people (Inglehart & Welzel, 2005:5, Martin, 2012:222-223).  

 

In addition, Dalton (2020:68) says if elections influence politics, then turnout based on age groups 

has tangible implications. For example, if the American youth who have considerable preference for 

the Democratic Party, had voted at rates equated to the older population in the 2016 national elections, 

then Hilary Clinton would have likely won. Another example includes the belief of some British 

analysts who argue that if the youth voted at the same rates as their elders, the 2015 referendum to 

exit the European Union would have generated the opposite outcome (Dalton, 2020:68). In this 

regard, scholars like Jankowski & Strate (1995:90), Putnam (2000:247-248) and Franklin (2004:16) 

state that it is evident age is an important indicator of political participation, partly because of its 

relation to socio-economic status, as well as other factors that influence participation. 

2.3.2 Campaign work  

Involvement in campaigns broadens electoral participation beyond voting (Dalton 2016:66). From 

this stance, campaign activity extends beyond the limitations of voting as it forms a fundamental part 
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of elections by persuading citizens to vote and communicates political information. It also embeds 

the citizen in a conflictual environment (Verba et al, 1978:53; Freier, 1997:136; Norris, 2002:3). Thus, 

although it is a more laborious political act in contrast to voting, it has greater influence and reach. 

This influence is limited. As a result, this form of participation is crucial to politicians and political 

parties (Verba et al, 1978:53; Putnam, 2000:164; Norris, 2002:3-4; Dalton, 2020:41; Dalton, 

2020:47).  

 

Campaign work is like voting in the electoral process as it occurs in the election period and involves 

participation in election campaigns (Verba, Nie and Kim, 1978:53). However, this type of political 

activity entails greater conveying of information regarding the participants preferences. This is 

because campaign activists are a more detectable group, with whom candidates may be in personal 

contact (Verba et al, 1978:53). Moreover, campaigners work alongside other participants which could 

result in the citizen becoming active on the initiative of others (Verba and Nie, 1972:52).  

 

Furthermore, campaign work may emerge in various forms dependent on the electoral system of the 

respective country (Norris, 2002:4; Clagget & Pollock, 2006:393; Dalton, 2020:47). In addition, 

Dalton (2020:47) states that campaign participation has fluctuated since the 1950s without any 

apparent trend. However, these activities have expanded slightly in the 2000’s despite speculation of 

erosion (Clagget & Pollock, 2006:594; Dalton, 2020:47). This can be illustrated through Barrack 

Obama 2008 campaign introduction of a political social network known as ‘MyBo’ which was key to 

his victory as it enabled supporters to engage with likeminded people in their community. It was based 

on the pre-existing rise of this type of activity as social networking sites like Facebook had 21 million 

registered members and garner 1.6 billion views each day. (Cogburn & Espinoza-Vasquez, 2011:191; 

Dalton, 2016:66-68).  

 

Dalton (2016:68) states that the political importance of online activity since 2008 has gradually 

increased, both in the United States and other democracies. Scholars thus argue that although less 

people attend political rallies, work for political parties or officials or actively engage in elections 

campaigns, it does not indicate a decline (O’Toole, 2003:72; O’Toole, Lister. Marsh, Jones & 

McDonagh, 2003:58; Loader, Vromen & Xenos, 2014:143; Vromen, Loader, Xenos & Bailo, 2016; 

Dalton, 2020:51). Instead, the downward trend suggests campaign work may be changing in 

conjunction with social media platforms and the Internet (Clagget & Pollock, 2006:594; Loader et 

al., 2014:143; Vromen et al., 2016:514; Lilleker & Koc-Michalska,2017:21-22). 
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Contemporary campaign activities tend to include individualistic forms of participation through the 

rise of the Internet and is most common amongst youth. Examples of these new forms of participation 

include donating money to a campaign, showcasing a button or sticker or attempting to convince 

others to vote (Norris, 2002:4; Clagget & Pollock, 2006:594; Quintelier, 2007:167; Sloam, 2013:5; 

Sloam, 2014:219-220; Loader et al., 2014:143; Lilleker & Koc-Michalska,2017:21-22; Dalton, 

2020:47).  

 

2.3.3 Direct contact 

Dalton (2016:68) explains that directly contacting a politician, governmental official or media 

individual serves as another form of political action. This activity varies from electoral engagement 

as it relies on citizens to seize initiative. This includes selecting a political objective and outlining 

their policy preferences in a statement to the respective official/individual. At the same time direct 

contact also includes minor conflict amongst social groups and requires slight cooperation with others 

(Verba & Nie, 1972:52; Verba, Nie & Kim, 1978:54; Norris, 2002:3; Dalton, 2016:68; Dalton, 

2020:73). 

 

An instance includes an American citizen named Sylvia who wakes up on three designated days 

(Monday, Wednesday, and Thursday) during the week at a specific time to call the White House, to 

give her stance concerning the issues of the day. At the same time, Sylvia also calls her representatives 

in the House of Senate, on Tuesday and Thursday to share her opinion. In addition to this, she writes 

letters to both bodies if she has time (Dalton, 2020:73). Sylvia actions demonstrates how she selects 

her form of participation, timing, method of communication and the subject of the message to policy 

makers (Norris, 2002:3; Dalton, 2016:68). 

 

The example further illustrates that unlike voting and campaign activity, direct contact is not 

constrained by a specific event or timeframe (Verba & Nie, 1972:52; Dalton, 2020:52). Instead, it 

showcases the distinct trait of direct contact which enables the public to expand their influence and 

has a greater likelihood of generating a detailed benefit in contrast to other forms of participation 

(Norris, 2002:3; Verba & Nie, 1972:52; Verba et al., 1978:54; Dalton, 2020:52). It also indicates that 

people often write emails in the comfort of their homes to politicians and the media regarding issues 

of the community and country (Putnam, 2000:165; Norris, 2002;5; Kenski & Stroud, 2006:173; 

Vromen, 2007:50; Dalton, 2016:69). 
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Verba & Nie (1972:52) emphasize two reasons for this. Firstly, direct contact ensures the topic 

remains relevant and significant to the individual participant. Secondly, it enables particularization of 

the topic to the individual. This makes it possible for a citizen to contact government officials 

regarding a general issue like the war in Vietnam or rant about poor government performance. At the 

same time, the citizen may also contact officials concerning an issue relating to themselves or 

immediate relatives (Verba & Nie, 1972:52; Norris, 2002:3). 

 

Furthermore, scholars say the arrival of e-mail through the advancement of digital technologies has 

made contacting officials more straightforward and simpler for political groups to garner supporters 

to write (Kenski & Stroud, 2006:173; Vromen, 2007:50; Gil de Zúñiga, Veenstra, Vraga & Shah, 

2010:38-39; Dalton ,2020:52). For instance, Dalton (2016:69) explains a century ago, active citizens 

marched in masses to the polls with their ballots held high over their heads and voted based on the 

instruction of the leader. In contemporary society, this activity has become more individualized. Other 

forms of contemporary direct contact include raising funds for hospitals, volunteering at sustainable 

organizations, assisting at run down woman shelters. These forms of direct contact extend beyond the 

traditional narrative of political participation as it gravitates towards individualism and the social 

sphere (Norris, 2002:5; Kenski & Stroud, 2006:173; Quintelier, 2007:176; Vromen, 2007:50; Gil de 

Zúñiga et al., 2010:39; Wattenberg, 2016:153).  

 

Thus, as some scholars state direct contact is undergoing an increase in comparison to stagnating 

electoral engagement (Norris, 2002:5; Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2010:39; Dalton, 2020:52). Furthermore, 

for this political activity to function, Dalton (2020:52) says it needs initiative which requires a certain 

level of political skill and stimulus by the individual, thereby suggesting an engaged citizenry. This 

serves as an indicator that citizens are engaged with politics but may possible be altering how they 

participate (Norris, 2002:5; Vromen, 2007:50; Dalton, 2020:52). 

 

2.3.4 Communal activity 

Another form of participation is communal activity which results in a collective outcome. Although 

the outcome will have effects on a specific group in society as opposed to the collective (Verba & 

Nie, 1972:53; Dalton, 2016:69). This political activity differentiates from campaign work because it 

occurs outside the institutionalized environment of elections and lacks a partisanship core (Dalton, 

2020:53). It entails group coordination to combat political or social issues in non-conflictual 

environments. This is due to participants acting in accordance with a perceived benefit for the 

collective or broader community. In both cases, participants are not likely to engage with opposing 
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citizens advocating for a different policy/goal (Verba & Nie, 1972:53). However, the extent of 

cooperation is dependent on individual or communal activity (Verba & Nie, 1978:53; Verba, Nie & 

Kim, 1978:54; Putnam, 2000:152-153; Dalton, 2016:69).  

 

Dalton (2020:53) explains that this means the people not the elite or political officials determine issue 

interests, means of influencing policy makers and appropriate timing to execute influence. The control 

over participation results in communal activity communicating more information and it wields greater 

pressure depending on the influence of participating individuals/group (Verba et al., 1978:54; Dalton, 

2020:53).  

 

Verba & Nie (1972:53) say there are variants of communal activity. This activity largely entails the 

mobilization of community to attain goals. This can include mobilization to advocate for a bond issue 

at a hospital, policies for the local school district or the advancement of community services (Verba, 

1972:53; Youniss, Bales, Christmas-Best, Diversi, McLaughlin & Silbereisen, 2002:128; Dalton, 

2020:53). Naturally, conflict can arise within this political action however it is limited (Verba & Nie, 

1972:53; Verba et al., 1978:54).  

 

Dalton (2020:74-75) says that the distinct traits of communal activity from electoral engagement may 

attract participants. Thus, despite youth’s low turnout at the polls, they are engaging in other activities 

such as communal activity and contentious action which suggest participation is not in decline 

(Youniss, Bales, Christmas-Best, Diversi, McLaughlin & Silbereisen, 2002:128; Kenski & Stroud, 

2007:173; Wattenberg, 2016:153; Lilleker & Koc-Michalska, 2017:24-25; Dalton, 2020:54). Instead, 

the youth are demonstrating active citizenship committed to tackling and devising solutions from a 

grassroot approach, in addition to contributing towards the upliftment of communities (Tisch & 

Weber, 2010:10). Moreover, scholars like Youniss et al. (2002:124-125) and Dalton (2020:53) 

highlights Putnam’s critics which state that contemporary citizens are not engaging in traditional 

group activities like membership to a social club but rather engage in self-help groups, neighborhood 

associations and single-issue organizations like environmental groups. This indicates that communal 

activity requires a degree of initiative and sophistication. This is often dependent on whether the 

participant helped establish the group or simply joined the cause (Verba & Nie, 1972:53).  

 

2.3.5 Protest and other forms of contentious politics 

Scholars such as Putnam (2000:165) and Dalton (2020:77) indicate that in comparison to the above-

mentioned conventional forms of participation, protest is often regarded as unconventional or as an 
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elite-challenging form of political action. According to Norris (2002:4) and Dalton (2020:54-55), in 

the past protest and contentious action stemmed from sentiments of frustration and deprivation. It 

aimed to oppose the legitimacy of political institutions. This political activity was mainly performed 

by groups marginalized from the established political regime (Norris, 2002:6; Dalton, 2020:55).  

 

Today, protest along with its social characteristics has become a common activity, is extended to all, 

and is often regarded as an extension of conventional political action (Putnam, 2000:165; Norris, 

2002:2-4; Youniss, Bales, Christmas-Best, Diversi, McLaughlin & Silbereisen, 2002:127; Dalton, 

2016:72; Dalton, 2020:55; Dalton, 2020:77). Dalton (2020:77) indicates that protest is another form 

of participation which enables individuals to strive for their goals. Unlike the past, contemporary 

protests mainly focus on reformism as well as conservative counter reform (Norris, 2002:4-8; Youniss 

et al., 2002:127). This can be seen in Dalton’s work as the scholar says the act of signing a petition 

has become a norm for a quarter to a third of the population in advanced democracies (Dalton, 

2020:55). Another scholar expressing similar sentiments is Norris (2002:8) who indicates that signing 

a petition has become normalized with rise from a third of the population to just over half of the 

population. This is most notable in South Korea, Belgium, Sweden, the Netherlands, Northern 

Ireland, and Mexico in the time of the study. 

 

At the same time, participation in petition signing, boycotts and unofficial strikes have dramatically 

increased over time (Norris, 2002:4-8; Sloam, 2013:5; Dalton, 2016:70). Some examples include the 

Chinese student’s protests’ prodemocracy protest at Tiananmen Square, Peruvian students protests 

the Fujimori nullification of elections, economic boycotts aimed against apartheid in South Africa, 

the Palestinian youth’s intifada challenge of the Israeli military and Iranian youth’s antimodernist call 

for a return to Moslem fundamentalism (Norris, 2002:4; Youniss et al., 2002:127). More recent 

examples include the surge in anti-capitalists’ protests related to World Trade Organization (WTO) 

and G8 meetings internationally or the activities of the UK anti-capitalist interest group ‘Reclaim the 

Streets’ nationally (O’Toole, Lister. Marsh, Jones & McDonagh, 2003:53) 

 

Protests tend to be a strategic and an organized activity to ensure that the timing of its execution will 

benefit the respective groups involved (Sloam, 2013:5; Sloam, 2014:219; Dalton, 2020:55). In 

addition, the scholar indicates that protesters expectations are usually aligned with those of the civic 

voluntarism model (Dalton, 2020:77). Furthermore, according to research Norris (2002:2) and Dalton 

(2020:76) says the youth are more prone to engage in protest activity as it is a direct form of political 

action.  
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2.3.6 Internet activism 

Numerous scholars say the Internet has created a platform for political activism that did not exist 

before (Putnam, 2000:171-173; Norris, 2002:1-2; Youniss, Bales, Christmas-Best, Diversi, 

McLaughlin & Silbereisen, 2002:122; Lilleker & Koc-Michalska, 2017:22; Dalton, 2016:72). It 

offers a different way for individuals to connect, mobilize and share information with others while 

reducing the cost to participate in the political process (Putnam, 2000:173; Kenski & Stroud, 

2006:175-176; Lilleker & Koc-Michalska, 2017:21-22). At the same time, scholars explain the 

Internet transcends traditional forms of participation by creating a platform for citizens who may not 

be active like the youth (Norris, 2002:4; Gil de Zúñiga, Veenstra, Vraga & Shah, 2010:38-39; Dalton, 

2016:72-73; Lilleker & Koc-Michalska, 2017:21). This is because participation embodies new 

features that are more visual, immediate, self-selected, and impersonal. Thus, at the very least the 

medium enables expressive participation which is not easily achieved by means of traditional forms 

of participation (Putnam, 2000:172-173; Norris, 2002:4; Youniss et al., 2002:137; Gil de Zúñiga et 

al, 2010:38; Tisch & Weber, 2010:129; Lilleker & Koc-Michalska, 2017:21-22).  

 

Examples include emails which simplify contact with officials/elite and online petitions that enable 

further support for contentious forms of action (Lilleker & Koc-Michalska, 2017:22; Dalton, 

2020:78). Likewise, political opinions can be shared online on social applications like YouTube which 

can garner the audience of millions (Gil de Zúñiga et al, 2010:38-39; Loader, Vromen & Xenos, 

2014:146-147; Lilleker & Koc-Michalska , 2017:21-25; Dalton, 2020:78). Thus, it can be argued that 

the Internet expands the repertoire of political action for the youth and amplifies those who do 

participate by providing a new avenue of political action (Putnam, 2000:171-173; Kenski & Stroud, 

2006:173; Tisch & Weber, 2010:129; Lilleker & Koc-Michalska, 2017:24-25; Dalton, 2020:78-79). 

 

Scholars like Tisch & Weber (2010:133) & Dalton (2016:73) indicate that despite users of this 

platform still growing, the Internet is rapidly becoming a space for political activism, specifically 

amongst the youth. This may be due to the belief that contemporary youth prefer direct forms of 

engagement like protests and online activism/activity because of its direct impact (Dalton, 2016:73; 

Wattenberg, 2016:152). At the same time Bennett, Wells & Freelon (2011:835) state open-source tools 

and social networking platforms generate new opportunities for youth to formulate networks and 

pursue action to address several issues directly.  

 

Moreover, Dalton (2020:78) states that in numerous ways, online activism resembles protest activity. 

As Lilleker & Koc-Michalska (2017:25) explain this is due social media enabling any user to act as 
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an activist. Individuals through the new avenues introduced by the Internet can share content 

regarding a political movement or issue, in their personal capacity, from other online users, media 

sites or information from political organizations (Putnam, 2000:172; Lilleker & Koc-Michalska, 

2017:25). 

 

Although one body of scholars believe Internet activism transcends the limitations of traditional forms 

of participation, the rise of this medium has been met with some criticism (Putnam, 2000; Kenski & 

Stroud, 2006:176; Boulianne, 2009:193; Vromen, Loader, Xenos & Bailo, 2016:514-515; Dalton, 

2020:78). This includes the fear the Internet will reduce the engagement of citizens as it is mainly 

used for entertainment. Although Boulianne (2009:194) indicates that trend data implies citizens use 

the platform for political information, to follow campaigns and partake in online activism, critics 

remain unappeased. Kenski & Stroud (2006:176) also say that the array of information online can 

lead to misinformation, confusion and possibly reduce an individual’s level of confidence in their 

ability to process political information. Another concern is that the Internet will broaden the existing 

gap between the engaged and disengaged (Kenski & Stroud, 2006:176; Vromen, 2007:65).  

 

Nonetheless, the use of digital technologies has expanded the means of participation as it provides a 

platform into advanced cognitive mobilization. Digital technologies thus transcend traditional forms 

of participation and the institutionalized structure of the state by redirecting power to citizens as they 

can access and distribute information, raise awareness to a specific issue/policy and accumulate 

support for a cause (Putnam, 2000:171-173; Norris, 2002:4; Vromen, 2007:51-52; Gil de Zúñiga et 

al., 2010:38; Dalton, 2020:59). Therefore, as described by Tisch & Weber (2010:130), “the 

electronically empowered millions who have taken over these technologies are redefining active 

citizenship for a new era”.  

 

2.4 The decline in voter participation 

Public engagement via traditional political institutions has diminished over recent decades, causing 

some scholars to pose this stagnation as a crisis in citizenship with severe consequences for 

democracy (Norris, 2002:2; O’Toole, Lister. Marsh, Jones & McDonagh, 2003:45; Held, 2006:234; 

Sloam, 2014:217; Loader, Vromen & Xenos, 2014:143; Dalton, 2020:81). The decline in 

conventional participation is documented in Dalton’s (2020) Citizen Politics. Dalton (2020:43) 

explains, based on a comparison of the 1960’s and the 2010’s for 19 nations with a complete time 

series, 16 countries experienced a decline in turnout of 5 percent or more, with no notable increase in 
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turnout. This indicates that the first decade of the twenty-first century has experienced a gradual and 

continued decline in turnout (Kirbiš, Flere, Friš, Tavčar Krajnc & Cupar, 2017:184; Dalton, 2020:43).  

 

Voter turnout in Britain declined from 69% of the voting age population in 1997 to 63% in 2017. 

Turnout in France decreased dramatically from 60% in 1997 to 39% in 2017, and Germany 

experienced a decline of 7% between 1998 and 2017. Overall, the 19 nations have had an average 

decline of 12%, with newer democracies like Greece, Spain and Portugal experiencing greater 

declines (O’Toole et al., 2003:45; Dalton, 2020:43-44). Furthermore, countries across Europe have 

experienced a constant decline in turnout among the entire population, with decline most notable in 

the European Parliamentary elections. Turnout amongst the entire population declined from 62% in 

1979 to below 50% for the first time in the 1999 European Parliament elections. (Kyranakis & 

Nurvala, 2013:263; Sloam, 2013:5; Kirbiš et al, 2017:184). This decline continued from 1999 to 2008, 

with voter absenteeism from national parliamentary elections in Europe highest among young people 

(Kirbiš et al. 2017:184).  

 

At the same time, scholars indicate that since the occurrence of the global financial crisis, young 

Europeans (aged 15–24-year-old) have increasingly become marginalized from electoral politics and 

policies which has led to their steady decline in turnout at the polls and the eruption of international 

youth protests such as the Occupy Movement in 2011 (Sloam, 2013:4; Sloam & Eshan, 2017:10). 

This can be illustrated by the European Parliamentary elections downward trend in the past decade 

as it garnered the lowest turnout of 43% with only 29% of those aged between 18 and 24 voting in 

2009 (Kyranakis & Nurvala, 2013:263-264). Additionally in 2013, among all European Union States 

the youth of Slovenia revealed the lowest percentage of respondents who indicated that they are likely 

to vote in the 2014 European Parliament Elections (47%) in contrast to the EU general average of 

64% (Kirbi et al. 2017:184). 

 

In this regard, Sloam (2013:5) says youth turnout has reached a low point. The scholar indicates that 

according to the European Social Survey (ESS), 59 % of 18-24 years old participated in elections in 

the European Union 15 countries (EU15) in the 2000’s in contrast to 82% of the overall population, 

with many of the young who did vote abandoning traditional politics for alternative parties which 

place focus on single issues like the Five Star Movement in Italy. Moreover, party membership has 

witnessed a decline by more than a third in eight of the EU15 (Sweden, Denmark, Finland, France, 

Belgium, Austria, Germany, Spain, Netherlands, Italy, Greece, Portugal, Luxembourg, Ireland, UK) 

countries since the 1980’s (Sloam, 2013:5).  
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The scholars indicate that since the 1980’s, youth participation has experienced a distinct decline. 

This can be seen for instance in the United Kingdom’s youth participation trends of the 2017 General 

elections (Sloam & Eshan, 2017:9-11; Eshan, 2018:1). Political parties’ membership has dropped by 

more than half despite the recent surge in youth membership of the Labour Party. Likewise, scholars 

state electoral turnout has decreased from over 60% of 18-24-year-old voters in the 1992 election to 

an average of 40% between 2002 and 2015 (Sloam & Eshan, 2017:9). Thus, electoral turnout in 2017 

is described as a youth surge instead of an overall increase in electoral participation is an exception. 

Youth turnout remains low in contrast to the turnout rate of 73% for both the 55-64 cohort and over 

65’s cohort (Sloam & Eshan, 2017:11).  

 

Dalton’s (2016:64) research also shows that youth participation has declined over the years in the 

United States. A decline in citizen participation can be illustrated by comparing the higher 

participation rates prior to 1969 to the downtrend trend in the late 1990’s. From the 2000’s onward, 

turnout increased and peaked in 2008 with Obama’s monumental election campaign due to the 

integration of a social networking approach and use of Web 2.0 technologies (Cogburn & Espinoza-

Vasquez, 2011:190; Dalton, 2016:64;). Thereafter, Dalton (2016:64) states turnout in the US began 

to recede again in a similar fashion to the general turnout decline of other established democracies 

(Blais, 2007:624). 

 

At the same time Martin (2012:212) reports Australian youth are less inclined to enroll to vote over 

time, resulting in lower turnout rates among the young. A similar pattern is indicated by Blais, 

Gigengil, Nevitte & Nadeau (2004:234) - these scholars demonstrate new youth are less inclined to 

turnout at the polls largely due to generational effects. This is based on an analysis of socio-

demographic sources on turnout across nine elections from 1968 to 2000 (Blais et al., 2004:221).  

These participation patterns have led many scholars to believe younger cohorts are one of the main 

reasons for the overall voter decline experienced in numerous established democracies due to the 

propensity among young people towards lower turnout rates (Franklin, 2004; Dalton, 2008; 

Wattenberg, 2016; Dalton, 2020). 

 

Furthermore, the young people’s failure to participate in conventional politics and especially in the 

electoral process, has resulted in this age group being labelled as disengaged, disinterested, 

disillusioned, politically apathetic, and lacking a sense of civic duty (Quintelier, 2007:165, Farthing, 

2010:181, Ross, 2018:1 & Dalton, 2020:45). Thus, Quintelier (2007:165) states that claims of youth 
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disengagement are not unfounded. This is because in most elections, young people are the least likely 

to vote and their membership in political parties continue to shrink (Quintelier, 2007:165 & Sloam, 

2014:217). In addition, Blais et al. (2004:221) & Farthing (2010:182) state that there is a bulk of 

evidence indicating that in contrast to older citizens, the young have less interest, engagement, or 

knowledge of traditional party politics.  

 

In ‘Is Voting for young people?’, Wattenberg (2016:123-125) explores the relationship between 

sentiments towards civic duty and age. Wattenberg finds that contemporary American youth are less 

likely to perceive voting as a civic duty. Wattenberg (2016:126) indicates that despite the belief of a 

life cycle effects, the weak sense of citizen duty related to voting is a new trend. Furthermore, the 

scholar notes the absence of a strong sentiment towards electoral participation as an obligation and 

duty for all, suggests many young people will not vote periodically (Wattenberg, 2016:122).  

 

Therefore, given the continued decline in participation displayed by young people across many 

advanced democracies, youth participation has become a subject of study over recent years with focus 

on how their perceived duty towards democratic politics is evolving (Putnam, 2000:31; O’Toole, 

Lister, Marsh, Jones & McDonagh, 2003:45; Wattenberg, 2016:169; Vromen, Loader, Xenos & Bailo, 

2016:517). The emphasis placed on participation has also led to citizenship discourse drawing on the 

belief that political engagement is in decline (Dalton, 2016:23).  

 

Yet, a tension exists. Some scholars argue the decline in youth participation in the electoral process 

and other forms of participation is weaking the foundation of the democratic process (Putnam, 2000; 

Stokes, 2002; Sloam, 2013; Wattenberg, 2016). One of these scholars is Stokes (2002:29) who 

explains the pursuit of good liberal democratic citizenship resides in the obligation to vote in 

elections. Likewise, Blais (2007:633) found the decision to vote rests on numerous factors, but the 

two key factors are whether the individual is interested in politics or not and whether one perceives 

voting as an obligation or as an individual choice option. As Putnam (2000:35) says, ‘to not vote is 

to withdraw from the political community’. Sloam (2013:6-7) explains that although youth’s 

preference for direct and diverse forms of action may yield positive developments for democracies, 

the youth’s growing disconnection from the electoral process is dangerous. This is because it 

underpins democratic theory and electoral turnout acts as process by which those in governance 

determine goals and strategy in relation to addressing social issues (Dewey, 1970:13; Verba & Nie, 

1972:3; Held, 2006:231).  
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Scholars like Sloam (2013:4) & Wattenberg (2016:132) indicates despite the influence of young 

people, their disengagement from traditional forms of participation further excludes them from the 

political sphere as politicians tend to place policy focus on the interests of their constituency which 

consist of older people. This means preference will be given to the implementation of legislation that 

benefits older cohorts such as the safeguarding or increment in pensions at the cost of the youth’s 

security (Sloam, 2013:4; Wattenberg, 2016:133). This coupled with continued patterns of non-voting 

resorts in the failure of youth concerns to be placed on the political agenda (Wattenberg, 2016:133). 

In turn, a vicious cycle is developed which spurs further implications as sentiments of disillusionment 

and exclusion experienced by the youth in the political process worsen (Putnam, 2000:35; Sloam, 

2013:7; Dalton, 2016:65). 

 

Franklin (2004:16) explains that although voting may be an individual decision, turnout is feature of 

the electorate and not the voter. Therefore, youth’s low turnout at the polls do not have an immediate 

effect on aggregate turnout rates due to older cohorts established voting patterns (Franklin, 2004:12). 

In other words, the effects of youth low turnout are not as visible in countries where the youth make 

up a small proportion of the electorate in older democracies. However, in the long run a continued 

decline in turnout does not bode well for a democracy as the entry of new voters who are 

inexperienced or lack sympathy with the branches of the current party system, gradually represents a 

larger proportion of the electorate and a pattern of non-voting can become normalized (Nie et al, 

1976:76; Franklin, 2004:13; Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019a:1).  

 

By contrast, a revisionist body of scholars in more years have begun to place less emphasis on voting. 

They rebut claims of youth apathy and an eroding sense of duty to participate in several democratic 

societies. Emphasis by this body of scholars is redirected towards the notion that social transformation 

has made citizens more engaged and given rise to new forms of engagement, accelerated through new 

media, technology, and the Internet (Quintelier, 2007; Loader, Vromen & Xenos, 2014; Ratto & Boler, 

2014; Shehata, Ekström & Olsson, 2016; Dalton, 2016). One of these scholars include Loader et al. 

(2014:143) who argue that although some young citizens may have become disillusioned with 

democracies, young people’s disengagement from conventional politics should not be mistaken as a 

lack of interest or political apathy. Instead, overall participation trends suggest the young are moving 

away from conventional forms of participation towards less conventional modes of participation.  

 

Dalton (2020:81) argues that although traditional forms of participation may be in decline, 

participation in citizen-initiated, contentious, and policy-orientated activities are increasing. This does 
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not diminish the importance of voting. Rather, the decline in youth voter turnout indicates the 

expansion of the repertoires of participation which has become more diverse in recent years (Sloam, 

2014:219; Wattenberg, 2016:152). Sloam (2013:5) says this can be seen in the surge of youth protests 

across Europe against the practices of political and economic elites which has been accelerated 

through the rise and use of the internet and social media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter. One 

example includes the United Kingdom general elections of 2017, described as a ‘youth quake’.  

 

Therefore, Dalton (2008:85) asserts a renaissance of democratic participation is currently underway 

as opposed to a decline in participation. This means contemporary democracies are undergoing 

changes in the style of political action and not necessarily a decline in overall political engagement. 

This style of citizen politics is direct and enables individuals to have more control and influence over 

political activity (Dalton, 2020:60-61). Scholars describes the young as agents of social change hence 

they are most likely to be among the first specialists in new methods of engagement in the political 

process (Wattenberg, 2016:164; Dalton, 2020:60-61)  

 

To summarize, this section argues that citizen participation is at the heart of democracy (Kariel, 1970; 

Verba & Nie, 1972; Carter & Stokes, 2002; Held, 2006; Dalton, 2008; Eshan, 2018). However, 

participation takes many forms both including electoral and non-electoral political participation. 

There is a need for participation to no longer solely be measured by conventional standards but to 

recognize that youth engage differently in comparison to older cohorts and have different citizenship 

norms (Vromen, 2003; O’Toole et al., 2010:50). By doing so, it may increase the youth’s turnout at 

the polls and retain the legitimacy of the democracy through voting. Electoral turnout remains 

significant despite more recent trends and the rise in non-electoral forms of participation witnessed 

among young people (Dalton, 2008:94; Livingstone & Markham, 2008:2; Kyranakis & Nurvala, 

2013:264-265). 

2.5 A new type of youth engagement?  

Research conducted in the United States and other advanced democracies indicates that contemporary 

citizens are the most educated, most cosmopolitan, and most encouraging of self-expressive values 

in contrast to any others in the history of democracy (Ratto & Boler, 2014:18; Dalton, 2016:2). 

Despite this positive development, a more discouraging narrative is posed in dominant academic and 

political spheres that the youth lack commitment and engagement in electoral politics (Bennet, Wells 

& Freelon, 2011:835; Dalton, 2016:2; Manning, 2018:467-468). At the same time, O’Toole (2003:71) 

indicates a global concern regarding stagnating levels of political engagement and participation 
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amongst the young. This is due to research demonstrating that youth display low levels of 

participation (Quintelier, 2007; Dalton, 2016; Kirbiš, Flere, Friš, Tavčar Krajnc & Cupar, 2017).  

 

Kligler-Vilenchik (2017:1891) explains these assertions of a decline are grounded on citizenship 

indicators which stem from the traditional model, known as the informed/dutiful citizen. Indicators 

of this traditional model of citizenship include a decline in electoral turnout, trust in political officials 

or following of mainstream news (Bennet, 2011:838; Kligler-Vilenchik, 2017:1891). 

 

Insight into the history of the informed citizen with variants in other democracies is outlined in 

Schudson’s (1998) book, The ‘Good Citizen’. Here the scholar argues that the type of civic 

engagement most esteemed has varied in different eras of American history. This means what citizens 

in the US have respected as the ideal citizen or normatively desirable citizen has varied across four 

eras, dating back to the colonial period (Schudson, 1999:30; Schudson, 2006:592; Bennet et al, 

2011:838). Thus, despite its variations across different eras, the dutiful citizen outlines the duties and 

responsibilities of the ideal ‘good citizen’. 

 

Fundamentally, the dutiful citizen is a restrictive model of citizenship that underpins the existing 

political regime and authority structures. Citizens have limited influence and are expected to obey the 

law, pay taxes, embody sentiments of obligation to vote and participate in a restricted amount of 

political activity (traditional forms of political participation as discussed earlier). This model of 

citizenship is also often compared to an elitist model of democracy due to the limited role of the 

citizen (Dalton, 2016:33). 

 

Therefore, by shifting away from indicators that are traditionally used to measure the dutiful citizen 

like usage of television news and newspapers for political news, as well as electoral engagement, 

citizens in general and the youth specifically are regarded by some scholars as increasingly be 

disconnecting from the public sphere and disengaged from the political system (Shehata, Ekström & 

Olsson, 2016:1142). This assertion is not unfounded and has been illustrated by numerous scholars 

(O’Toole, 2003; Dalton, 2007; Quintelier, 2007; Farthing, 2010; Kyrankis & Nurvala, 2013; Lilleker 

& Koc-Michalska, 2017).  

 

Schudson (2006:591) indicates other works that shed light onto the informed citizen is mapped out 

by two prominent scholars Putnam and Skocpol. However, Schudson (2006:591) critiques the work 

of the above-mentioned scholars due to their belief that ideas of citizenship are framed by specific 
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historical moments that structured society in the 1940’s, 1950’s and 1960’s. This perception of civic 

engagement is too narrow and overlooks, based on the history of civic participation, how forms of 

civic participation have altered along with the transformation of ideals constituting civic participation 

(Schudson, 2006:604; Jennings, 2009:29). Dalton (2016:40) expresses similar sentiments as the 

scholar suggesting that, ‘if feelings of citizen duty are eroding among the young, this may be well 

counterbalanced by new norms of engaged citizenship. Thus, immense focus placed on stagnating 

duty-based norms results in a large area of political participation to be overlooked as norms of 

engaged citizenship hold benefits for democracy (Dalton, 2016:40) 

 

Lilleker & Koc-Michalska (2017:21) explain political participation can no longer be conceptualized 

in terms of high-pressure offline activities as defined by the traditional dutiful citizen. Firstly, because 

duty-based citizenship has a narrow understanding of participation (Dalton, 2008:92). Secondly, 

participation now encompasses a broad range of forms which includes both traditional voting, 

petitioning governments, signing petitions, contacting political officials, participating in 

demonstrations, as well as non-conventional directs acts enhanced by using digital technologies 

(Lilleker & Koc-Michalska, 2017:21).  

 

Likewise, Loader, Vromen & Xenos (2014:143) state the unwillingness to vote, join political parties 

or approve of politicians demonstrates that many young people globally are abandoning mainstream 

politics. Rather, youth are engaging in alternative forms of participation which is advanced through 

network practices such as social movements, rallies, protests, and consumer boycotts. Moreover, the 

scholars say this change illustrates that the political attitudes and identity of the young are constructed 

less by social ties to family, area, school, or work, but instead by the way they choose to participate 

and engage through social networks which they have largely shaped (Loader et al, 2014:143). 

 

At the same time, scholars say the prevalent media landscape extends new avenues for engaged and 

active citizen participation (Mihailidis & Thevenin, 2013:1612; Vromen et al., 2016:514). As a result, 

the growth of social networked movements using digital technologies and social media platforms is 

reshaping civic engagement in terms of uprisings and daily interactions. Duty-based citizenship deters 

this type of political engagement in contrast to the engaged citizen which stimulates direct and 

individualistic forms of participation (Dalton, 2008:92). 

 

In this regard, Dalton (2016:6) says duty-based norms of the past are in decline specifically amongst 

the young while norms of an engaged citizenship are rising. Duty based norms of citizenship prompt 
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specific forms of participation, particularly turnout at the polls (Dalton, 2016:62). In contrast, the 

engaged citizen moves beyond the restricted dutiful citizenship as it encompasses new norms that 

places focus on a self-assertive role for the citizen and a broader description of citizenship that include 

social concerns and the welfare of others (Dalton, 2016:6). Moreover, engaged citizens tend to hold 

mixed emotions towards electoral activities and prefer direct forms of participation like boycotts, 

working alongside public interest groups or protest activity and contentious actions (Dalton, 

2016:62). Thus, Dalton (2016:62) suggests the decline in duty-based norms may contribute towards 

the stagnation of electoral participation. 

 

Therefore, despite the notion of youth disengagement, a growing revisionist explanation has been 

posed by scholars in recent years which suggests the young are engaged and active in forms of 

participation that surpass traditional indicators of citizenship (Dalton, 2008; Farthing, 2010; Gil de 

Zúñiga et al., 2010; Bennet et al., 2011; Wattenberg, 2016; Shehata, Ekström & Olsson, 2016; Kligler-

Vilenchik, 2017; Copeland & Feezell, 2017; Dalton, 2020). This argument proposes that 

contemporary youth tend towards a model of citizenship centered in individualism, creativity, and 

direct action (Bennet et al., 2011:838; Gotlieb & Wells, 2012:207-208; Copeland & Feezell, 

2017:806). 

 

2.5.1 Dalton’s ‘good citizen’ thesis 

In line with this revisionist literature on youth participation research, Dalton’s ‘good citizen’ thesis 

proposes that participation levels in democracy are not in decline. Instead, there is only a decline of 

duty-based norms and the implications accompanied by it. These changes as described by Dalton 

(2016:34) represent “a shift in past patterns of behaviour and thus are more apparent”. At the same 

time, Dalton (2016:62) states political consumerism, contentious activity, deliberative action, and 

online participation have all increased since the early 1960’s. Thus, instead of a decline or blaming 

youth for the eradication of political activity, Dalton (2016:62) argues political participation is 

experiencing a renaissance and results in the rise of what Dalton defines as the ‘engaged citizen’. This 

means youth are not disengaging but are more likely to engage in non-electoral forms of participation 

(Martin, 2012:211; Dalton, 2016:61-62). 

Dalton (2008:78) explains that, like political participation, citizenship norms have multiple 

interpretations. However, it generally can be understood as a shared set of expectations concerning 

the citizens’ role in the political system. By applying this conceptualization of citizenship, Dalton 

uses the ‘good citizen’ thesis as a framework to understand how, and the reasons for, the current 

changes in political participation patterns (Dalton, 2008:85; Dalton, 2016:62).  
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At the center of this framework is the concept of ‘citizenship norms’ which provides a way to assess 

and measure contemporary political participation research (Dalton, 2016:62). Thus, Dalton taps into 

a range of indicators related to engaged citizenship and dutiful citizenship to test general citizenship 

orientations. Thereafter, the scholar measures different forms of political participation against age and 

education to illustrate changing political participations of younger cohorts in contrast to older cohorts 

(Dalton, 2016:34-35; Dalton, 2016:78-79). This is because Dalton (2016:76) argues that both social 

modernization and generational change may be reshaping participation patterns.  

Another reason for a new style of citizen politics is the rise in the number of people changing their 

basic value priorities. This value shift cultivates a contemporary society with younger generations 

displaying different preferences in contrast to a generation or two ago (Dalton, 2020:89-94). A key 

scholar leading the discourse of value change in industrial society was Ronald Inglehart (1985:496), 

who argued the two reasons for the shift is based on the scarcity hypothesis and the socialization 

hypothesis.  

 

The scarcity hypothesis argues individual priorities mirror their socio-economic conditions. In line 

with this hypothesis, older generations display materialistic values like economic growth, domestic 

order, social and military security due to a period of insecurity (Inglehart, 1985:496; Inglehart & 

Abramson, 1994:337; Dalton, 2020:97-98). Whereas the socialization hypothesis suggests “to a large 

extent, one’s basic values reflect the conditions that prevailed during one’s preadult years” (Inglehart, 

1985:496). As a result, younger generations who are socialized in a period of more affluence and 

security exhibit post-materialist values which emphasis freedom, quality of life, individualism and 

are more self-expressive (Inglehart, 1985:496; Inglehart & Abramson, 1994:336-337; Welzel & 

Inglehart ,2009:131; Abbott, Teti & Sapsford, 2020:5; Dalton, 2020:97-101). However, it is more 

common for youth in established democracies to display post-materialist values as they have a higher 

standard of living during the developmental years of the average adult. This is not the case in poorer 

countries like India and Indonesia where post-materialist values are not as high due to scarcity. 

Nevertheless, individuals tend to hold a mixture of both values due to its respective benefits (Dalton, 

2020:97-98). 

 

Dalton (2008:81) explains the engaged citizen resembles these traits and patterns of post-material or 

self-expressive values described by Ronald Inglehart in advanced industrial societies. This is because 

post-materialism not only spurs direct political action in decisions pertaining to one’s life, but it also 

pioneers a new set of political issues that were often overlooked like environmental rights, sustainable 

energy, gender equality and multiculturism (Dalton, 2020:101-102). Likewise, the engaged 
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citizenship focuses on methods of political participation that are direct and ‘elite challenging’ and that 

extend beyond the vote. Moreover, participation is not intended to express duty but rather serves an 

attempt to influence policy outcomes (Dalton, 2016:23).  

 

Thus, these changing norms along with value change underline a new style of political action that 

consist of traits from both liberal and social traditions of citizenship (Dalton, 2016:33; Dalton, 

2016:86; Dalton, 2020:102). For example, a citizen could obey the law, vote, and pay taxes whilst 

expressing their individuality and responsibility within the political system. According to Dalton 

(2016:33) recognizing the duality of citizenship extends a way to understand and describe recent 

trends in American politics. 

 

Considering the rising body of revisionist political participation literature discussed and Dalton’s 

contribution to it, it is worth mentioning that Mihailidis & Thevenin (2013:1612) indicate that the 

contestation surrounding the conceptualization of a ‘good citizen’ is not a new trend. The scholars 

refer to the work of Langton and Jennings’ (1968) study of civic education of American youth, who 

argued that the term was difficult to define due to constant change. Other scholars also shed light into 

the inability to provide a fixed conceptualization as they indicate that the ideal attitudes and behavior 

of the ‘good citizen’ is shaped by those who construct it along with the influence of periodically social 

and political forces (Mihailidis & Thevenin, 2013:1612; Kligler-Vilenchik, 2017:1891-1892). This 

suggests that the definition and understanding of citizenship models is not rigid and can change along 

with social and technological conditions (Kligler-Vilenchik, 2017:1892). From this stance, Dalton 

(2016:34) argues that by acknowledging the duality of citizenship through the ‘good citizen’ thesis it 

presents a way to understand and describe current participation trends in American politics and other 

advanced democracies. 

 

At the same time, Farthing (2010:185) explains that the initial understanding of a ‘good citizen’ was 

conceptualized by older generations. Schudson (2000:17) also indicates that current political 

perceptions remain to be grounded by the classical polis of Athens, Rome, and Florence. Hence, the 

youth’s lack of engagement within this traditional framework is presented as problematic for 

democracy (Farthing, 2010:185; Manning, 2018:470). Moreover, Farthing (2010:185) states that 

defining politics through a traditional description will shape a prejudiced narrative of young people.  

 

Dalton (2016:39) says condemning the young has a long history but has become more intense in 

contemporary discourse on citizenship. An instance of this perception is explained by O’Toole 
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(2003:72) who indicates that a report commissioned by the European Union (EU) states that 

‘declining political engagement and traditional societal participation among youth is perceived as a 

threat to the future of representative democracy and is a source of concern in numerous European 

Union states, like the UK, Sweden, Denmark, Finland, Norway, Austria and Luxembourg. Another 

example is indicated by Dalton in the ‘Good Citizen’ who refers to a young journalist’s description of 

the American youth in the Washington Post as ‘the doofus generation’ (Dalton, 2016:40). Dalton 

(2016:40) argues that these examples are not isolated instances; other journalists and political analysts 

display similar grim perspectives.  

 

Within this revisionist discourse, scholars like Farthing (2010:185) & Vromen, Loader, Xenos and 

Bailo (2016:513-514) explain that the youth are producing and redefining new forms of participation. 

This extends beyond the limited scope of duty-based norms which fortify traditional forms of political 

activities like voting and party engagement as citizen duty encompasses the duty to vote (Farthing, 

2010:185; Dalton, 2016:62-63; Manning, 2018:468-469).  

 

Revisionist scholars say the decline of traditional indicators of participation is matched by the rise in 

new forms of participation, that may not be recognized yet. The engaged citizen is more prone to 

partake in boycotts, demonstrations, and other variants of contentious action due to a more 

individualized understanding of politics and the greater influence these direct forms of participation 

hold in contrast to traditional political participation of the dutiful citizen like campaign work or 

volunteering for a political party. However, the engaged citizen will continue to vote due to the 

significance of the electoral process in a democracy and not for the power of its influence which is 

limited. (Dalton, 2007:72; Farthing, 2010:185; John, Edward, Fieldhouse & Liu, 2011:230; Loader 

et al, 2014:143; Dalton, 2016:86; Copeland & Feezell, 2017:806). 

 

Lastly, Farthing (2010:187) says the inability to acknowledge youth participation in its various forms 

undermines the legitimacy of its significance and serves as another way to marginalize their voices 

in society. As Welzel & Inglehart (2009:129) say, if citizens preference for democracy mirrors the 

value they place on freedom and self-expression, then they are most likely to pursue democratization 

actively. Thus, Dalton’s ‘good citizen’ thesis provides the framework to assess the totality of youth 

participation through the engaged citizen. It illustrates youth are active, engaged and interested in 

politics contrary to the belief of some scholars.  
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2.5.2 Description of the Australian application of ‘Dalton’s good citizen’ thesis 

 

In the ‘Good Citizen’, Dalton (2016) argues that the youth are not disengaging from political 

participation, instead they are reshaping American Politics. In this regard, Dalton (2016:62) indicates 

claims of apathy are misplaced. The young are disengaging from old patterns of participation and are 

increasingly participating in forms of direct political action which contradicts literature focused on 

declining youth civic engagement.  

 

Martin (2012:211) explains that Dalton argued the thesis holds for the United States and other 

advanced democracies. However, Dalton (2016) has not yet applied and tested the ‘good citizen’ thesis 

to assess whether youth outside the United States are in fact more inclined to engage in non-electoral 

engagement. Martin (2012:211) therefore applies Dalton’s thesis to test whether it is applicable to 

Australia. Additionally, the scholar notes youth participation patterns have not been assessed in 

comparison to older cohorts. Therefore, the application of the thesis in Australia is ground-breaking 

as it is an uncharted topic in Australian politics (Martin, 2012:211-212). 

 

Dalton’s ‘good citizen’ thesis was applied in the Australian case study by Martin (2012) and addressed 

two questions:  

1. Is non-electoral participation higher among the young, and electoral engagement lower? 

2. If so, is age the most important factor in determining patterns of political participation or are 

other factors more important? 

 

To test the ‘good citizen’ thesis, Martin (2012:214) assessed rates of electoral engagement and non-

electoral political participation across different age groups. Electoral engagement relates to physical 

indicators of electoral engagement like turnout, contacting a politician and joining a political party, 

as well psychological engagement indicators like Party identification. Non-electoral forms of political 

participation are classified as signing a petition, boycotting consumer products, engaging in a 

demonstration and joining a political forum or discussion group on the internet (Martin, 2012:14).  

Martin’s (2012:218) findings lend support to Dalton’s ‘good citizen’ thesis and demonstrate that 

certain scholars like Putnam (2000) have narrated “an unduly pessimistic picture of political 

participation among the young by looking at a limited range of political activity”. Like Dalton’s 

findings, Martin (2012:218) found Australian youth to match the expectations outlined in the ‘good 

citizen’ thesis. Although youth may engage less in electoral politics than older cohorts, this pattern is 
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reversed for non-electoral forms of participation as the young are more engaged in these forms of 

political activity than older cohorts.  

 

Thereafter, Martin (2012) regresses age and indicators based on the civic voluntarism model to test if 

age is the reason for the participation patterns found in research question 1, against an electoral 

engagement scaled variable and non-electoral engagement scaled variable. The civic voluntarism 

model serves as an alternative explanation for participation patterns in contrast to Dalton’s ‘good 

citizen’ thesis (Martin, 2012:218).  

 

Martin (2012:224) indicates the findings strongly align with Dalton’s assertions of the ‘good citizen’. 

The scholar found that alike to the United States youth, Australian youth demonstrate similar patterns. 

They are less engaged in electoral forms of political participation and display higher engagement in 

non-electoral forms of political participation. Therefore, Australian youth can be characterized as a 

‘good citizen’. In addition, Martin (2012:224) suggest they are also reshaping Australian politics, and 

this poses significant implications for the future of Australian democracy.  

 

Lastly, Martin (2012:224) findings contribute to the rising revisionist research of youth participation. 

Therefore, if the South African case study displays similar results like Martin (2012) findings and is 

applicable to Dalton’s ‘good citizen’ thesis, it could suggest the youth are active ‘good citizens’ albeit 

via other forms which extend beyond the limitations of traditional political participation in contrast 

to older cohorts. 

 

This study will replicate both indicators used by Martin (2012) and Dalton (2016) to address the two 

research questions outlined in Chapter 1. A description of the civic voluntarism model as used by 

Martin (2012) will follow below here. Chapter 3 will illustrate and justify the question items drawn 

from the South African 2019 Comparative National Election Project (CNEP) post-election survey 

dataset to measure the different variables.  

2.5.3 Civic Voluntarism Model 

The civic voluntarism model provides an alternative explanation to test the age/generation hypothesis. 

This is because civic participation remains essential for democratic citizenship (Geys, 2006:16; 

Klofstad, 2010:2353; Dalton, 2016:23; Dalton, 2016:61). The theory thus focuses on the 

accumulative outcome of material and attitudinal resource of the individual in non-political 

institutional environments (Brady, Verba & Schlozman, 1995:271; Martin, 2012:218).  
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The civic voluntarism model is based on the premise that people don’t vote ‘because they can’t’, 

‘because they don’t want to’, or ‘because nobody asked’ (Brady et al., 1995:271). A discussion of the 

three components of the civic voluntarism model will follow: 

2.5.3.1 Resources: “they can’t” 

In the resource theory Brady, Verba & Schlozman (1995:274) argue that the most decisive factors of 

political activity are resources, namely, time, money, and civic skills. This is because education, socio-

economic conditions and income influence the voting decision of the citizen through resources (Brady 

et al., 1995:285; Blais 2009).  

 

Time is utilized by citizens to partake in political participation. This resource can arise in various 

ways such as writing a letter to a political official, attendance at a meeting for the community and 

working in a political campaign. Money on the other hand refers to investment such as donations 

made to political candidates, parties, political organizations or causes. The third essential resource is 

civic skills which refers to communication and organizational competence required for participation 

(Brady et al., 1995:273). Regarding this resource, Brady et al. (1995:273) explain citizens who can 

articulate or thrive in writing tasks, or who soothingly organize and attend meetings are prone to be 

more effective when they immerse themselves in politics. 

 

From this perspective, the more skilled the individual is, the more likely they are to be active and 

participate (Verba et al, 1978:159; Barkan, 2004:915). It should be noted that the resource theory 

acknowledges resources are not fairly allocated as certain socio-economic groups are more enriched 

in comparison to others (Brady et al., 1995:274). Resources thus indicates both individual differences 

in participation and participation across different social groups (Verba & Nie, 1972:126; Brady et al., 

1995:274).  

 

Yet a paradox emerges as the increase in levels of education, media consumption and other features 

of social modernization has not increased political participation despite its expectation too (Blais, 

2009:631; Dalton, 2020:60). Instead, Dalton (2020:60) says electoral turnout and campaign activity 

continue to decline particularly among the youth. 

 

Dalton (2020:60-61) proposes that greater sophistication levels may not always transpire to greater 

participation levels in all forms, but it can alter the nature of participation. This means the cognitively 

mobilized public rely less on voting and campaign work to influence government. Instead, they 
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participate in political activities that extend beyond voting due to the expansion of participation forms 

as described in the engaged citizen (Dalton, 2016:63 & Dalton, 2020:61).  

 

The resource model is also critiqued because voting is a simple act that requires little initiative (Blais, 

2009:631, Verba & Nie, 1972:52; Verba, Nie & Kim, 1978:53). Brady et al. (1995:283) do 

acknowledge this limitation as the scholars deduce voting is prompted strongly by political interest 

and is hardly dependent on money. Moreover, the scholars state political interest is more significant 

than resources if the main objective is to provide an explanation regarding voter turnout (Brady et al., 

1995:283). This does not diminish past research of political participation strong relation to specific 

demographic variables; education, income, and age (Verba et al., 1978; Kenski & Stroud, 2006; 

Dalton, 2016). 

 

2.5.3.2 Psychological engagement: “They don’t want to” 

Psychological engagement argues that what is significant to turnout is whether people care about 

politics and whether they have formed an interest in politics. A lack of political participation is thus 

a result of the absence of political interest or concern regarding public issues and partisanship (Brady, 

Verba & Schlozman, 1995:271; Schlozman, Verba & Brady, 1999:430-431; Blais, 2009:631). 

 

Political interest is associated with different forms of participation and has a close association to 

turnout. This means the more interested the citizen is, the more active and inclined they will be to 

vote whereas those who lack interest tend to abstain (Verba, Nie & Kim, 1978:159; Brady et al., 

1995:293-284; Blais, 2009:631; Martin, 2012:220. Brady et al (1995:271) also state most indicators 

of psychological engagement with politics is relatively close to activity. 

 

However, Blais (2009:631) emphasizes two issues with psychological engagement. The first is that 

the scholar describes this component as trivial because it would be intriguing if those not interested 

in politics display greater willingness to engage in politics. The second issue is the model lacks the 

ability to explain why some individuals are more interested than others (Blais, 2009:631).  

 

Furthermore, Blais (2009:631) outline two factors accountable for the occurrence of political interest 

from Verba, Schlozman and Brady (1995) work. These two factors are education and parental 

influence. Brady et al (1995:271) explain that education is a significant factor as it amplifies political 

interest and civic skills. In addition to education’s robust relation to political interest, it also has 

indirect associations because it cultivates engagement in non-political organizations that result in the 
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generation of political interest. The second factor is parental influence. This factor is pivotal because 

the introduction to politics at home acts as a strong predictor of political interest (Brady et al., 

1995:272; Blais, 2009:632). 

 

From this perspective, Brady et al (1995:271-272) say the resource component provides a stronger 

explanation of political participation that extends beyond explanations based on psychological 

engagement with politics. The resource component demonstrates that education is infused with 

various political activities in a non-political institutionalized environment. Education cultivates 

political interest and motivation for certain activities while for others, specifically acts reliant on time, 

education results in skills that expedite activity (Brady et al, 1995:284-285). At the same time, 

resources strengthen political interest and political efficacy. Therefore, Blais (2009;632) say there is 

a need for further analysis encapsulating the reasons for the active engagement of individuals or lack 

thereof in the political sphere.  

 

2.5.3.3 Mobilization agents: “nobody asked” 

From an individual narrative, there is no reason to vote due to the minimal effect a single vote will 

have on electoral outcome. This creates a need to surpass the individual narrative, through an 

explanation that includes family, friends, neighbours, co-workers as well as politicians, parties, 

activist, and interest groups who mobilize you to vote (Blais, 2009:632). 

 

Richardson & Beck (2007:183) explain individual voters receive political information regarding 

candidates and political parties from various sources. The scholars assert minimal information is 

directly conveyed from the candidates and political parties themselves. Rather information is 

communicated by intermediaries which consists of the individual’s social network (personal contact) 

and mass media (television and news). These intermediaries specifically social networks like 

organizations and churches utilize the mobilization effect to persuade individuals to vote on the 

premise of loyalty to the group and by creating the perception of a favourable outcome. Moreover, 

the effects of mobilization persuade individuals that their vote has value in contrast to the rational 

theory which is based on the economic principle that rational actors make decisions that will result in 

the maximization of the benefits and reduction of costs (Downs,1957:137; Aldrich, 1993:248; 

Franklin, 2004:23).  

 

Additionally, varying intensity of exposure to these information sources, information processed and 

received by voters accompanied with the extent to which the message aligns with personal preference 
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influence the voting decision (Richardson & Beck, 2007:183-184). This means if the mobilization 

effect is successful, it implies the individual was persuaded their vote is valuable and that they will 

receive the desired benefits from the preferred electoral outcome (Franklin, 2004:23).  

 

However, despite the contribution of this explanation to voter turnout theory, Blais (2009:632) says 

the role of mobilization is not the most compelling reason to determine the vote or not. At the same 

time Franklin (2004:24-25) indicates that mobilization is likely conducted by certain groups for the 

exact reason’s leaders mobilize people. Thus, mobilization is not independent from electoral 

participation. Instead, it acts as process stemming from both rationality and socialization.  

 

Contemporary youth are also harder to mobilize as they have less ties to social networks and a weak 

sense of partisanship in contrast to older cohorts. This means youth’s political attitudes and identity 

are shaped more by the way they participate and interact on social networks - a medium the cohort 

has had a significant contribution in constructing - than by social ties to family, community, school, 

or work (Loader, Vromen & Xenos, 2014:143). Moreover, the speed and low social cost associated 

with the mobilization of the Internet also appeals more to the youth who are often excluded from 

participation due to the high social costs associated with the vote like the habit of voting and 

identification with a specific political party. Turnout thus varies most among the youth (Putnam, 

2000:172-173; Wattenberg, 2016:170; Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019b:3). 

2.6 Youth participation in South Africa 

Post-apartheid South Africa has experienced significant demographic change due to rapid population 

growth. This has led to the youth representing one third of the contemporary electorate (Mattes, 

2012:135; Seekings, 2014:70-71). The rapid transformation of the demographic composition led to 

an expectation that the ‘born free generation’ (those who have come of age since the transition to 

democracy) would come to embody liberal democratic attitudes of the ideal democratic citizen in a 

transformed society. This includes active engagement in the electoral process (Mattes, 2012; Oydemi 

& Mahlatji, 2016; Malila, 2016; Tracey, 2016; Wattenberg, 2016; Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019a).  

 

However, akin to global trends, South Africa has experienced a continuous decline in participation 

and especially among the youth (Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019a; Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019b). Instead of 

a rise in participation, numbers of those who turn up at the polls in South Africa continue to decline 

(Mattes, 2012; Oydemi & Mahlatji, 2016; Malila, 2016; Tracey, 2016; Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019). In 
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addition, Seekings (2014:81) notes that participation may not match the high levels of 1994 but 

suggests the significant moment of democratization prompted turnout rates.  

 

The stagnating participation pattern was well illustrated by the 2014 national elections. This election 

had an estimate of 10.9 million eligible voters between the ages of 18 and 29 years old (Schulz-

Herzenberg, 2019a:2). This formed a 34% proportion of the voting age population in the country. Yet 

only 6.4 million registered resulting in slightly over a half (58%) being able to vote in 2014, but with 

an actual turnout rate of 27,2% for those aged between 18-19 and 46,1% for those aged between 20-

29 (Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019a:2; Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019c:59).  

 

Participation continued to decline with the most recent 2019 national election, which recorded the 

lowest voter turnout rate since the first democratic elections in 1994. The actual voter turnout in 2019 

amounted to 66% (IEC). Youth actual turnout rate at the polls was even lower (Hakizimana & 

Masterson, 2019). Young people (18-29) make up an estimate of 33% of the total eligible voting 

population yet only 5,6 million of the 11,7 million young citizens registered. This means less than 

half (48,6%) of the age group qualified to participate in the elections which is a sharp decline from 

the 2014 national elections of those registered between the ages of 18-29 at 58% (Schulz-Herzenberg, 

2019c:46).  

 

Oyedemi & Mahlatji (2016:312) believe that poor turnout among young people is related to the 

hardship of poverty, inequality and unemployment which creates sentiments of demoralization 

towards parties’ campaign promises ‘of a better life’. Tracey (2016:3) argues that poor turnout does 

not equate to political apathy. Instead, the youth are impacted negatively by these societal factors 

which, in turn, influence their participation or lack thereof.  

 

Schulz-Herzenberg (2019a:20) also demonstrates that the youth are not steered by partisanship at 

elections. Additionally, the scholar indicates that there is no evidence implying young people are 

mobilized by institutions in their environment like schools, churches, the media, or social networks 

which contribute to turnout (Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019a:20-21; Schulz-Herzenberg,2019b:3). Rather, 

it seems the voting decision is based on contemporary, short-term economic and political assessments. 

This decision-making method exhibited by South African youth is a distinct trait of the rational voter 

because it evaluates the cost of the vote as opposed to an irrational decision influenced by partisanship 

or sociological cues (Downs, 1957:138; Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019a:21). 
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Mattes (2012:142) states that although there is no evidence to clarify whether the born frees are in a 

better position in terms of material concerns, they are not necessarily worse off. According to Mattes 

(2012:142), youth face similar challenges in contrast to older people in terms of physical and material 

in/security. However, they are exposed to greater levels of unemployment. Mattes (2012:150) & 

Tracey (2016:3) suggest that the lack of political accountability by political officials coupled with the 

failure to address problems of the youth also contribute towards their participation. In this regard, 

Mattes (2002:33) says South Africans engage at low rates in the electoral process due to the regime’s 

lack of incentives.  

 

Other reasons for the current participation patterns are posed by Schulz-Herzenberg (2019b:3) who 

cites age to be a key factor for voter turnout. International studies have indicated that youth have 

lower turnout rates at the polls (Blais, Gidengil, Nevitte & Nadeau, 2004:221; Schulz-Herzenberg, 

2019b:3). New and young voters are less inclined to vote due to the cost of voting being higher for 

the age group. The reason is because once of age, the young begin to develop the social networks that 

will steer their voting decision which makes the cost of gathering political information and proceeding 

with decision making more costly (Schulz, Herzenberg, 2019b:3).  

 

In ‘The new electoral power brokers’, Schulz-Herzenberg (2019a:1) explains that the implications on 

aggregate turnout due to youth low turnout rates in established democracies is curbed by greater and 

stable turnout rates of older cohorts who represent a larger proportion of the electoral. Unfortunately, 

the same concept does not apply in countries that have experienced rapid population growth like 

South Africa. This is because the youth represent a greater proportion of the electorate hence their 

active disengagement in the electoral process will have more notable effects on aggregate turnout. 

Especially because young South African’s vote at lower rates in contrast to older cohorts (Franklin, 

2004:12-13; Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019a:1). 

 

Thus, waning turnout rates is a grave concern as argued by Inglehart & Welzel (2005:5) due to the 

dependency democracy has on active citizens. Dalton (2008:77-78) indicates that political 

participation specifically voting underpins democratic citizenship hence its absence or decline poses 

a risk towards the legitimacy of the regime. Moreover, despite the numerical dominance of South 

African youth, their low registration levels and even lower turnout rates reduce their influence to alter 

election outcomes (Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019:2).  
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Therefore, there is a need to expand the understanding of citizenship and participation in South Africa 

(Mattes, 2002:34, Dalton, 2016:61-63, Malila, 2016:173-174). This is because apathy in association 

with civic engagement cannot describe overall youth’s participation (Oyedemi & Mahlatji, 

2016:312). Moreover, to avoid a pattern of non-voting being established given the youth bulge in the 

electorate it is important to recognize the ways youth engage (Franklin, 2004:13).  

 

Furthermore, Malila (2016:172) states limiting youth participation to voting disregards the 

transformation of society, advancement of social media and youth sentiments towards the political 

process and participation. The scholar further explains, youth may not participate in traditional 

politics like the act of voting, but it does not imply they are disengaged citizens (Malila, 2016:186). 

From this stance, Dalton (2016:86) states engaged citizens prefer direct and individual forms of 

engagement as it possess more influence in comparison to electoral engagement.  

 

In recent years, scholars like Williams (2006:429) & Luescher (2016:145) states South Africa has 

experienced a rise in a range of social movements which has defied dominant discourse. Examples 

of movements are described by Luescher (2016:145) who explains no student movement post-

apartheid was able to garner the degree of attention and direct high-level government response then 

the combined wave of protests in 2015. The range of diverse movements included #FeesMustFall, 

#ReformPukke, #TuksUprsing, #OpenStellies, #RhodesMustFall, #PatriarchyMustFall, 

#TheTransCollective and #BlackStudentsMovement, to highlight but a few. These movements 

demonstrate that the youth are engaged within the democratic society of South Africa (Luescher, 

2016:145). Scholars, Runciman, Bekker & Maggott (2019:392) highlight those protests have become 

a norm in the South African political landscape.  

 

From this perspective Malila (2016:173) & Lilleker & Koc-Michalska (2017:21) indicate voting 

remains a key element of democracy but it can no longer embody participation as in the past. At the 

same time, Norris (2002:2) outlines emphasis on the eradication of traditional political participation 

in relation to electoral engagement, party membership and civic duties may have ignored the ways in 

which participation has transformed in recent decades from the initial participation literature of the 

1960’s and 1970’s. In addition, Runciman, Bekker & Maggott (2019:391) acknowledge that the 

relationship between protest and voting is under-researched with existing research being prevalent in 

advanced democracies which illustrates the two political activities as complementary and compatible 

forms of political participation.  
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Therefore, Dalton’s ‘good citizen’ thesis will be applied to assess whether the ‘good citizen’ thesis is 

also relevant in the South African case. The application will be similar to Martin’s (2012) Australian 

replication of Dalton’s ‘good citizen’ thesis which applied a set of criteria to assess the extent to which 

Australia’s youth also prefer direct forms of non-electoral participation while electoral participation 

stagnates. This study will apply similar criteria to assess the extent to which South African young 

people can be considered ‘good citizens’ as defined by Dalton. 

2.7 Conclusion  

There is a consensus that electoral participation among young people is in decline globally. To a large 

extent, South Africa mirrors global trends. Moreover, in a similar vein to international research, 

Oydemi & Mahlatji (2016:312) argue that South Africa follows the international examples of youth 

apathy. Low levels of turnout are indicated by Schulz-Herzenberg (2019:58) who shows that 

registration and voter turnout have declined significantly amongst the three youngest eligible age 

categories, since 2014. Low turnout at the polls among younger voters have raised numerous 

concerns, namely because South Africa is still a young democracy and has numerically dominant 

youthful electorate, with heightened expectations among the born free generation of a better life post-

Apartheid, but who are not participating in their new democracy.  

 

Yet, despite trends of youth disengagement, revisionist scholars like Dalton (2016:74) argue that 

voting is only one form of political action. There are several entry points into the political arena. The 

scholar further states that previous research as discussed in this chapter, has illustrated people are 

attracted to various forms of action based on their skills and motivations. Some forms are expressive 

while others are more instrumental, yet they share a common goal of providing citizens with a voice 

in society and government (Dalton, 2016:74). 

 

Thus, Dalton (2016:74) argues the voting decline literature overlooks a large reality of participation 

as it solely focuses on elections and campaigns. The ‘good citizen’ thesis demonstrates that once the 

understanding of political participation is expanded to include the full repertoire of political action, it 

becomes apparent that young people are participating more, and not less. Martin’s (2012:222) 

application of the ‘good citizen’ thesis contributes to Dalton (2016) assertions as the scholar found 

Australian youth demonstrate similar patterns. They display higher engagement in non-electoral 

forms of political participation and lower engagement in electoral forms of political participation. 

The objective of this study, like Martin’s application of the ‘good citizen’ thesis in Australia, aims to 

illustrate whether similar political participation patterns  exist in the South African case.  
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Chapter Three: Methodology and research design 

3.1 Introduction 

This study asks whether young people in South Africa are less politically engaged than older people 

by examining both conventional (electoral) and non-conventional (non-electoral) forms of political 

participation. The study then examines why the youth might are engaging in non-electoral forms of 

participation as well as electoral forms of participation by applying Martin’s (2012) civic voluntarism 

model. 

 

This is a quantitative study that uses empirical cross-sectional data from the Comparative National 

Election Project (CNEP) South African 2019 post-election public opinion survey. This chapter 

discusses the methodology and research design adopted by the study. The first section provides an 

overview of the research design, elaborates on quantitative research methods generally, and the 

strengths and weaknesses of cross-sectional and secondary data analysis. The nature of this study is 

one of replication and the chapter therefore provides an overview of replication research and how it 

is applied here. The chapter then provides an overview of the CNEP project and the technical aspects 

of the 2019 CNEP South African survey with an emphasis on the suitability of this survey to this area 

of research. 

 

Finally, the chapter turns to a discussion of the operationalization of the independent and dependent 

variables and their validity and reliability by drawing on other internationally established similar 

quantitative studies to further justify the selection of the variables. Thereafter, the chapter outlines the 

statistical test employed to address the research questions. The last section discusses the ethical 

considerations and limitations of the study. 

3.2 Research design: quantitative cross-sectional study using survey data 

Reliable research requires that the most appropriate research design needs to be selected for the study 

under investigation (Mouton, 1996:111). A research design provides a framework that outlines the 

research process to address the research questions and ensures the validity of the research findings 

are maximized by reducing or eradicating potential error (Mouton, 1996:107-108, Vogt, 2007:8). A 

quantitative cross-sectional study using survey data obtained from the 2019 round of Comparative 

National Election Project (CNEP) South African post-election public opinion survey lends itself well 

to this study, reasons for which will be explicated in the following sections. 
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3.2.1 Quantitative survey analysis  

Quantitative data analysis has become popular among political scientists for research due to 

technological advancements and the development of more quantitative sources. Moreover, it presents 

an indispensable tool in producing descriptive and casual inferences (Barasko, Sabet & Schaffner, 

2014:149).  

 

Quantitative research focuses on collecting and analyzing organized data that can be displayed 

numerically. Findings derived from this research method reveal trends and behavior across datasets 

and the target population but cannot provide explanations for the motivation behind the findings or 

the target variables of the individual within the collectively (Pierce, 2008:44; Thomas, 2011:6; 

Goertzen, 2017:12). Quantitative research generally places focus on measurements and amounts 

which are used to discover explanations and predictions of the large representative sample utilized 

(Thomas, 2003:1-2; Pierce, 42). Findings are considered as credible due to quantitative research being 

rational, logical, structured, and systematic hence findings are generalized to other individuals/groups 

and places (Thomas, 2003:2; Pierce, 2008:42). On the other hand, it fails to provide insight and 

research into the complexities of both social and political spheres i.e., quantitative research cannot 

provide explanations for the target variables of the individual within the collectively (Pierce,2008:44; 

Thomas, 2011:6).  

 

Quantitative research usually occurs in the form of surveys which utilize a written questionnaire or 

formal interview to collect information surrounding the background, behavior, beliefs, or attitudes of 

the large sample of people which is then assessed through statistical analysis (Lawrence Neuman, 

2014:49; Goertzen, 2017:12). 

 

Vogt (2009:90) explains that survey research is a popular method to conduct research in the field 

marketing, social attitudes, and education. This study will be conducted through an analysis of 

quantitative survey data, obtained from the Comparative National Elections Project (CNEP) 2019 

South Africa post-election public opinion survey dataset. Further justification for the selection of 

quantitative research and methodology will follow.  

 

3.2.2 Survey research 

Survey research has historical roots which trace back to the eighteenth and nineteenth century. 

However, its modern development only arose between 1935 and 1940 through early public opinion 

polls, making it a relatively young field (Sapsford, 2011:2 & Ornstein, 2013:10; Lawrence Neuman, 
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2014:317-318). It consists of appropriate sample designs equipped to represent nearly any population, 

structured questionaries entailing an array of subjective and objective themes, as well as the 

introduction of methods and formation of organizations for large scale face to face surveys (Vogt, 

2007:76; Sapsford, 2011:6; Groves, 2011:861; Ornstein, 2013:10). Its use has become universal and 

is practically impossible to avoid (Vogt, 2007:76; Groves, 2011:861; Lawrence Neuman, 2014:316). 

As a subset of quantitative research, survey research is utilized by researchers to test hypotheses or 

to investigate how variables interact with one another (Sapsford, 2011:9; Balnaves & Caputi, 2011:14; 

Barasko, Sabet & Schaffner, 2014:88). 

 

The modern emergence of survey research since the 1940’s has contributed greatly to social and 

economic events as it became the most used social science data gathering method (Vogt, 2007:93; 

Groves, 2011:961; Lawrence Neuman, 2014:316). At the same time, its modernization has enabled 

surveys to become exercises in measurement consisting of appropriate sampling, structured 

questions, and statistical inference to finite populations with measurable sampling error (Vogt, 

2007:76; Sapsford, 2011:6; Groves, 2011:861; Ornstein, 2013:1). As a result, surveys have numerous 

applications and can arise in various forms such as phone interviews, face to face interviews, Internet 

opinion polls and different categories of questionnaires. These forms are all dependent on the 

principles of professional social research survey to collect data appropriately (Lawrence Neuman, 

2014:316).  

 

Despite its popular use limitations of survey research exist. One limitation includes the failure of 

survey data to probe beyond the analysis of the collective. This means it cannot describe in depth the 

behavior or patterns of the individual within the collective because surveys tend to report averages 

and percentages of the target variable as established within the collectivity (Thomas, 2003:44). Put 

simply, quantitative surveys lack the ability to describe the qualitative traits that encompass the 

uniqueness of individual members of the collectivity that the survey intends to represent (Thomas, 

2003:44). 

 

Another limitation extends to the respondents of the survey process as some individuals may not 

provide truthful answers. An instance includes more white people saying they vote for black 

candidates than they do. This reduces the accuracy of the survey when it pertains to some sensitive 

information as opposed to aggregate data (Weisberg, Krosnick & Bowen, 1996:20). At the same time, 

the power dynamic between the researcher and respondents are unequal. The researcher is more 

experienced making it possible to exert harm both intentionally and unintentionally, the questioning 
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and answering process is also based on the researcher preference, prejudice and values thereby 

creating bias in the survey process (Pierce, 2008:9-17). Surveys can also be quite costly especially if 

advanced procedures are implemented and its use is for a large-scale national survey (Weisberg et al., 

1996:20) Yet surveys are most applicable for objective data as it is more efficient for the collection 

of individual information. It also acquires a great deal of information at a practical cost regarding 

time and effort (Vogt, 2007:90) 

 

3.2.3 Cross sectional research 

The aim of a cross sectional study is to collect data in a single point of time in contrast to a longitudinal 

study which entails researchers monitoring changes in behavior or opinion over multiple time points 

to capture social change (Pierce, 2008:60; Barasko, Sabet & Schaffner, 2014:88; Lawrence Neuman, 

2014:44). Cross-sectional research has two main drawbacks. The first is its inability to deduce casual 

conclusions with certainty due to the lack of multiple time points which capture social processes or 

change. In cross sectional designs variables are measured contemporaneously (Lawrence Neuman, 

2014:44; Spector, 2019:125-126). The second pertains to the possible occurrence of the common 

method variance which is a result of occasion factors that bias different measures in an 

interchangeable way (Spector, 2019:125). Despite the limitations of a cross sectional design, it 

remains to be the most popular, simplest, and cost-effective alternative for themes investigated in 

organizational research and fields that are dependent on survey methods and will be applied in this 

study. (Lawrence Neuman, 2014:44; Spector, 2019:129).  

 

3.2.4 Secondary data analysis  

Secondary data analysis is the statistical analysis of quantitative data that has already been collected 

and stored and thus already exists. This form of analysis usually derives from a survey and is very 

common among researchers (Weisberg, Krosnick & Bowen, 1996:24-25; Lawrence Neuman, 

2014:49). Johnston (2014:620) explains it is a structured method with procedural and evaluative steps. 

However, there can be deficits. Thus, scholars suggest the guide to utilizing secondary analysis is to 

apply theoretical knowledge and conceptual skills to undertake the research question (Johnston, 

2014:620). For this reason, the research will be replicating Dalton’s ‘good citizen’ thesis and Martin 

(2012) application of the thesis as a theoretical framework. The replication of these scholars’ work 

will be discussed in this chapter below. 

 

The advantage of using this method is its cost effectiveness and convenience (Johnston, 2014:621-

622). Due to prior collection, researchers can mainly focus on analysing the data from existing data 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



57 

 

sets (Boslaugh, 2007:3). Moreover, the range of data available enables a larger representative sample. 

Researchers, depending on the survey may also have access to the archives of the data which make it 

possible to analyse attitude and demographic changes over longer periods of times. This results in 

findings being more viable and generalizable, which are two key traits of quantitative analysis 

(Weisberg et al., 1996:25; Johnston, 2014:624; Boslaugh, 2007:3-4; Cole & Trinh, 2017:354).  

 

However, the main limitation to secondary data analysis is that the data was not inherently collected 

to address the specific research question. In addition, data may not have been collected in the 

geographical location being studied, within the applicable timeframe or on the demographic central 

to the research (Boslaugh, 2007:4, Johnston, 2014:624-625). Other pitfalls include the categorization 

of variables differing from the secondary researcher’s preference and access to data may be restricted 

due to confidentiality. Lastly, the absence of the researcher in the initial data collection may result in 

misunderstanding of the data for various reasons such as unknown biases, low response rates or 

uncertainty regarding the methods followed to collect data (Boslaugh, 2007:4-5; Johnston, 2014:625).  

 

These limitations may require the researcher to carry out additional steps in the statistical analysis 

process (Cole & Trinh, 2017:355). However, it must be noted that many of these drawbacks listed 

above that relate to secondary data analysis do not apply to this study. The existing data used is drawn 

from the CNEP survey series which is a highly appropriate research survey tool for this study, as is 

discussed directly below. 

 

3.2.5 The Comparative National Elections Project (CNEP) post-election survey 

The Comparative National Elections Project (CNEP) is a global project and partnership among 

scholars who have conducted election surveys using a similar survey instrument across five 

continents. Established in the late 1980’s, today, it consists of 59 surveys ranging from the 1990’s to 

2020 in 30 different countries, along with multiple election surveys in 16 countries (CNEP). Although 

the CNEP has expanded over the past three decades, the original research focus (political 

intermediation process) has remained in the common core questionnaire and merged dataset. This has 

led to the development of a timeseries for some countries spanning over three decades (CNEP). 

 

Over the years, the CNEP project has included essential characteristics of democratic consolidation 

processes, attitudes related to democratic participation, political participation, and political behaviour 

(CNEP, n.d.). In addition, it includes questions focused on measuring socio-political value 

perceptions and other social gaps that tend to act as a substance of political conflict and drivers for 
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electoral mobilization in many political systems. Moreover, with the inclusion of African, East Asian, 

and Latin American democracies, the survey has extended its focus on the key questionnaire items 

by exploring various citizen understandings of the meaning of democracy and evaluation of the 

quality of democratic elections (CNEP). 

 

In South Africa, the CNEP has conducted four post-election surveys (2004, 2009, 2014 and 2019) 

which are all nationally representative samples of citizen adults in the country. The 2019 CNEP post-

election public opinion survey will be used in this study. Fieldwork was conducted through face-to-

face interviews based on a random selection process of 1,600 individuals from respective households 

across South Africa (CNEP).  

 

The sampling method is a multi-stage, stratified, area probability, clustered sample with probabilities 

comparable to size to ensure a nationally representative sample of the adult population (CNEP). In 

addition, interviewers followed a rigorous interviewing process to ensure objectivity, efficiency, and 

accuracy. The interview was also recorded for quality control purposes.  

 

Therefore, the CNEP is regarded as an appropriate source of secondary data analysis as it taps political 

participation and attitudes and offers the sampling methods to ensure a national representation of the 

adult population. Moreover, the rigorous interviewing process interviewers are inclined to follow 

along with the sampling methods reduce biases and enables the collection of descriptive information 

(Neuman, 2014:317). Moreover, the choice of measurement indicators is based on items that have 

been rigorously tested both by international and national scholars. Thus, the utilization of the CNEP 

data aims to surpass the above-mentioned limitations of quantitative data analysis. 

 

3.2.6 Replication 

A replication study is a project that either replicates precisely or in large part the exact research 

methods used in an earlier project (Thomas, 2003:199). This study replicates Dalton’s ‘good citizen’ 

thesis and Martin’s (2012) application of the same thesis as a theoretical framework. 

 

Replication studies tend to be designed to fulfil one of the following four functions. The first includes 

examining the outcome of an earlier investigation to confirm or disconfirm the reported deductions 

of the investigation. The second pertains to duplicating an earlier investigation on a future date to 

determine how reliable the results have remained overtime and to forecast the explanations for any 

alterations that may have arisen. The third function relates to changing certain features of the initial 
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methodology to determine the effect this change has on the results. The final function focuses on the 

application of the initial method onto a different subject (people or events) to comprehend whether 

deductions from the initial study apply fairly to different subjects (Thomas, 2003:199). This study 

focuses primarily on the first function as it replicates the ‘good citizen’ thesis but within in a South 

African context. 

 

Within the social sciences, the use of replication is encouraged because it leads to greater strides 

within the field as researchers systemically build on, confirm and correct existing work. Replication 

studies also increase accuracy (Blalock ,1968:17; Vogt, 2007:58-59). However, its use is met with 

some resistance by scholars due to the fear they will be perceived as unimaginative (Vogt, 2007:58). 

Furthermore, despite the contributions and significance of replication studies, it is not without its 

drawbacks. The key challenge of replication is that complications may arise due to the differences 

between the theoretical framework and operationalisation. This is because its realistically impossible 

to capture true replication for various reasons. The reasons for this include the difference in the 

timeframe of conducting the study from the original study and the subject of the study will also not 

be the same (Blalock,1968:15-17; Vogt, 2007:59).  

 

It should be acknowledged that Dalton (2016) measures a selection of items, with some of these items 

missing from the 2019 CNEP dataset. As a result, Dalton’s arguments are replicated but not 

necessarily all his operationalisation and measurements. Due to the missing items, Martin’s (2012) 

measurements are then selected as replication replacements by selecting the most similar indicators 

available in the CNEP. Therefore, this study replicates the same theoretical concept and related 

arguments of the ‘good citizen’ thesis, but the operationalisation and measurements differ slightly 

from Dalton’s initial study, and instead draw on Martin’s (2012) Australian study. The similarities 

and differences can be observed in Table 3.1, found in the following section.  

3.3 Operationalization of variables  

Operationalization includes the formation of a measuring instrument that enables accurate data about 

specific phenomena to be obtained (Mouton, 1996:125). In this study, the operationalization of each 

variable included in the theoretical framework aims to closely as possible replicate the work of 

Dalton’s (2016) ‘good citizen’ thesis and Martin (2012) Australian application of the ‘good citizen’ 

thesis. The question items and their specific coding can be found in Table 3.1 and Appendix A. 
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3.3.1 Independent variable and control variables 

The independent variable employed in this study is age. This study adopts Dalton’s (2016) 

understanding of age. He argues that life cycle effects increase the expectation that political 

participation increases with age (Dalton, 2016:75). When measuring the participation patterns of the 

youth, international literature tends to classify the youth as those aged between 18-24 (Farthing, 2010; 

Bakker & Vreese, 2011; Agger, 2012; Kyranakis & Nurvala, 2013; Sloam & Eshan, 2017; Lilleker & 

Koc-Michalska, 2017; Ross, 2018; Benedicto & Ramos, 2018;). In South Africa, however this is not 

necessarily the case as youth are often classified in a broader age bracket. For example, the National 

Youth Policy refers to young people as those aged between 18-34 (National Youth Commission, 

1997). To accurately capture the participation patterns of the youth, this study will follow the trend 

of international scholarly research (Farthing, 2010; Oyedemi & Mahlatji, 2016; Tracey, 2016; 

Runciman, Bekker & Maggott, 2019:397; Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019a; Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019c). 

Therefore, in this study age will be categorized into five groups (18-24 years, 25-34 years, 35-44 

years, 45-54 years, 55 years and older).  

 

3.3.2 Dependent variables 

The variables selected for this study replicate those used in Dalton (2016) ‘good citizen’ thesis and 

Martin’s (2012) application of the thesis as discussed in the literature review (Chapter 2) and are then 

applied to the South African context. The methodological approach in these two studies relied largely 

on measurement items that are sourced from well-established surveys such the General Social Survey 

(2004 and 2014). Below the dependent variables are listed in accordance with the research question 

and related hypothesis that is tested. This section will also discuss the international discourse 

surrounding the operationalization and measurement of these variables. 

 

3.3.2.1 Political participation 

One set of dependent variables in this study are the different forms of political participation which 

include both electoral engagement and non-electoral/unconventional forms of political participation. 

Political participation is generally operationalized to characterize the political activity of citizens and 

political actors and is measured using surveys. To name a few scholars, this can be seen in work of 

Verba & Nie (1972), Nie, Verba & Petroick (1976), Verba, Nie & Kim (1978), Vromen (2003), Martin 

(2012), Dalton (2016), Copeland & Feezell (2017), Lilleker & Koc-Michalska (2017).  

 

Although surveys are used as a common measure for political participation, the operationalization 

and measurement of the variable remains debated among scholars. This is because one body of 
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scholars operationalize political participation on the grounds of ‘the good liberal democratic citizen 

(dutiful citizen)’ which is synonymous to electoral engagement. This includes traditional indicators 

of measurement such as, a decline in electoral turnout, trust in political officials or following of 

mainstream news (Verba et al., 1978; Miller, 1983; Putnam, 2000; Stokes, 2002; Franklin, 2002; 

Bennet, 2011; Wattenberg, 2016; Kligler-Vilenchik, 2017; Manning, 2018).  

 

On the other hand, a revisionist body of scholars operationalize political participation to include non-

electoral and unconventional forms of participation such as protests, other forms of contentious action 

and Internet activism. Thereby expanding the scope of measurement indicators (Kenski & Stroud, 

2006; Farthing, 2010; Gil de Zúñiga, Veenstra, Vraga & Shah, 2010; Bennet, Wells & Freelon, 2011; 

Dalton, 2016, Dalton, 2020).  

 

However, there is an agreement among scholars that political participation underpins democracy and 

is essential for its functioning (Verba et al., 1978:46; Miller, 1983:133; Putnam, 2000; Wattenberg, 

2016; Dalton, 2016). However, revisionist scholars believe that the use of only traditional 

operationalization and measurement indicators of political participation produce a distorted and 

inaccurate perception of youth participation (Quinteiler, 2007; Farthing, 2010; Gil de Zúñiga et al., 

2010; Bennet et al., 2011; Gotlieb & Wells, 2012; Copeland & Feezell, 2017; Lilleker & Koc-

Michalska, 2017). In line with the revisionist operationalization and measurement of political 

participation, this study replicates Dalton’s (2016) ‘good citizen’ thesis and Martins (2012) 

application of it to address the research question. Appropriate indicators for this study were selected 

as justified by the replication of Dalton and Martin’s work as discussed in Chapter 2. 

 

The question items used to measure different forms of participation are listed in Table 1, which shows 

the items used by Dalton’s (2016) study, Martin’s (2012) study and this study’s items, as sourced from 

the 2019 CNEP dataset. 

 

 

 

Research question 1: Are young people less politically engaged than older people? 

Hypothesis 1: The study expects to find higher the level of non-electoral engagement among 

the youth compared to older people 
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Electoral forms of political participation: 

In a similar approach to Dalton, this study looks at whether respondents registered to vote and if 

registered voters voted. The measurement of these variables are individual level predictors of electoral 

participation that have been pivotal to bolstering the understanding of individual representation 

through political participation and democratic governance (Copeland & Feezell, 2017:807). 

 

Martin (2012:215) not only focuses on physical indicators of electoral engagement but also looks at 

the psychological engagement in electoral politics such as attitudes about the importance of voting 

and party identification. This study therefore also examines measure of party identification to 

determine whether the youth have similar or higher levels of psychological engagement with politics 

across age. 

 

Non-electoral (and unconventional) forms of political participation: 

Dalton (2016:63) states, “the boundaries of political action are much broader today than just electoral 

politics”. As mentioned in chapter two, Dalton (2020:41) identifies six forms of political participation. 

The scholar cites the first four forms of participation (voting, campaign activity, contacting officials 

directly and communal activity) from Verba & Nie (1972) and (Verba, Nie & Kim (1978). This study 

examines variables relating to party membership and campaign work. Dalton (2020) lists the two 

other forms of participation which include protest and internet activism (visiting websites, sending 

emails, posting online). These two forms of participation are commonly classified as unconventional 

participation (Martin, 2012; Dalton, 2016; Copeland & Feezell, 2017; Dalton, 2020).  

 

Martin (2012:215-216) also measures non-electoral forms of participation in terms of various forms 

of political and social action that people may engage in. This includes signed a petition, boycotted, 

or purposefully bought specific products for political ethical or environmental reasons, participated 

in a demonstration, joined an internet political forum or discussion group. These measures are based 

on Dalton’s (2016) findings in the ‘good citizen’ thesis to determine whether non-electoral forms of 

participation are replacing electoral participation. Norris (2002:6-7) measured protest activity by 

following the practice formulated by scholars, Barnes and Kaase. This entailed 5 items from the World 

Value Survey: signing a petition, joining in boycotts, attending lawful demonstrations, joining 

unofficial strikes, and occupying buildings or factories. The study follows a similar trend to Martin 

(2012) and Dalton (2016) with protest being measured by looking at if the respondent has taken part 

in a protest demonstration in the last twelve months. 
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Putnam (2000:172) describes the Internet as a ‘powerful tool for the transmission of information 

among physically distant people’. Dalton (2016:72-73) explains that the Internet creates a platform 

for individuals who may not be active in traditional political activity such as the youth. The medium 

offers an alternative way to engage and has advanced traditional forms of participation. In some cases, 

the scholar argues the Internet has replaced certain actions that solely occurred offline in the past 

(Dalton, 2016:73).  

 

Lilleker & Koc-Michalska (2017:27) also look at participation in terms of offline and online political 

activity i.e., conventional, and unconventional forms of participation as dependent variables. The 

scholars placed focus on determining what distinctions could be identified between motivations 

within the offline and online spheres (Lilleker & Koc-Michalska, 2017:27). Question items pertaining 

to online activity in Lilleker & Koc-Michalska (2017:27) scholarly work include: commentary related 

to politics on social media, followed a political non-governmental political organization or charity on 

social media, shared political content on social media and followed a political party/Member of 

Parliament/candidate on social media.  

 

Following Dalton’s ‘good citizen’ thesis, this study measures the participation levels of Internet 

activism of South African youth by examining whether respondents have given online support to a 

protest in the last twelve months (like re-tweet, share, checking in, posting under a particular hashtag). 
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Table 3.1: Operationalization of political participation items (and comparison with Dalton and 

Martin’s studies) 

Forms of 

participation 

Criteria Dalton 

(Good Citizen) 

Martin CNEP 

Electoral 

participation 

1. Voter Regis-

tration 

2. Turnout 

Are you interested 

in politics and 

national affairs? 

 

Report voting in the 

last presidential 

election 

 

 

As far as you are concerned 

on a scale of 1 to 7, where 

1 is not at all important and 

7 is very important, how 

important is it to: Always 

vote in elections 

How about you? 

Were you 

registered to vote 

in the recent 

national 

elections? 

 

We also know 

that even when 

people are 

registered, many 

people were not 

able to vote 

because they 

were sick, unable 

to get to the 

polling place, or 

did not have 

time? Which of 

the following 

statements best 

describes you? 

Non-electoral 

participation 

(Including 

unconventional 

modes) 

1. Campaign 

work 

  

Member of party 

organization 

 

Do you ever try to 

show people why 

they should vote for 

one of the parties or 

candidates? 

 

Have you done 

(other) work for 

one of the parties or 

candidates? 

 

In the past three or 

four years, have 

you attended any 

political meetings 

or rallies? 

 

In the past three or 

four years, have 

you contributed 

money to a political 

party or candidate 

or to any other 

political cause 

People sometimes belong 

to different kinds of groups 

or associations. For each 

type of group, please 

indicate whether you- never 

belonged (1) use to belong 

(2) belong but do not 

participate (3) belong and 

actively participate (4) a 

political party 

Could you please 

tell me if you 

belong to any of 

these types of 

organizations? 

• Politi-

cal 

party or 

group 

 

Did you work for 

any party or 

candidate during 

the election 

campaign? 

2. Direct Contact Have you ever 

personally gone to 

see, or spoken to, or 

written to some 

member of local 

government or 

some other person 

of influence in the 

community about 

some needs or 

problems? 

Here are some different 

forms of political and social 

action that people can take. 

Please indicate for each 

one- have not done it and 

never would do it (1) have 

not done but might do (2) 

have done it in the more 

distant past (3) have done it 

in the past year (4): 

• Contacted, or at-

tempted to con-

tact, a politician 

No measure 
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Contact 

state/national 

government 

or a civil servant 

to express your 

views 

3. Communal 

activity 

Have you ever 

worked with others 

in this community 

to try to solve 

community 

problems? 

No measure Could you please 

tell me if you 

belong to any of 

these types of 

organizations? 

• Com-

munity 

organi-

zation 

 

How frequently 

do you participate 

in meetings and 

other activities of 

this group 

4. Protest Attended a 

demonstration 

 

Boycotted a 

product  

 

Have you ever 

participated in any 

demonstrations, 

protests, boycotts, 

or marches in past 

two years 

Here are some different 

forms of political action 

and social action that 

people can take. Please 

indicate for each one- have 

not done it and never would 

do it (1) have not done but 

might do it (2) have done it 

in more distant past (3) 

have done it in the past year 

(4) 

• Signed a petition 

• Boycotted or de-

liberately bought 

certain products 

for political, ethi-

cal or environ-

mental reasons 

• Took part in a 

demonstration 

• Joined an internet 

political forum or 

discussion group  

Have you taken 

part in a protest 

demonstration in 

the last twelve 

months? 

5. Internet activ-

ism 

No measure Have you given 

online support to 

a protest in the 

last twelve 

months (like re-

tweet, share, 

checking in, 

posting under a 

particular 

hashtag)? 

 

3.3.2.2 Civic Voluntarism Model 

 

Research question 2: Why do the youth prefer to engage in non-electoral forms of 

participation? 

 

Hypothesis 2: Changed norms of citizenship have altered patterns of political participation. 

 

Three additional hypotheses based on each indicator from the the Civic Voluntarism Model (CVM) 

has been formulated below to assist in addressing the overarching research question and hypothesis 

2:  

 

• Hypothesis 3: Resources (education) is higher among the young and will be significant in 

determining unconventional political participation among young people.  
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• Hypothesis 4: Psychological engagement is likely to influence electoral and non-electoral po-

litical participation among young people. 

• Hypothesis 5: Mobilization agents affect individualized political participation among edu-

cated young people. 

 

At the heart of the theoretical framework of the ‘good citizen’ thesis are norms of citizenship. As 

discussed in Chapter two, this is because Dalton (2016) argues norms of citizenship provides the 

explanation to the change in patterns of participation. Another group of scholars that also examine 

norms of citizenship are Copeland & Feezell (2017:805) who measure citizenship norms in terms of 

how a citizen, understanding of a ‘good citizen’ shapes their political participation, and if specific 

forms of media moderate these relationships. 

 

To provide insight into the findings of participation patterns outlined above, this study measures 

norms by examining similar indicators used in Martin’s (2012) application of the thesis and not 

Dalton’s (2016) ‘good citizen’ thesis due to the limitation of indicators in the CNEP. It should be 

acknowledged that although both Dalton (2016) and Martin (2012) focus on understanding the 

participation patterns of the youth, each scholar uses different conceptual indicators in search of an 

explanation for the changing participation patterns of the youth. Therefore, this study will examine 

similar indicators used by Martin (2012) to address research question 2. 

 

Dalton (2016) uses a set of indicators that tap ‘norms of citizenship’ in what the scholar describes as 

dimension of citizenship. This set of indicators includes different aspects of both the dutiful citizen 

and the engaged citizen. Indicators measuring dutiful citizenship include vote in elections, obey the 

law, never evade taxes, and serve in the military (Dalton, 2016:31). In terms of examining the engaged 

citizen, indicators include active in associations, keep watch on government, understand others, 

political consumerism and helping the worse-off in the world. These dimensions of democratic 

citizenship are measured by using a scale variable with 1 indicating ‘not at all important’ and 7 

indicating ‘very important’ (Dalton, 2016:30-31). Dalton (2016:31) shared the results of this 

measurement based on a mean score of the 7-point scale. 

 

We now turn to an alternative way of measuring research question two. Martin (2012) uses the Civic 

Voluntarism Model (CVM) to understand the reason behind the youth’s change in participation 

patterns. The CVM suggests there are three factors that influence the individual decision to 
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participate. This includes people do not participate in politics ‘because they can’t’, ‘because they 

don’t want to’ or ‘because nobody asked’ (Brady, Verba & Schlozman, 1995:271).  

 

In Martin’s (2012) application of the model, ‘because they can’t’ refers to the resource theories, where 

the scholar used education as an indicator, ‘because they don’t want to’ refers to political culture 

literature with indicators including trust in government and interest in politics and ‘because nobody 

asked’ refers to social capital literature which includes associational membership and interpersonal 

trust as indicators. These indicators from the respective factors of the CVM are correlated with 

electoral engagement and non-electoral participation to test if age is the explanation for the 

participation patterns found in Research Question 1 as outlined by the ‘good citizen’ thesis (Martin, 

2012:218-219). 

 

This study will use a similar approach to Martin’s due to the lack of available and comparable question 

items to measure Dalton’s framework. Resource theory will be examined by measuring education. In 

terms of political culture, the indicators used in this study include party identification, political 

interest, and trust. Social capital literature will be examined by measuring indicators focused on 

mobilization. Like, Martin (2012), this study will correlate the above-mentioned indicators with 

electoral forms of participation and non-electoral/unconventional forms of political participation. 

 

Table 3.2: Operationalization of norms of citizenship variables (using Martin’s study) 

Attitudes  Criteria Martin CNEP 

Civic 

voluntarism 

model 

(Martin) 

Education 

• Resource 

(can’t) 

Educational level: no formal 

qualification (0) lowest formal 

qualification (1) above lowest 

qualification (2) higher secondary 

completed (3) above higher 

secondary/other education/university 

degree in progress (4) university 

degree completed 

What is the highest level of education 

you have completed? 

 Psychological  

• (don’t want) 

1. Party identifi-

cation 

 

In regard to party identification the 

ISSP asked: 

 

Generally speaking, do you usually 

think of yourself as Labor, Liberal, 

National or what? 

Liberal Party (1) Labour Party (2) 

National Party (3) Australian 

Democrats (4) Australian Greens (5) 

One Nation (6) Family First (7) 

Other party (95) No party preference  

Many people feel close to a particular 

political party over a long period of 

time, although they may occasionally 

vote for a different party. What about 

you? Do you usually think of yourself 

as close to a particular party? 

2. Political inter-

est 

Political interest: How interested 

would you say you are in politics? 

Not at all interested (1) not very 

interested (2) fairly interested (3) 

very interested (4). 

More generally, would you say that you 

are very interested, somewhat 

interested, not very interested or not at 

all interested in politics? 
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3. Trust Trust: To what extent do you agree 

with the following statement: Most 

of the time we can trust people in 

government to do what is right.  

Strongly disagree (1) 

Disagree (2) 

Neither agree nor disagree (3) 

Agree (4) 

Strongly agree (5) 

How much do you trust each of the 

following, or haven’t you heard enough 

about them to say? 

• The Government of South Af-

rica 

 

 Mobilisation agents 

• (nobody asked) 

1. Political dis-

cussion 

Interpersonal trust: Generally 

speaking, would you say that people 

can be trusted or that you can’t be 

too careful in dealing with people? 

You almost always can’t be too 

careful in dealing with people (1) 

You usually can’t be too careful with 

people (2) People can usually be 

trusted (3) People can almost always 

be trusted (4) 

How frequently did you talk about the 

2019 election campaign with your? 

• Family  

• Friends 

• Neighbours 

• Co-workers 

 

Are you: 

• Married 

• Single 

• Divorced/separated from/not 

living with spouse partner or 

discussion 

• Widowed/no partner  

 

Did you receive any advice from a local 

community leader concerning the best 

party in the most recent election? 

 

 

2. Membership 

 

The associational membership 

scaled variable combines responses 

to whether people are members of: A 

trade union, business, or 

professional association; A church or 

other religious organization; A 

sports, leisure, or cultural group; 

another voluntary organization: (1) 

not belong (2) belong with a 

minimum of 4 and a maximum of 8 

 

Do you belong to a trade union? 

 

How frequently do you participate in 

trade union meetings and other 

activities? 

 

 

 

 3. Group mem-

bership  

 Could you please tell me if you belong 

to any of these types of organizations? 

• Political party or group 

 

Did you receive any information about 

the recent 2019 election campaign from 

this trade union? 

 

 

** Dalton’s study has no comparable measures for Civic voluntarism model as applied by Martin. 

 

3.5 Statistical tests 

To measure the relationship between the independent and dependent variables, this study uses the 

Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS). It is also used to address the hypothesis(s) of both 

research questions in the study. This software package was created for the purpose of providing a 

range of tools to execute data management tasks (Levesque, 2005:1; Pierce, 2008:7). 
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The study conducts bivariate analyses which entails the measurement of two variables (ordinal and/or 

nominal) using cross tabulations, bivariate correlations and the appropriate summary statistics are 

provided. Cross-tabulation is a form of bivariate analysis and explores the relationship between 

classified variables such as age which is then compared and measured against forms of participation 

(Pierce, 2008:140). Before the variables in this study are statistically tested, the most appropriate level 

of measurement was established. Ordinal variables include categories that are assigned a numerical 

value whereas nominal variables refer to uncategorized items of a similar nature (Field, 2009:8; De 

Vaus, 2013:254). All the variables in this study are nominal or ordinal variables, including the 

indicators replicated to measure Martin’s (2012) civic voluntarism model. Thus, the Gamma bivariate 

summary statistics is used to test the strength of the associations of the respective dependent and 

independent variables. Gamma is the most popular statistic when both the variables in a cross-

tabulation are either nominal or ordinal level, and specifically, when variables have relatively few 

categories (de Vaus, 2013:258-259). For interpretation purposes, the higher the correlation 

coefficient, the stronger the relationship (de Vaus, 2013:254; de Vaus, 2013:264). 

 

To address Research Question 1, the independent variable is age. This study uses the exact coding of 

the age group variable from the 2019 CNEP dataset. The coding for this variable is as follows: 18-24 

(1); 25-34 (2); 35-44 (3); 45-54 (4); 55+ (5). The dependent variables pertain to forms of political 

participation which include both electoral forms of political participation and non-electoral forms of 

political participation/unconventional forms of political participation. Most of the dependent 

variables (forms of political participation) are recoded while some variables use the same coding as 

the CNEP such as registration, campaign work, protest, and online activism. All dependent variables 

with its appropriate coding are outlined in Appendix 1. Regarding the statistical tests, the independent 

variable, age, is cross tabulated with the various form of political participation. Then the analysis is 

extended by providing all the bivariate correlations in summary tabular form.  

 

To address Research Question 2, further bivariate analysis is provided in Chapter Five. Cross 

tabulations assess the relationship between the CVM indicators (the dependent variables) and age. 

These indicators are broken down into the following three conceptual categories: resources (they 

can’t), psychological engagement (they don’t want to) and mobilization (nobody asked). Each 

category provides reasons that help us to understand why young people participate, or not. Thereafter, 

a new section extends the bivariate analysis by providing bivariate correlations in summary tabular 

form, illustrating the correlations (Gamma statistics) between each category of the Civic Voluntarism 

model (Resources, Psychological engagement, and Mobilization agents) and age groups.  
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As part of the cross-tabulation process, SPSS creates a table containing the test of significance. This 

indicates the probability that random sampling would generate a correlation coefficient as far from 

zero (or further). The probability value is between 0 and 1. The lower the value, the less likely the 

correlation was produced by sampling error. If the significance value is small specifically below (0,5) 

then this study will reject the null hypothesis that states variables are independent due to the belief 

that the variables are indeed related (Field, 2009:696-697). This means the correlation indicates a real 

correlation. In the occurrence that the significance level is .000, it means that the relationship is strong 

and unlikely to have been produced by a sampling error (de Vaus, 2013:264).  

 

3.6 Ethical considerations 

The researcher determines the topic, research question(s), operationalization, and measurement. 

These decisions are based on accessibility, validity, reliability, and accuracy (Pierce, 2008:9). Ethical 

consideration has a pivotal role in this process because it reduces and mitigates possible risks in the 

research process (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004:273). Research will mainly consist of existing secondary 

data which has already been collected however the entire proposal will be subject to ethical clearance.  

 

This study has complied with Stellenbosch University ethics code. The research proposal was 

submitted to the relevant ethics body of the university, the Departmental Ethics Screening Committee 

(DESC) to acquire ethical approval for the commencement of the research. The DESC reviews and 

ratifies minimal and low-risk research (Stellenbosch University, 2021). The reason for submitting the 

research process for ethical review is to ‘contribute to safeguarding the dignity, rights, safety, and 

well-being of all actual or potential participants in social, behavioral, economic and education 

research conducted at Stellenbosch University’ (Stellenbosch University, 2021). 

 

The present study comprises an analysis of existing secondary data by employing the 2019 round of 

the Comparative National Election Project (CNEP) public opinion survey. The CNEP survey has 

already been granted a full ethical clearance by Stellenbosch University and all its global partners. 

The selection process of the survey was based on a random process, consent was requested for each 

interviewed participant and the data collected from each participant was coupled with the other 1,600 

adult South African’s who participated in the survey. The confidentiality and anonymity of all 

respondents is fully maintained. Therefore, it is unlikely any ethical risks or harm could arise with 

regards to the participants of the survey. 
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3.7 Limitations of the study 

The purpose of the study is to address the research questions which focus on the political participation 

patterns of the youth in South Africa. Like all research studies, limitations do exist. The first limitation 

pertains to the methodological approach selected for the present study. A quantitative cross-sectional 

methodological approach is selected for the present study instead of a qualitative approach. This 

means the study will not be able to provide in-depth explanations to the generalized deductions made 

from the data (Thomas, 2003:2-6; Pierce, 2008:42-44). The second limitation relates to the cross-

sectional component of the study. This is because a cross-sectional study only captures a specific 

moment in time which has its benefits as earlier discussed in this chapter. Focus on a single point in 

time means a cross sectional study cannot account for long term changes like a longitude study which 

monitors changes in behavior or opinion over multiple time points to capture social change (Pierce, 

2008:60; Barasko, Sabet & Schaffner, 2014:88; Lawrence Neuman, 2014:44). 

3.8 Conclusion 

This chapter reviews the research design, methodological approach and the operationalization and 

measurement of variables to collect data with the purpose of addressing the research questions of the 

present study. This chapter discussed and justified the employment of a quantitative cross-sectional 

study accompanied with secondary analysis drawn from the 2019 CNEP dataset. It also elaborates on 

the benefits and limitations of quantitative research in the social science field. The use of secondary 

survey data analysis enables a more generalised deduction to made about the various age groups 

political participation patterns, specifically the youth (18-24). Furthermore, this chapter provides the 

foundation for the following chapter which focuses on data analysis obtained from the 2019 CNEP 

data set and the interpretation thereof.  

 

Finally, Mattes (2013:488) has noted that South Africa academia experiences a deficit of quantitative 

research regarding South African democracy and politics. Scholarly work in this field tends to be 

conducted by scholars based outside the country or non-South African scholars residing at South 

African universities. Limited quantitative research is carried out by South African scholars (Mattes, 

2013:488). South African scholars tend to use qualitative methods (Malila, 2016; Tracey, 2016; 

Oyedemi & Mahlatji ,2016). Mattes (2013:488) explains that this is not a result of the lack of data 

but instead due to the overall lack of basic numeric literacy and statistical skills amongst South 

African political scientists and students. This study aims to contribute to this deficit in quantitative 

research by utilizing secondary data analysis from the CNEP 2019 South Africa post-election public 

opinion survey dataset to explore attitudes of the South African youth. 
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Chapter Four: Data analysis - Are young people less politically 

engaged than older people? 

4.1 Introduction 

The purpose of Chapter 4 is to answer Research Question 1 of this study asks, “Are young people less 

politically engaged than older people?” The associated hypotheses are as follows: the study expects 

to find higher the level of non-electoral engagement among the youth compared to older people.  

 

To address the question the chapter provides a quantitative analysis which explores political 

participation patterns of the youth compared to older age groups in South Africa. The study utilizes 

bivariate analysis to examine the relationship between age and the different types of political 

participation. As such, the dependent variable, forms of political participation, are compared against 

the independent variable, age. The findings are discussed in relation to Dalton’s ‘good citizen’ thesis 

and Martin’s application of the thesis in Australia while also drawing other global literature. 

 

The first set of results are illustrated using cross tabulations. Thereafter, the Gamma bivariate 

summary statistic is used to measure the associations between the dependent and independent 

variables. The selection of Gamma in this study is justified on the basis that it is the most appropriate 

statistic when both variables in a cross tabulation are ordinal. As explained by de Vaus (2013:262) ‘if 

one variable is dichotomous let the other variable determine the choice of coefficient’. In this study 

for example, turnout (form of political participation) is dichotomous and cross tabulated with age 

(ordinal variable). This means both variables can be treated as ordinal variables with gamma statistics 

being the most appropriate to measure the bivariate relationship (de Vaus, 2013:262-263). 

Furthermore, despite the existence of other measures of association between ordinal variables, 

Gamma holds preference when variables have ‘relatively few categories’ (de Vaus, 2013:258). It is 

also a PRE measure of association and the most common statistic when both variables in a cross 

tabulation are ordinal (De Vaus, 2013:258). It is also worth mentioning that another characteristic of 

gamma is as a measure of association it produces higher coefficients than other ordinal coefficients 

(de Vaus, 2013:261). 

 

Table 4.1 provides a guideline for interpreting the strength of the relationships between the various 

variables.  

Table 4.1: Guideline for interpreting the strength of association 

Measure of association  Strength  
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Value of coefficient: Strength of the relationship is: 

0.00 No association  

0.01-0.09 Trivial  

0.10-0.29 Low to moderate 

0.30-0.49 Moderate to substantial 

0.50-0.69 Substantial to very strong 

0.70-0.89 Very strong 

0.90+ Near perfect 

Source: De Vaus (2013:259)  

 

4.2 Cross tabulations between electoral forms of political participation and age 

The Comparative National Election Project (CNEP) does not measure all the question items used by 

Dalton. Thus, as mentioned in Chapter 3, the question items selected are replicated based on Dalton’s 

‘good citizen’ thesis and Martin’s (2012) application of Dalton’s thesis in the Australian case study. 

The following tables show the cross tabulations and associated summary statistics between the 

different types of political participation and age.  

 

Registration 

Table 4.2 and Table 4.3 show the cross tabulations between forms of electoral political participation 

and age across South Africa. Age is categorized as (1) 18-24; (2) 25-34; (3) 35-44; (4) 55+ years. 

Table 4.2 displays voter registration across the different age groups using cross tabulations. The first 

finding is that those aged between 18-24 display are the least likely to register. Among young people, 

54% remain unregistered compared to 21% or less among people over 40 years old. As the frequency 

of ‘not registering’ decreases, the older the respondent becomes, as illustrated across the respective 

age groups. Registration is highest among the oldest age group (55+) with 90% and generally higher 

among older age groups in contrast to the youth (18-24) with 46%. This large gap between the oldest 

age group and the youth indicate that older people are more inclined to register to vote in comparison 

to youth. The statistically significant association found between voter registration (.460*) and age 

lends support to this. As the null hypothesis is rejected. Older citizens are more inclined to register to 

vote.  
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Table 4.2: Cross tabulation of voter registration by age, percentages1 

Age 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55+ Total 

Count 144 169 83 48 29 473 

Not registered  53,7 35,7 22,6 20,8 10,5 29,3 

Count 124 304 285 183 247 1143 

Registered  46,3 64,3 77,4 79,2 89,5 70,7 

Total (n) 268 473 368 231 276 1616 

 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Gamma = .460*; Margin of error = 0.33 

 

It should also be noted that although the majority of those aged 18-24 do not register, many 

respondents within this age group did register to vote. This can be seen in Figure 4.1. An 

explanation for this is provided by Dalton (2016:86) who states, “engaged citizens will still vote 

because of the importance of elections to the democratic process. 

 

Figure 4.1: Voter registration, 2019 elections (self-declared) 

  

 

Voter turnout 

Table 4.3 displays voter turnout across the different age groups. The first finding is that those aged 

18-24 are the least likely to vote. Among young people, 29% did not vote compared to 20% or less 

among people over 25 years old. The frequency of ‘not voting’ decreases, the older the respondent 

becomes, as illustrated across the respective age groups. Voter turnout is highest among the oldest 

age group (55+) with 88% and generally higher among older age groups in contrast to the youth (18-

 
1  REGISTRATION: Were you registered to vote in the recent national elections? (1)Yes (2) No. 
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24) with 72%. The gap between the oldest age group and the youth indicate that older people are more 

inclined to vote in comparison to youth. This is illustrated in Figure 4.2. A statistically significant 

association was found between voter turnout (.218*) and age.  

Table 4.3: Cross tabulation of voter turnout by age (Self-reported), percentages2 

Age 18 to 24 25 to 34 35 to 44 45 to 54 55+ Total 

Count 35 58 55 23 30 201 

Did not vote 28.5 19,5 19,4 12,8 12,3 17,8 

Count 88 240 228 157 213 926 

Voted 71,5 80,5 80,6 87,2 87,7 82,2 

Total (n) 123 298 283 180 243 1127 

 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Gamma = .218*; Margin of error: .054  

 

Figure 4.2: Voter turnout, 2019 elections (self-declared) 

 

 

4.3 Cross tabulations between non-electoral forms of political participation and 

age  

According to Dalton’s ‘‘good citizen’ thesis, instead of disengaging from the political process, the 

youth have become more engaged in direct forms of political participation. These forms of 

participation include protest and contentious action as well as Internet activism. Therefore Table 4.4, 

 
2 VOTER TURNOUT: (1) did not vote (I did not vote in this election; I thought about voting, but did not; I usually 

vote, but did not this time). (2) voted (I am sure I voted in the election). Note that these are self-reported figures among 

those who initially report having registered, and will not exactly match official IEC voter turnout figures.  
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4.5, 4.6, 4.7, 4.8, and 4.9 show the cross tabulations between non-electoral/unconventional forms of 

political participation and age from the South African CNEP 2019 data.  

 

Party or organisational membership  

Table 4.4 demonstrates respondents’ membership to a party or organisation. The first finding is that 

93% of respondents (across all groups) in total indicated ‘belong to a party or group’ compared to the 

minority (7%) who said, ‘do not belong to a party or group’. The second finding is that although 

membership across all age groups is high, those aged 18-24 demonstrate the lowest membership with 

88% compared to 90% or above among people over 25 years old. Membership is highest among the 

25-34 age group with 97% and generally higher among older age groups in contrast to the youth (18-

24). Looking at those who ‘do not belong to a party or group’ the reverse is demonstrated as those 

aged 18-24 indicate the highest non-membership rate with 12% compared to older age groups with 

8% and generally less. There is no significant association between membership to a political party or 

group and age.  

 

Table 4.4: Cross tabulations: party or organisational membership by age (belong to a political 

party or group, percentages)3 

Age 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55+ Total 

Count 78 142 129 81 97 527 

Belong to 

party or 

group 

87.6 92.8 97.0 93.1 92.4 92.9 

Count 11 11 4 6 8 40 

Do not 

belong to 

party or 

group 

12.4 7.2 3.0 6.9 7.6 7.1 

Total (n) 89 153 133 87 105 567 

 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Gamma = -.138; Margin of error: .129  

 

Campaign involvement 

Table 4.5 demonstrates respondents’ involvement with a political party or campaign. Those aged 

between 18-24 indicate the highest involvement with 7% followed by those aged between 25-34. The 

 
3 PARTY OR ORGANISATIONAL MEMBERSHIP (BELONG TO A POLITICAL PARTY OR GROUP): Did you 

belong to a political party or group? (1) Do not belong to a political party (Professional, business or farmer, Religious 

group, Community organizations, A stokvel group, Any other type of organization), (2) Belong to a political party or 

group (Political party or group). 
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oldest age group (55+) displays the lowest involvement with 4%. The expectation of the finding was 

the reverse. However, it should be acknowledged that engagement in campaign or political party work 

is generally low with only 6% of respondents (across all groups) in total indicating ‘yes’ compared to 

the majority (93%) who said ‘no’. Again, those aged 18-24 had the lowest percentage of 93% saying 

‘no’ to working for a party or campaign. Furthermore, a negative moderate significant association is 

found between campaign work and age. This suggests campaign work decreases with age. 

 

Table 4.5: Cross tabulation: campaign work by age (worked for a party or campaign), 

percentages  4 

Age 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55+ Total 

Count 248 440 346 215 263 1512 

No 92.9 92.8 93.5 93.9 95.6 93.6 

Count 19 34 24 14 12 103 

Yes 7.1 7.2 6.5 6.1 4.4 6.4 

Total (n) 267 474 370 229 275 1615 

 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Gamma = -.105*; Margin of error: .071  

 

Communal activity 

Table 4.6 and Table 4.7 both focus on communal activity. The first Table 4.6 shows whether 

respondents belong to a community organization. The first finding is that the 18-24 (20%) age group 

has the highest engagement in terms of belonging to a community organization, with 20% expressing 

some involvement with a community organisation compared to 55+ age group, with only 8% 

expressing the same. Again, the data shows a clear decline across age. It is worth noting that a trivial 

positive significant association was found between membership to a community organization and 

age.  

 

Table 4.7 shows that of those aged between 18-24, 34% have never or rarely participated in 

meetings/activities of the community organization, while 67% indicated sometimes or often. If one 

focuses on ‘sometimes’ those aged 18-24 indicate the third lowest participation with 40% compared 

to 25-34 age group with the lowest involvement (38%) while older age groups demonstrate higher 

involvement. Looking at ‘often’ those aged 25-34 indicate the highest involvement with 41% while 

 
4 CAMPAIGN WORK (WORKED FOR A PARTY OR CAMPAIGN): (0) No, (1) Yes. 
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the 18-24 (27%) has the lowest engagement. Again, the data shows a decline across age. There is no 

significant association between participation in meetings/activities and age.  

 

Table 4.6: Cross tabulation: communal activity by age (belong to a community organization, 

percentages)5 

Age 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55+ Total 

Count 71 131 112 76 97 487 

Do not 

belong 

79.8 85.6 84.2 87.4 92.4 85.9 

Count 18 22 21 11 8 80 

Belong 20.2 14.4 15.8 12.6 7.6 14.1 

Total (n) 89 153 133 87 105 567 

 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Gamma = -.197*; Margin of error: .082  

 

Table 4.7: Cross tabulation: communal activity by age (participation in meetings/activities of this 

group), percentages6 

Age 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55+ Total 

Count 23 25 12 17 30 107 

Never/Rarely 33.8 21.2 12.5 24.3 36.6 24.7 

Count 27 45 47 33 29 181 

Sometimes 39.7 38.1 49.0 47.1 35.4 41.7 

Count 18 48 37 20 23 146 

Often 26.5 40.7 38.5 28.6 28.0 33.6 

Total (n) 68 118 96 70 82 434 

 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Gamma = -.051; Margin of error: .060  

 

Protest action 

Turning to protest action, Table 4.8 shows the engagement among the five age groups in this form of 

political participation over the past 12 months. The first significant finding is overall across all groups 

93% have not participated in protests in this period with only 7% participating in protests. Those who 

 
5 COMMUNAL ACTIVITY (BELONG TO A COMMUNITY ORGANIZATION): (1) do not belong (professional; 

business or farmer; religious group; political party or group; a stokvel group; any other type of organization). (2) Belong 

(community organization). 
6 COMMUNAL ACTIVITY (PARTICPATION IN MEETINGS/ACTIVITIES OF THIS GROUP): (1) Never/Rarely, 

(2) Sometimes, (3) Often. 
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were mostly likely to engage in protest are found among the younger citizens, with approximately 

8% across the 45-54, 25-34 and 18-24 age groups, but statistically speaking, they are negligible and 

unreliable differences.  

 

Figure 4.3 illustrates the association between protest participation and the younger age groups. Since 

2008 protests have become a norm and erupt in various communities largely due to a lack of service 

delivery at municipal government level in South Africa (Mattes, 2012:141-142; Oyedemi & Mahlatji, 

2016:314; Tracey, 2016:15; Runciman, Bekker & Maggott, 2019:392). More recently, South African 

scholars like Williams (2006:429) and Oyedemi & Mahlatji, (2016:314) indicate South Africa has 

experienced a rise in social movements specifically among the youth due to socio-economic issues 

affecting this age group such as unemployment and access to education. Some social movements of 

the youth as outlined by Luescher (2016:145) include #FeesMustFall, #ReformPukke, 

#TuksUprising, #RhodesMustFall, #PatriarchyMustFall. These movements were monumental has it 

accumulated attention and promoted an immediate high-level response from government. No student 

movement prior to these range of movements in post-apartheid was able to have this impact 

(Luescher, 2016:145). Therefore, the low participation as seen in Table 4.8 and Figure 4.3 should not 

be underestimated. Participation in protest could rise in coming years among the youth as it is a direct 

form of participation. It should be mentioned that the engaged citizen according to Dalton (2016:86) 

has greater engagement and is more active on referendums than elections and more active in direct 

action than campaign work. Volunteering also holds preference over party activity. Furthermore, the 

study did not find a significant association between protest and age. 

 

Table 4.8: Cross tabulation: protest by age, percentages7 

Age 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55+ Total 

Count 247 439 347 212 258 1503 

No 92.5% 92.4% 93.8% 92.2% 94.2% 93.0% 

Count 20 36 23 18 16 113 

Yes 7.5% 7.6% 6.2% 7.8% 5.8% 7.0% 

Total (n) 267 475 370 230 274 1616 

 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

Gamma = -.051; Margin of error: .070 

 

 
7 PROTEST: No (0), Yes (1). 
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Figure 4.3: Protest Action, 2018-2019 over the last 12 months (self-declared). 

 

 

Online activism 

Lastly, online activism is often regarded as an extension of protest action. Its relationship with age is 

indicated in Table 4.9. Although most respondents (96%) have not participated in online activism, 8% 

of those aged 18-24 indicated that they had. This is the age group with the highest level of 

participation in this activity. Those aged 25-34 follow with 5%, 35-44 as well as 45-54 with 3% and 

those aged 55+ with 2%. These results suggest Internet activism may not be the most preferred form 

of political participation across the various age groups.   It should be acknowledged that despite low 

engagement in this political activity, participation is most prevalent among the youth. It is a growing 

global trend and South Africa, specifically the youth, seem to steadily follow suit. Internet activism 

has also introduced new forms of political participation and advanced traditional forms of political 

participation as discussed in Chapter 2 (Bennet, Wells & Freelon; 2011:835; Dalton, 2016:73; Dalton, 

2016:78). Scholars like Boulianne (2000:193) and Kenski & Stroud (2006:176) point out that Internet 

activism has been met with criticism. Nevertheless, Dalton (2020:59) says the power of Internet 

activism extends beyond the limitations of current political forms of participation because it provides 

a platform into advanced cognitive mobilization. It also redirects power to citizens (de Zúñiga et al., 

2010:38; Dalton, 2020:59). The study did find a significant association between Internet activism and 

age, with younger people more likely to engage in online activism. 

 

Table 4.9: Cross tabulation: online activism by age, percentages8 

Age 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55+ Total 

 
8 ONLINE ACTIVISM: No (0), Yes (1). 
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Count 247 448 358 221 269 1543 

No 92.5 94.7 97.0 96.9 97.8 95.7 

Count 20 25 11 7 6 69 

Yes 7.5 5.3 3.0 3.1 2.2 4.3 

Total (n) 267 473 369 228 275 1612 

 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Gamma = -.037*; Margin of error: .085 

 

4.4 Bivariate Correlations  

This section extends the bivariate analysis by providing bivariate correlations in summary tabular 

form in Table 4.10. This illustrates the correlations (Gamma statistics) between each form of political 

participation and age groups. Correlation coefficients show that electoral participation increases with 

age and is most prevalent among older age groups. By contrast, non-electoral forms of political 

participation display negative correlations, and two are statistically significant (belong to a 

community organisation and online activism). This means that young people are more likely to 

engage in non-electoral forms of political participation. 

 

Table 4.10: Correlation summary statistics: dependent variables with age (independent variable) 

Electoral forms of political 

participations 

Voter registration .460* 

Turnout .218* 

Non-electoral/ 

unconventional forms of 

political participation  

Campaign 

work 

Belong to political party or group -.138 

Worked for a party or campaign -.105 

Communal 

activity 

Belong to a community 

organization 

-.197* 

Participation  

in meetings/activities of this group 

-.061 

Protest -.051 

Internet activism -.037* 
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4.5 Summary of findings 

The findings from this chapter allow the study to address Research Question 1, ‘Are young people 

less politically engaged than older people’. Overall, most of the stated hypotheses find some 

limited support in the data analysis – South Africa’s youth are less inclined to engage in electoral 

forms of political participation and in many cases younger people display higher engagement levels 

in non-electoral and unconventional forms of political electoral participation.  

 

Registration and turnout are far lower among younger South Africans then older citizens. The data 

indicates that the lowest levels of electoral forms of political participation are displayed among 

younger citizens compared to older citizens. However, some youth still turned out at the polls which 

suggest voting remains important for a minority of young people, but its low turnout  suggests it is 

in decline. A reason for this is outlined by some scholars like Dalton (2020:46; 67) who say voting 

has a limited influence specifically to youth who prefer direct individualistic forms of participation 

that have more influence and a direct impact.  

 

The study found that South African youth, display disengagement across non-electoral forms of 

political participation. The negative correlations for age and communal activity, protest, and internet 

activism indicates that young people are steadily leaning  towards direct, individualistic, and non-

electoral forms of participation. The cross-sectional approach prevents the study from making a 

conclusive deduction. However, it should be acknowledged of those who do engage, voter 

participation is low as seen with Internet activism.   

 

Furthermore  there are some significant findings that do not neatly support Dalton’s thesis. First, 

although young people are far less likely to register or vote compared to older people, this is still the 

preferred participation activity among young people when compared to less conventional forms of 

participation (whose levels are generally lower). This is demonstrated by the statistically significant 

association found for both variables in the study. Second, some forms of non-electoral political 

participation and involvement were also found to be quite high among middle aged people, such as 

protests. Another important caveat is that Internet activism as a form of participation generally 

remains very low in South Africa. Generally, this chapter finds limited support for Dalton’s ‘good 

citizen’ thesis – although young people tend towards alternative political activities their involvement 

remains very low. This brings into question the application of such a theory for a developing society 

like South Africa.  
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4.6 Conclusion 

As indicated in previous chapters, youth participation across the globe is in decline, and South Africa 

is no different in terms of voter turnout (Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019a; Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019b). 

Youth in South Africa may be the most dominant age group (33%) in the electorate, but they display 

the lowest registration rates and even lower turnout rates at the polls in contrast to their older 

counterparts (Mattes, 2012; Oydemi & Mahlatji, 2016; Malila, 2016; Tracey, 2016; Schulz-

Herzenberg, 2019c). The findings in Table 4.1 provide support to this statement. 

 

The overall findings of this chapter indicate that youth in South Africa demonstrate higher 

engagement in electoral forms of political participation compared to non-electoral forms of political 

participation. This is different from Australian and American counterparts who demonstrate higher 

engagement in non-electoral forms of political participation in accordance with the ‘good citizen’ 

thesis.  

 

The following Chapter will seek to explore reasons for the findings of the participation patterns 

outlined in this chapter. This will be done by applying the Civic Voluntarism Model as outlined by 

Martin (2012).  

 

.  
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Chapter 5: Data analysis - Why do the youth prefer to engage in non-

electoral forms of participation? 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter follows up on the participation patterns found in Chapter 4 by exploring reasons for the 

differences in age and participation. Therefore, the purpose of Chapter 5 is to answer Research 

Question 2, which asks, “Why do the youth prefer to engage in non-electoral forms of political 

participation?”. The associated hypothesis is as follows: Hypothesis 2 states that changed norms of 

citizenship among young people have altered patterns of political participation. This hypothesis 

therefore expects to find different attitudes across age groups with respect to a range of citizenship 

norms. This would lend support to the arguments put forward by Martin (2012) for the different 

political participation patterns among the youth.  

 

To address the question, the chapter provides a quantitative analysis comparing indicators of the Civic 

Voluntarism model (CVM) used by Martin (2012) against different age groups in South Africa. Both 

Martin (2012) and Dalton (2016) seek to understand the reasons for different participation patterns 

across age but use different conceptual indicators. The limitation of indicators in the 2019 

Comparative National Elections Project (CNEP) dataset necessitates this study uses the CVM 

indicators as employed by Martin (2012) to understand changing citizenship norms and not Dalton’s 

(2016) ‘‘good citizen’ thesis indicators. Thus, the use of the CVM in this study is adopted as an 

alternative way to address Research Question 2.  

 

The study uses bivariate analysis to assess the relationship between the CVM indicators (the 

dependent variables) and age. These indicators are broken down into the following three conceptual 

categories: resources (they can’t), psychological engagement (they don’t want to) and mobilization 

(nobody asked). Each category provides reasons that help us to understand why young people 

participate, or not. Together, they address the overarching hypothesis. Therefore, categories of the 

CVM have their own respective hypothesis as follows:  

• Hypothesis 3: Resources (education) is higher among the young and will be significant in 

determining unconventional political participation among young people.  

• Hypothesis 4: Psychological engagement is likely to influence electoral and non-electoral po-

litical participation among young people. 

• Hypothesis 5: Mobilization agents spur direct individualized political participation among ed-

ucated young people. 
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All CVM indicators are compared against the independent variable, age. The findings are discussed 

in relation to Martin (2012) and Dalton’s (2016) norms of citizenship arguments.  

 

The first set of results are illustrated using cross tabulations. Thereafter, Gamma bivariate summary 

statistic is used to measure the strength of associations between the dependent and independent 

variables. The guidelines for interpreting the strength of associations using the Gamma bivariate 

summary statistic are provided for and justified in Chapter 4.  

5.2 Civic Voluntarism Model (CVM) indicators and age 

As explained above, this chapter uses Martin’s (2012) application of the thesis to measure norms of 

citizenship. As a result, the Civic Voluntarism Model (CVM) is used to gain an understanding of the 

participation patterns across age, as discussed in Chapter 4.  

 

5.2.1 Resources (education) and age: “they can’t” 

Hypothesis 3 suggests resources (such as education) are significant in determining political 

participation. Education is the most popular indicator in measuring political participation (Putnam, 

2000; Martin, 2012). Therefore, as justified by Martin (2012), the study expects to find that education 

has a significant role in political participation. Most specifically, it is expected to have a clear impact 

on non-electoral forms of participation which requires greater individual initiative in contrast to 

electoral forms of political participation.  

 

Table 5.1 shows the measure of education across all age groups. Age is categorized as (1) 18-24; (2) 

25-34; (3) 35-44; (4) 55+ years. As the frequency of completing different educational levels 

decreases, the older the respondent becomes. This is illustrated across the respective age groups. An 

explanation outlined by some scholars is that young people experience greater economic burdens, 

unemployment, and battle with financial freedom to enrol and pay tertiary tuition fees. It is also 

important to acknowledge the unequal access to quality education as a contributing factor. Another 

common reason for the results is that one is most likely to complete postgraduate education around 

the age of 24 and older (Quintelier ,2007:167; Mattes, 2012:142; Sloam, 2013:4; Wattenberg, 

2016:134; Malila, 2016:174-175; Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019a:12). 
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Table 5.1: Cross tabulation of education by age, percentages 9 

Age 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55+ Total 

Primary or less  2.2 7.8 8.1 15.7 31.4 12 

Incomplete 

secondary 

schooling 

44.1 37.6 37.3 39.6 33.2 38.1 

Completed 

secondary school 

39.6 33.8 29.5 27.4 19.7 30.5 

Post schooling/ 

tertiary education 

14.1 20.8 25.1 17.4 15.7 19.3 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Gamma = -.161*; Margin of Error: 027 

This analysis above shows that education levels are associated with age, as the study expected. Dalton 

(1984:268) explains younger citizens tend to have higher levels of education in contrast to their older 

counterparts. As a result, cognitive mobilization should be higher among this age group despite their 

lack of political experience with politics and the electoral process (Dalton, 1984:268). The finding 

suggests that youth who have engaged in direct forms of political action such as protest as noted in 

recent examples of demonstration, represent the minority of the age group who have access to tertiary 

institutions whilst the majority battle with access to tertiary education or at least have completed 

secondary schooling (Malila, 2016:180; Tracey, 2016:17) 

 

The relationship between electoral and non-electoral forms of political participation and education 

Building on the results of Table 5.1, Table 5.2 shows the association between education and the 

various forms of political participation (electoral and non-electoral) to test Hypothesis 3. The 

hypothesis suggests resources (education) will be higher among the young and significant in 

determining non-electoral and unconventional forms of political participation among young people. 

Table 5.2 shows a weak but positive, significant association between communal activity (participation 

in meetings/activities of this group) and education (.149). Thus, the more educated the respondent is, 

the more likely the respondent will participate in meetings/activities in relation to communal activity. 

On the other hand, an inverse relationship between protest (-.151) and education was found. Thus, as 

education (across age) decreases, protest increases. Likewise, the less educated respondents are, the 

more inclined they will be to engage in protests. 

 
9 EDUCATION: (1) Primary or less (No formal schooling, Some primary schooling, Primary school completed) ; (2) In-
complete secondary schooling (Some secondary school/high school) ; (3) Completed secondary school (Secondary 
school completed (vocational or commercial school), Secondary school completed/high school) ; (4) Post school-
ing/tertiary education (Incomplete university education, University completed, post-graduate) 
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The study hypothesized that education would be significant in determining non-electoral forms of 

political participation. This is due to the notion that the educated youth are more engaged, particularly 

in activities that entail direct power and influence. This relates to the skill and resources youth possess 

which enable them to engage in both electoral and non-electoral forms of political participation 

(Dalton, 1984:268Martin, 2012:222).Yet only one form of non-electoral/unconventional political 

participation (communal activity) has a significant association with education. Another observation 

is that although some younger citizens are generally more educated than their older counterparts, they 

are the least likely to engage in protest. This is based on the discovery of an inverse relationship 

between protest and education. Alternatively, the less educated the respondent is, the more likely they 

are to protest. Therefore, findings show little support for hypothesis 3 which expected to find that 

resources (education) would be significant in determining non electoral and unconventional forms of 

political participation among young people. There is only some limited support for Hypothesis 3 in 

terms of communal activity.  
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Table 5.2: Correlation summary statistics: electoral and unconventional forms of participation 

and education 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.2.2 Psychological engagement (“they don’t want to”) and age 

Psychological engagement is measured using three associated indicator variables, namely party 

identification, political interest, and political trust. Tables 5.3 show the cross tabulations of party 

identification by age. Table 5.4 looks at political interest while Table 5.5 focuses on trust. Table 5.6 

shows the association between forms of political participation and political trust. Hypothesis 4 

suggests that psychological engagement influences political participation. The expectation is that 

attitudinal variables, in addition to resources, influence political participation, especially among the 

young.  

 

5.2.2.1 Party identification 

Youth sentiments of isolation and marginalization towards political parties is a global trend in the 

contemporary landscape (Quintelier, 2007; Sloam, 2013; Sloam, 2014; Loader, Vromen & Xenos, 

2014; Dalton, 2016, Malila, 2016). Young people are the least likely to have a party identification. 

Table 5.3 shows the association between respondent’s age group and their political party identification 

(party loyalties). Those aged 55+ expressed the highest frequency with 59% while youth 

 Gamma co-efficient  

Electoral forms of 

political participations 

Voter registration .006 

Turnout -.087 

Non-electoral/ 

unconventional forms of 

political participation  

Campaign 

work 

Belong to political party or 

group 

.183 

Worked for a party or 

campaign 

.004 

Communal 

activity 

Belong to a community 

organization 

.160 

Participation  

in meetings/activities of this 

group 

.149* 

Protest -.151* 

Internet activism .291 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



89 

 

demonstrated the lowest with 49%. Those among 18-24 are the least likely to have a party loyalty at 

52%. The data lends support to the fact that young South Africans are least likely to have a party 

loyalty and therefore match the global trend. There is no statistical relationship between party 

identification and age. 

Table 5.3: Cross tabulation of party identification by age, percentages  

Age 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55+ Total 

Yes 48,6 60,4 54,7 58,7 58,5 56,5 

No 51,4 39,6 45,3 41,3 41,5 43,5 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Gamma: -.054; Margin of error: .037 

5.2.2.2 Political interest 

Table 5.4 shows the level of political interest across all age groups. A significant finding is that most 

respondents (across all age groups) said ‘not at all interested’ and ‘not very interested’ in politics with 

58% in contrast to those who said, ‘interested’ with 42%. It should be acknowledged that those aged 

25-34 expressed the highest political interest with 45%. Those aged 18-24 as well as 45-54 display 

the second highest interest in politics with 41%. The second significant finding is by focusing on 

‘interested’ those aged 55+ expressed the lowest interest in politics (39%). This analysis shows a 

weak, statistically insignificant inverse relationship between age and political interest.  

Table 5.4: Cross tabulation of level of political interest by age, percentages10 

Age 18-24 25-34  35-44 45-54 55+ Total 

Not at all 

interested 

34,7 34,8  33,5 36 37 35 

Not very in-

terested 

24,4 19.9  25.1 23,2 23,8 23 

Interested 40,8 45,3  41,4 40,8 39,2 42 

Total 100 100  100 100 100 100 

Gamma: -.016; Margin of error: .030 

5.2.2.3 Political trust 

Attitudes like political trust are said to influence the individual decision to participate in both electoral 

forms of political participation and non-electoral/unconventional forms of political participation 

(Brady, Verba & Schlozman, 1995:271; Martin, 2012:220). Table 5.5 indicates a statistically 

significant relationship between trust in South African government and age. The first finding is that 

most respondents (across all age groups) indicate low levels of trust in government with 60% 

 
10 POLITICAL INTEREST: (0) Not at all interested, (1) Not very interested, (2) Interested (Somewhat interested and 

very interested). 
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compared to those who said, ‘quite a lot’ and a ‘a great deal’ with 41%. The second finding is that 

young people display the lowest levels of trust compared to older people who are more trusting. This 

aligns to the global trend of youth increasingly becoming disillusioned with their respective 

governments. Low levels of trust specifically among the youth is concerning as it contributes towards 

the decline of political participation in the future (Putnam, 2000; Sloam, 2013; Wattenberg, 2016; 

Dalton, 2016). It should also be acknowledged that there are various reasons for waning trust levels 

among the youth, but this extends beyond the scope of the study and as a result is not explored. 

Overall, the data indicates that trust increases with age.  

 

Table 5.5: Cross tabulation of trust in SA government by age, percentages 11 

Age 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55+ Total 

Not at all  24 27,7 27,4 17,5 17,1 23,6 

Not very much 42,3 34,4 34,4 37 33,9 35,3 

Quite a lot 16,5 22,4 22,4 23,7 25 22,2 

A great deal 17,2 15.9 15,9 21,8 24 19 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Gamma: .105*; Margin of error: .027 

 

The relationship between electoral and non-electoral and unconventional forms of political 

participation and political trust 

Since trust is the only statistically significant variable of all psychological variables tested with age 

groups, table 5.6 now shows the association between the various forms of political participation 

(electoral and non-electoral/unconventional) and psychological engagement (political trust). The 

purpose is to further address Hypothesis 4. Looking at electoral forms of political participation, a 

statistically significant association (.183*) between voter registration and political trust was found. 

This means the study rejects the null hypothesis. The more the respondent trust’s government, the 

more likely they are to register to vote. This finding is expected.  

 

In terms of non-electoral and unconventional forms of political participation, there is a positive, weak 

relationship between Internet activism (.002) and political trust. Looking at the relationship between 

protest (.162*) and political trust, a moderate inverse significant relationship was found. This suggests 

that the more trusting respondents are the more likely they are to engage in protest. These findings 

 
11 TRUST: HOW MUCH DO YOU TRUST THE GOVERNMENT OF SA? (0) Not at all, (1) Not very much, (2) Quite 

a lot, (3) A great deal. 
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lend some support in addressing Hypothesis 4 in terms of protest. It suggests older respondents who 

display more trust are more likely to protest. On the other hand, younger citizens with low levels of 

trust are not as likely to protest. 

 

Table 5.6: Correlation summary statistics: electoral and unconventional forms of participation 

with trust 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Electoral forms of political 

participations 

Voter registration .183* 

Turnout .047 

Non-electoral/ 

unconventional forms of 

political participation  

Campaign 

work 

Belong to political party or group -.032 

Worked for a party or campaign .119 

   

Communal 

activity 

Belong to a community 

organization 

.068 

Participation  

in meetings/activities of this group 

.079 

Protest .162* 

Internet activism .002 
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5.2.3 Mobilization agents (“nobody asked”) and age 

According to Franklin (2004:17) & Martin (2012:220) the current social context an individual resides 

in is likely to influence their political participation. Mobilization agents within our immediate social 

networks stimulate some forms of political participation. Therefore, the hypothesis for mobilization 

agents is that it spurs higher political participation levels among older citizen’s whereas young people 

are stimulated by individualized political participation. The expectation is that social networks 

increase the likelihood of political participation. Only mobilization variables that have a significant 

correlation in the original analysis with age will be tested for statistical significance against forms of 

political participation.  

 

5.2.3.1 Political discussion 

Table 5.7., 5.8., 5.10 and 5.11 displays how often respondents talked to friends, family, neighbors, 

and co-workers about the 2019 election campaign. Table 5.13 indicates respondents’ marital status 

across age. Table 5.7 shows respondents talking to family across all age groups. The first finding is 

that most respondents (across all age) either ‘never’ or ‘rarely’ talked with family about the 2019 

election campaign with 61% compared to the 39% who expressed ‘sometimes’ or ‘often’. Those aged 

55 years and older are the least likely to communicate with family (34%), followed by youth (18-24) 

with 43%. The second finding is by focusing on never/rarely those aged among 45-54 are the least 

likely to talk to family about the election campaign with 56%, followed by 18-24 (57%).  

 

Table 5.7: Cross tabulation of family (talk about the 2019 election campaign) by age, 

percentages.12 

Age 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55+ Total 

Never/Rarel

y 

57,2 63,4 61,7 56,1 65,8 61,3 

Some-

times/Often 

42,8 36,6 38,3 43,8 34,2 38,7 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Gamma: -.034; Margin of error: .030 

Table 5.8 shows the cross tabulation of respondent’s talking with friends concerning the 2019 election 

campaign across the different age groups. It should be noted that overall, 61% of respondents across 

all age groups expressed never/rarely talking to friends while 39% expressed sometimes/often. 

Looking at ‘sometimes/often’, those aged 18-24 (45%) expressed the highest communication while 

 
12 SPOUSE DISCUSSION (FAMILY): (0) Never, (1) Rarely, (2) Sometimes, (3) Often.  
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those aged 55 and over displayed the lowest communication with 33%. The data suggests that 

‘talking’ to friends decreases the older respondents become.  

 

Table 5.8: Cross tabulation of friends (talk about the 2019 election campaign) by age, 

percentages. 13 

Age 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55+ Total 

Never/Rarel

y 

55,1 63,2 60,3 56,7 67,6 61 

Some-

times/Often 

44,8 36,8 39,7 43,4 32,5 39 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Gamma: -.075*; Margin of error: .030 

 

Relationship between electoral forms of political participation and non-electoral and 

unconventional forms of political participation and friends 

 

Table 5.9 shows the association between the various forms of political participation (electoral and 

non-electoral/unconventional) and political discussion (talking to friends). The association lends 

support to addressing Hypothesis 5 which suggest mobilization agents spur direct individualized 

political participation among young people. The data in the table indicates this. There is no 

significance or association between electoral forms of political participation and talking to friends. 

Looking at non-electoral/unconventional forms of political participation there is a positive association 

between most forms of non-electoral and / or unconventional forms of political participation. 

Specifically, ‘belong to a community organization’ (.223) has a positive small significant association 

with political discussion. There is a statistically significant association with ‘worked for a party or 

campaign’ (.357*), ‘participation in meetings/activities of this group’ (.279*), ‘protest’ (.420*) and 

‘Internet activism’ (.604*). This means the study rejects the null hypothesis. The more the respondent 

talks to friends the more likely they are to engage in direct individualized forms of political 

participation.  

 

 

 
13 SPOUSE DISCUSSION (FRIENDS): (0) Never, (1) Rarely, (2) Sometimes, (3) Often. 
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Table 5.9: Correlation summary statistics: electoral and unconventional forms of participation 

and political discussion (talking to friends) 

Electoral forms of political 

participations 

Voter registration .123 

Turnout -.036 

Non-electoral/ 

unconventional forms of 

political participation  

Campaign 

work 

Belong to political party or group .350 

Worked for a party or campaign .357* 

Communal 

activity 

Belong to a community organization .223* 

Participation  

in meetings/activities of this group 

.279* 

Protest .420* 

Internet activism .604* 

 

Table 5.10 shows communication with neighbours across all age groups concerning the 2019 election 

campaign. Overall, across all age groups 76% have never or rarely talked to neighbours while only 

24% indicated sometimes or often. Those who are most likely to sometimes/often talk to neighbours 

are found among the older age groups, with approximately 25-34 (25%), 35-44 (26%), 45-54 (27%) 

and 55+ (21%). Youth are the least likely to communicate with 20%. It is worth noting that there is 

only a slight difference in communication among the youth compared to older citizens. The 

relationship is not significant.  

 

Table 5.10: Cross tabulation of Neighbours (talk about the 2019 election campaign) by age, 

percentages.14 

Age 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55+ Total 

Never/Rarel

y 

79,9 75,4 74,1 72,7 79 76,1 

Some-

times/Often 

20,1 24,5 26 27,3 21,1 24 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Gamma: -.012; Margin of error: .033 

 

 
14 SPOUSE DISCUSSION (NEIGHBOURS): (0) Never, (1) Rarely, (2) Sometimes, (3) Often. 
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Table 5.11 shows the cross tabulation of respondents talking to co-workers about the 2019 election 

campaign across all age groups. The first finding is that those aged 55+ are most likely to never/rarely 

talk to co-workers. Among this age group, 83% said never/rarely compared to youth (79%). Overall, 

most respondents expressed they would never or rarely talk to co-workers with 78% compared to 

23% that said sometimes or often. The second finding comes from looking at respondents who 

expressed they sometimes/often talk to co-workers across all age groups. Those who were most likely 

to talk to co-workers sometimes/often are found among 45-54 (27%). Age groups with the lowest 

percentages are those aged 55 years and older (17%) followed by youth (21%). Possible explanations 

for this include retirement and the high youth unemployment rate in South Africa.  

 

Table 5.11: Cross tabulation of Co-workers (talk about the 2019 election campaign) by age, 

percentages.15 

Age 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55+ Total 

Never/Rarel

y 

79,4 75,2 78 73,5 83,1 77,5 

Some-

times/Often 

20,7 24,8 22 26,5 16,8 22,5 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Gamma: -.078*; Margin of error: .038 

 

Relationship between electoral forms of political participation and non-electoral/unconventional 

forms of political participation and political discussion (talking to co-workers) 

Table 5.12 shows the association between forms of political participation and talking to co-workers. 

Voter registration (.216*), worked for a party or campaign (.378*), participation in meetings of this 

group (.292*) and Internet activism (.599*) are statistically significant. This means the study can 

reject the null hypothesis. Most of these variables classify as non-electoral/unconventional forms of 

political participation. This suggests that talking to co-workers stimulates more direct individualized 

forms of political participation. Variables that are insignificant include voter registration, belong to a 

political party or group belong to a community organization and protest.  

 

Table 5.12: Correlation summary statistics: electoral and unconventional forms of participation 

and political discussion (co-workers) 

Voter registration .216* 

 
15 SPOUSE DISCUSSION (CO-WORKERS): (0) Never, (1) Rarely, (2) Sometimes, (3) Often.  
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Electoral forms of political 

participations 

Turnout -.008 

Non-electoral/ 

unconventional forms of 

political participation  

Campaign 

work 

Belong to political party or group .444 

Worked for a party or campaign .378* 

Communal 

activity 

Belong to a community organization .199 

Participation  

in meetings/activities of this group 

.292* 

Protest .338 

Internet activism .599* 

 

Turning to marital status, Table 5.13 shows the martial status among the five age groups. A significant 

finding is that most respondents indicated they are either ‘single’, ‘divorced/separated/not living with 

spouse or partner/widowed/no partner’ with 66% while only 34% are ‘married’. Those aged 18-24 

display the lowest frequency in terms of married (9%) compared to older age groups with 26% and 

higher. Looking at ‘single’, the youth express the highest frequency of 90% compared to the oldest 

age group with 25%. The gap between older people and youth indicate that older people are more 

inclined to be ‘married’, ‘divorced, separated from/not living with spouse or partner’ and 

‘windowed/no partner’.  

 

Table 5.13: Cross tabulation of marital status by age, percentages.16 

Age 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55+ Total 

Married 9,3 25,8 42,9 52,8 45,7 34,2 

Single 90,4 70,6 49,3 31,2 25 55,7 

Di-

vorced/sep-

arated 

from/not 

living with 

spouse or 

partner 

/wid-

owed/no 

partner 

0,4 3,6 7,8 16 29,3 10,2 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Gamma: -.161*; Margin of error: .034 

 
16 SPOUSE DISCUSSION (MARTIAL STATUS): (1) Married/living with partner, (2) Single, (3) Divorced/sepa-

rated/not living with spouse or partner/Widowed/no partner.  
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Relationship between electoral forms of political participation and non-electoral/unconventional 

forms of political participation and marital status 

 

Table 5.14 shows the association between the different forms of political participation and political 

discussion (marital status). In terms of electoral forms of political participation, there is a statistically 

significant association between voter registration (.179*) and marital status. This means older citizens 

are more inclined to be married in contrast to youth who are predominantly single as demonstrated in 

Table 5.13.  

 

Table 5.14: Correlation summary statistics: electoral and non-electoral and unconventional 

forms of participation and marital status 

Electoral forms of political 

participations 

Voter registration -.179* 

Turnout -.030 

Non-electoral/ 

unconventional forms of 

political participation  

Campaign 

work 

Belong to political party or group -.080 

Worked for a party or campaign .014 

Communal 

activity 

Belong to a community organization -.008 

Participation  

in meetings/activities of this group 

-.130 

Protest -.091 

Internet activism .150 

 

Table 5.15 shows the cross tabulation of receiving advice from local community leader about the 

recent election at the time among the five age groups. The first finding is that most respondents across 

all age groups said no with 88% while only 12% said yes. Looking at those who said yes, younger 

citizens are most likely to receive advice from a local community leader. Among the youth 19% said 

they would receive advice from local community leader compared to 17% or less of those 25 years 

old and over. The data shows a decline across age. Figure 5.5 illustrates this decline.  
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Table 5.15: Cross tabulation of receiving advice from local community leader about recent 

election by age, percentages.17 

Age 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55+ Total 

No 81,1 82,7 87,4 86 88,3 85 

Yes 18,9 17,3 12,6 14 11,7 15 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Gamma: -.142*; Margin of error: .050 

5.2.3.2 Group membership18: 

Table 5.16 and Table 5.17 show the cross tabulations between group membership and age. Table 5.16 

shows the relationship between ‘belong to a political party or group’ and age. Most respondents 

(across all age) identified to belonging to a political party or group with 93% compared to those who 

do not belong (7%). It should be acknowledged that non-membership is the highest among those aged 

18-24 with 12%.  

Table 5.16: Cross tabulation of membership by age (Belong to a political party or group, 

percentages)19 

Age 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55+ Total 

Belong to 

party or 

group 

87.6 92.8 97.0 93.1 92.4 92.9 

Do not 

belong to 

party or 

group 

12.4 7.2 3.0 6.9 7.6 7.1 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Gamma: -.138; Margin of error: .129  

 

Table 5.17 focuses on respondents who received electoral information from their trade union 

membership group above. An interesting finding is that although 18-24 are more difficult to mobilize 

then older age groups as demonstrated in ‘membership’, they received the most electoral information 

with 39% compared to older age groups. It should be acknowledged that most respondents (youth) 

 
17 MEMEBERSHIP (RECEIVING ADVICE FROM LOCAL COMMUNITY LEADER ABOUT RECENT ELECTION): (0) No, (1) Yes.  
18 It should be acknowledged that the study did test trade union membership and participation in activities, but corre-
lations were highly insignificant.  
19 BELONG TO A POLITICAL PARTY OR GROUP: Did you belong to a political party or group? (1) Do not belong 

to a political party (Professional, business or farmer, Religious group, Community organizations, A stokvel group, Any 

other type of organization), (2) Belong to a political party or group (Political party or group). 
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indicated ‘no’ to receiving electoral information with 75%. Again, youth were the least likely to say 

no with 62%. Among those aged 25 years and older, 77% said no.  

Table 5.17: Cross tabulation receiving electoral information by age (receive electoral information 

from this group, percentages)20 

Age 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55+ Total 

Count 40 92 75 55 65 327 

No 61.5 76.7 76.5 77.5 78.3 74.8 

Count 25 28 23 16 18 110 

Yes 38.5 23.3 23.5 22.5 21.7 25.2 

Total (n) 65 120 98 71 83 437 

 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Gamma: -.149; Margin of error: .080 

 

5.3 Bivariate Correlations  

This section extends the bivariate analysis by providing bivariate correlations in summary form in 

Table 5.18. The table illustrates the correlations (Gamma statistics) between each category of the 

Civic Voluntarism model (Resources, Psychological engagement, and Mobilization agents) as 

outlined in Chapter 3 and age groups.  

 

Correlation coefficients show that resources decrease with age and is most prevalent among the youth. 

Psychological engagement generally increases with age. It should be acknowledged that political 

interest, sub-category of psychological engagement decreases with age and is most prevalent among 

youth. Additionally in terms of party identification, another sub-category of psychological 

engagement, closeness to a political party increases with age. By contrast, mobilization agents display 

negative correlations. This is specifically among political discussion. Looking at membership, a sub-

category of mobilization, a positive correlation is displayed in terms of participation in trade union 

meetings and other activities. Membership to trade union increases with age while receiving advice 

from local community leader decrease with age. This suggests that traditional mobilising agents are 

losing their influence.  

 
20 MEMBERSHIP: DID YOU RECEIVE ANY INFORMATION ABOUT THE RECENT 2019 ELECTION CAM-

PAIGN FROM THIS GROUP: (0) No, (1) Yes. 

Stellenbosch University https://scholar.sun.ac.za



100 

 

Table 5.18: Correlation summary statistics: CVM (DVs) and age (IV) 

Resources Education  -.161* 

Psychological engagement  Party identification -Closeness to this party -.054 

Political interest -.016 

Trust (in government) .097* 

Mobilization agents  Political discussion Talking to family (about 

2019 election 

campaign) 

-.034 

Talking to friends (about 

2019 election 

campaign) 

-.075* 

Talking to neighbours 

(about 2019 election 

campaign) 

-.012 

Talking to co-workers 

(about 2019 election 

campaign) 

-.078* 

Marital status  -.161* 

Receive advice from a 

local leader 

-.142* 

 Group membership  Belong to a political 

party or group 

-.138 

Receive electoral 

information from this 

group 

-.149 

5.4 Summary of findings 

The findings from this chapter allow the study to address Research Question 2, ‘Why do the youth 

prefer to engage in non-electoral forms of political participation’. Overall, most of the stated 

hypotheses find some support in the data analysis for hypothesis 2: South Africa’s youth norms of 

citizenship has altered patterns of political participation. In many cases, younger people display 

higher levels in the respective indicators of the Civic Voluntarism Model (CVM). A discussion of 

each hypothesis from the respective indicators of the CVM follows: 

 

Resources – Hypothesis 3 
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Education  

Findings shows that a proportion of  young people have completed post schooling and tertiary 

education.. Generally, higher levels of education among the youth are a good sign as it suggests more 

educated young voters rely less on social cues, partisanship ties and embody higher skill levels which 

often lead to involvement in more non-electoral forms of political participation (Dalton, 1984:265; 

Franklin, 2004:16; Martin, 2012:119-120; Dalton, 2016:86). This notion is consistent with the ‘good 

citizen’ thesis as it could influence turnout at polls because  engaged good citizens (those with tertiary 

education) recognize the importance of voting, yet it is not the preferred form of political participation 

(Dalton, 2016:86; Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019a:20).  

 

However, in the South African case study education does not have the general expected influence 

based on the ‘good citizen’ thesis nor does it align to the levels of education the Australian and 

American counterparts demonstrate. Some reasons for this include the difference in quality of 

education and financial constraints which hinder access to tertiary institutions (Mattes, 2012:135; 

Tracey, 2016:16). The findings could suggest that the proportion of youth who do have access to 

tertiary education are more inclined to engage in non-electoral forms of participation like Internet 

activism and protest. This is supported by the student wave of protests in 2015 as discussed in 

Chapter 2. 

 

Furthermore, only two variables from non-electoral and unconventional forms of political 

participation were significant with education. These variables included ‘participation in meetings of 

this group’ and ‘protest’. Other variables (both deriving from electoral and non-

electoral/unconventional forms of political participation) were insignificant. Although ‘belong to 

community organization’ just missed significance with education. This indicates that education is 

significantly associated to some forms of non-electoral/unconventional forms of political 

participation. Thus, findings in relation to the resource indicator of the Civic Voluntarism model 

(CVM) lends some limited support to the associated hypotheses – education is significant in 

determining political participation. It should be acknowledged that a clear understanding of the exact 

influence education has in relation to youth engagement in various forms of political participation 

specifically non-electoral/unconventional political activity is not explored in this study. Additionally, 

the use of a cross-sectional approach limits a more in depth analysis of education .  

 

Psychological engagement- Hypothesis 4 
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The findings from party identification indicates that loyalty or a sense of closeness to a political 

party increases with age. The positive significant correlation supports this finding. Older people feel 

closer to political parties compared to young citizens who display low party loyalty. This matches 

the global trend as discussed in literature review (Chapter 2).  

 

Martin (2012:220) says that attitudes like political interest and trust are likely to influence citizens to 

be electorally engaged. This is because it affects the readiness of the individual to partake in political 

participation. The data indicates that political trust is negatively associated with age. Young people 

are less trusting. Moreover, the correlations between electoral forms of political participation (voter 

registration) and trust are statistically significant. Thus, the data suggests and as justified by Martin 

(2012:220) that trust negatively influences youth electoral engagement.  

 

Findings lends some support to the Civic Voluntarism model as political attitudes like trust influence 

political participation and are essential for the functioning of a democracy (Oldfield, 2000; Martin, 

2012).  

 

Hypothesis 5 (Mobilization agents) 

Findings suggest respondents are not as engaged with mobilization agents which traditionally 

influenced political participation. Overall, the data indicates that citizens are less inclined to 

communicate with family, friends, neighbours, and co-workers about the election campaign. This is 

expected as Loader, Vromen & Xenos (2014:143) say youth attitudes and identity tend to be moulded 

less by ties to groups like trade unions but rather through participation and engagement with social 

network platforms. Lending support to this is by looking at group membership, most young people 

do not receive information from a local community leader. This suggests that the influence of 

mobilization agents is lower among young people.  

 

Youth are also more attuned to engage in Internet activism which is still steadily increasing in South 

Africa as discussed in Chapter 4 (Dalton, 2016; Malila, 2016). However, across all ages, membership 

to trade unions remain prevalent suggesting it may spur political participation. It should also be 

acknowledged youth have the lowest membership rate, but it is high. However, their participation in 

these groups is low and the lowest compared to older age groups. 

 

This finding lends some support to Martins application of the Civic Voluntarism Model as 

traditional mobilizing agents might be losing their influence especially as youth tend to have less 
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ties to communities/neighbourhoods compared to older citizens. This observation matches the 

global trend as discussed in Chapter 2 (Martin, 2012; Loader, Vromen & Xenos, 2014; Schulz-

Herzenberg, 2019a:19-20).  

5.5 Conclusion  

Youth political participation is crucial for the functioning of a democracy. This is more significant for 

a young democracy such as South Africa where young people represent the largest proportion of the 

eligible electorate. This suggests that it has become increasingly important to understand the 

participation patterns of young people and potential implications for South Africa’s democracy. This 

chapter provided an analysis of understanding participation patterns found in the previous chapter by 

applying the Civic Voluntarism Model (CVM).  

 

The data in Chapter 4 indicates that younger citizens display lower turnout and overall electoral 

engagement compared to older people. This coupled with low interest (Table 5.4) and low trust (Table 

5.5) is worrisome in terms of the legitimacy and the future functioning of South Africa’s democracy. 

It should be acknowledged that political trust is significant for young people. This means the more 

trusting youth are of government, the more likely they are to participate. 

 

The results of the CVM demonstrate that age is the main explanation for patterns of political 

participation. Although in some cases, indicators of the CVM have significant associations with 

various forms of political participation. According to Dalton’s (2016) ‘good citizen’ thesis this is 

because changing norms introduce a new style of political action. Findings lend some support to the 

overarching hypothesis of Research Question 2 - changed norms of citizenship has altered patterns 

of political participation and Dalton’s ‘good citizen’ thesis. 
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Chapter Six: Conclusion 

6.1 Introduction 

This study examines political participation patterns of young South African to determine whether 

young citizens are engaged, good citizens as envisaged by Russell Dalton. Additionally, it explored 

the norms of citizenship of the youth by employing the Civic Voluntarism Model (CVM). The purpose 

was to gain insight towards South African youth’s attitudes and understanding of democracy and any 

implications for democracy.  

 

To address the research questions, the study relied on a quantitative, secondary data analysis research 

design. This entailed extensive use of the Comparative National Election Project (CNEP) 2019 post-

election survey. This chapter provides the conclusion to the study. It starts with a brief synopsis of the 

statistical findings and potential implications. This is followed by a comparison of the political 

participation findings and CVM findings. Thereafter, the chapter concludes with a discussion of the 

limitations of the research study and suggestions for future research.  

6.2 Quantitative findings  

6.2.1 Political participation across age 

Chapter 4 explores the relationship between different forms of political participation (electoral and 

non-electoral/unconventional forms of political participation) with a specific focus on South African 

youth (18-24). Research question 1 asked Are young people less politically engaged than older 

people? The findings indicate that youth demonstrate low engagement in relation to electoral forms 

of political participation. This was expected as Hypothesis 2 expected electoral engagement to be 

lowest among the youth while levels of non-electoral engagement to be highest among the youth. 

Although youth participation in non-electoral forms of political participation is higher compared to 

older people, they remain low.  

 

Dalton (2016:62) points out in the ‘good citizen’ thesis that youth participation is not in decline. 

Instead, political participation and the nature of citizenship is undergoing change. This includes 

preference for engaging in direct individualistic forms of political participation. Findings substantiate 

the thesis to an extent as South African youth display the traits embodied by the engaged ‘good 

citizen’. The cross-sectional approach limits a concise deduction. However, lower youth turnout 

suggests the age group is becoming less likely to register and vote over time (Mattes, 2012; Oydemi 

& Mahlatji, 2016; Malila, 2016; Tracey, 2016; Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019c). If this is the case, 
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engagement in non-electoral forms of political participation may see a rise in the future. Especially 

as youth (particularly those with access to education) replace older people in the electorate (Franklin , 

2004:13) 

 

Therefore, not all South African youth can be classified as  disengaged citizens. Instead, a proportion  

prefer to partake in some limited forms of non-electoral/unconventional forms of political 

participation (Quintelier, 2007:167; Martin, 2012:222; Dalton, 2016:84). The significant correlations 

found in some non-electoral/unconventional forms of political participation lends support to this. 

Although in the context of South Africa, some youth still turnout at the polls but there is a notable 

engagement in Internet activism. The data also suggests youth who display lower levels of education 

are less inclined to engage in non-electoral forms of activity like Internet activism and protest. This 

could be because they are apathetic or identify with the traditional understanding of citizenship and 

participation.  

 

Potential implications of youth political participation patterns on South Africa’s democracy 

On the one hand, slight indications of a change in the mode of political participation could suggest 

the start of a shift in citizenship norms. Many individualistic, non-electoral forms of political 

participation require greater initiative compared to voting. This suggests that if these non-electoral 

forms of participation increase among young people in the future, they may become more engaged 

and active in the political process. This is beneficial for a democracy as it fundamentally relies on 

citizens to be active and engaged (Dalton, 2016:85; Wattenberg, 2016:151). There are signs that 

young people are not entirely disengaged, and the clearest examples are the wave of youth protests in 

2015 as discussed in the literature review (Chapter 2) and the statistically significant correlations of 

some non-electoral/unconventional forms of political participation displayed in Chapter 4.  

 

On the other hand, lower turnout rates among the youth cannot be overlooked. With less than half of 

the electorate disengaged with the electoral process, particularly the youth it is not conducive for the 

sustainable functioning of South Africa’s young democracy (Mattes, 2012; Oydemi & Mahlatji, 2016; 

Malila, 2016; Tracey, 2016; Schulz-Herzenberg, 2019c). This is because voting carried out typically 

by dutiful citizenship in the electoral process underpins the legitimacy of democracy. Low turnout 

among the youth also decreases this age groups representation as government tends to redirect focus, 

resources, and policies to their constituents. As a result, a cycle can be created spurring further 

electoral disengagement from the youth in the political process. This would be worrisome as the youth 

are the dominant age group in the electorate of South Africa (Sloam, 2013:4; Loader, Xenos, Vromen, 
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2014:144, Wattenberg, 2016:132; Dalton, 2016:85). Lastly, should turnout continue to decline, a 

pattern of non-voting could also be established which would pose further ramifications to the 

democracy, specifically its legitimacy.  

 

6.2.2 Civic Voluntarism Model (CVM) findings  

Research Question 2 asked Why do the youth prefer to engage in non-electoral forms of political 

participation. The associated hypothesis is that changed norms of citizenship among young people 

has altered patterns of political participation. To address the research question and accompanied 

hypothesis, three additional hypotheses were formulated based on the Civic Voluntarism Model 

(CVM).  

 

Hypothesis 3 predicted that Resources (education) would be higher among the young and will be 

significant in determining unconventional political participation among young people. Analyzing 

correlations across forms of political participation and education showed that youth are more likely 

to complete high school Youth exposure and access to quality education post 1994 in contrast to older 

counterparts may attribute to this finding. It should be noted there is only a slight difference. 

Moreover, only a small proportionate of young people have access to tertiary education.    

 

Dalton (2016:86) argues  higher levels of education enable youth to partake in more demanding forms 

of political action like direct and individualized forms of political participation Findings demonstrate 

statistically significant correlations with some forms of non-electoral/unconventional forms of 

political participation and education. This suggest that the proportion of youth with access to tertiary 

education may be more inclined to  engage in direct individualistic forms of political participation 

compared to those with a lack of education or lesser levels of education. However, the extent to which 

education influences this type of political participation is not clear due to the limitation of the 

methodology selected.  

 

Findings in relation to hypothesis 4 forecasted that psychological engagement is likely to influence 

electoral and non-electoral political participation among young people, support Martin (2012:220) 

notion that attitudes like political interest and trust are likely to influence citizens to be electorally 

engaged and partake in various forms of non-electoral participation. This predominantly applies to 

older citizens in terms of party identification. These findings demonstrate that South African youth 

match the global trend of waning sentiments of closeness to political parties. According to scholars’ 

youth have increasingly become disillusioned with their respective governments. This is a grave 
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concern as it leads to the erosion of political participation in the future (Putnam, 2000; Sloam, 2013; 

Wattenberg, 2016; Dalton, 2016). 

 

The outcome of hypothesis 5 (Mobilization agents affect direct individualized political participation 

among educated young people) do lend some support to Martin (2012) argument that traditional 

mobilizing agents influence is stagnating, specifically among the young. Correlations show that 

mobilization increases with age. The older citizens are the more likely they are to be influenced by 

mobilization agents whereas youth are less inclined to be influenced by these agents. Additionally, 

respondents are less inclined to talk to family, friends, neighbours, and co-workers about the 

election campaign. Again, youth display the lowest engagement rate in terms of political discussion 

compared to older citizens.  

 

Overall, the findings related to the hypothesis of the Civic Voluntarism Model (CVM) assist in 

addressing the overarching research question and hypothesis – changed norms of citizenship has 

altered patterns of political participation and substantiate Dalton’s ‘good citizen’ thesis. It is clear age 

is an indicator of for choice of political participation. Factors from the CVM (resources, psychological 

engagement, and mobilization agents) influence this engagement to an extent.  

6.3 Shortcomings and recommendations  

The study provides useful insight into the political participation patterns of South African youth and 

how norms of citizenship may contribute to the different types of political engagement across age. 

This was achieved through the replication of Dalton’s ‘good citizen’ thesis and Martin’s Australian 

case study of the thesis. Despite the contribution towards the understanding of youth engagement in 

South Africa, the study is not without its shortcomings.  

 

The CNEP did not have all the indicators used by Dalton (2016) to demonstrate the validity of the 

‘good citizen’ thesis. As a result, the study replicated indicators closely associated with indicators 

used by Martin (2012) and Dalton (2016). This enabled youth political participation patterns to be 

identified. However, due to the lack of indicators from the CNEP, the study used an alternative 

approach to measure the norms of citizenship from the ‘good citizen’ thesis. As a result, a clear 

distinction across age in terms of dutiful citizenship and the engaged good citizenship political acts 

could not be provided. However, the use of the Civic Voluntarism model (CVM) did provide valuable 

insight that age is the dominant factor influencing political participation patterns findings. Additional 
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influences for selective forms of political participation are resources, psychological engagement, and 

mobilization agents.  

 

Another shortcoming is that self-reported data, which includes question items that tap voter 

registration and voter turnout, are often over reported. The explanation for this is respondents tend to 

overreport to create the perception that they engage in a socially desirable way. This often occurs 

among non-voters who are more educated, partisan, religious and mobilized to vote. Scholars have 

noted this (Silver, Anderson & Abramson, 1986:613; Bernstein, Chadha, Montjoy, 2001:22) 

 

Lastly, the findings of the study lay the foundation for future research on youth’s political 

engagement. Future studies could tap into understanding the relationship between factors of the CVM 

and non-electoral/unconventional forms of political participation. It might have also been useful to 

apply a qualitative analysis towards the findings of the respective research questions as it would have 

provided a clearer understanding of the results.  

6.4 Conclusion  

The study finds some evidence to indicate that the youth of South Africa display limited traits of a 

good, engaged citizen like their American and Australian counterparts. Findings support Martin 

(2012) and Dalton’s (2016) arguments to an extent that youth are more likely to engage in some non-

electoral/unconventional forms of political participation while displaying lower levels of electoral 

engagement compared to older citizens. This implies that some youth may generally be apathetic, 

disinterested or disengaged, but not all. Significant correlations suggest association between age and 

some forms of non-electoral engagement, specifically membership to community organizations and 

Internet activism. Although it should be acknowledged electoral forms of political participation, 

despite their low levels, are the preferred form of engagement among the youth. It should also be 

emphasised that the study does not disregard traditional forms of participation. 

 

Moreover, the application of the ‘good citizen’ thesis in the South African case study did not produce 

similar results to that of the Australian and American counterparts. A fundamental reason for this 

could be because the theory is embedded in value change leaning towards a shift to post-materialistic 

values. As a result the traits of a good engaged good citizen would be more evident in developed 

countries like Australia and America (Ronald Inglehart,1985:496);Dalton, 2020:89-94). Youth in 

these countries are socialized in a period of more affluence and security thereby exhibiting post-

materialist values which emphasis freedom, quality of life, individualism and are more self-
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expressive (Inglehart, 1985:496; Inglehart & Abramson, 1994:336-337; Welzel & Inglehart 

,2009:131; Abbott, Teti & Sapsford, 2020:5; Dalton, 2020:97-101). In contrast, post-materialist 

values are not as prominent in developing or poorer countries like South Africa which battles with 

socio-economic issues like poverty, access to education and unemployment to name a few (Tracey, 

2016:16; Malila, 2016:186;Dalton, 2020:97-98). 

 

Furthermore, the outcome of the Civic Voluntarism Model suggests norms of citizenship may spur 

direct individualized forms of political participation as seen among the youth. This contributes 

towards engagement in non-electoral/unconventional forms of political participation. The extent of 

this engagement is dependent on the youth’s lived experience. Overall findings of the study provide 

insight into how the youth of South Africa choose to participate in the political process. Currently, in 

South Africa participation across both conventional and unconventional forms of participation remain 

low among young people, which is of concern. However, it remains important to adopt an expanded 

understanding of political participation and citizenship, instead of expecting young people to conform 

to traditional ideas of citizenship and political participation. An expanded and broader understanding 

of participation can help to safeguard the legitimacy of the democracy by potentially stimulating other 

forms of participation among young citizens.  
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Appendix A: Question and measurement items and operationalisation 

1. Independent variable: 

Age: (1) 18-24; (2) 25-34; (3) 35-44; (4) 45-54; (5) 55+.  

 

2. Dependent variables:  

 

• Electoral engagement 

 

Voter registration: How about you? Were you registered to vote in the recent national elections? Registration: (0) Not registered, (1) 

Registered.  

 

Voter turnout: We also know that even when people are registered, many people were not able to vote because they were sick, unable 

to get to the polling place, or did not have time? Which of the following statements best describes you? (1) did not vote (I did not 

vote in this election; I thought about voting, but did not; I usually vote, but did not this time). (2) voted (I am sure I voted in the 

election). 

 

• Non-electoral engagement 

Party or organizational membership: Could you please tell me if you belong to any of these types of organizations? Professional, 

business or farmers’ organization; Religious group; Community organisations; Political party or group; A stokvel group; Any other 

type of organization? (1) Do not belong (2) Belong. 

 

Campaign work: Did you work for any party or candidate during the election campaign? (0) No (1) Yes 

 

Communal activity: How frequently do you participate in meetings and other activities of this group? (1) Never/Rarely (2) 

Sometimes (3) Often 

 

Protest: Have you taken part in a protest demonstration in the last twelve months? (0) No (1) Yes 

 

Online Activism: Have you given online support to a protest in the last twelve months (like re-tweet, share, checking in, posting under 

a particular hashtag)? (0) No (1) Yes 

 

Cross tabulations will also be used when measuring the various replicated indicators (dependent variables) of the civic 

voluntarism model as justified by Martin (2012) against age (independent variable) as used in Research Question 1. The 

dependent variables for Research Question 2 are outlined below:  

 

Civic Voluntarism Model 

• Resources (Education): ‘they can’t’ 

Education: What is the highest level of education you have completed? (1) Primary or less (No formal schooling, Some primary 

schooling, Primary school completed); (2) Incomplete secondary schooling (Some secondary school/high school); (3) Completed 

secondary school (Secondary school completed (vocational or commercial school), Secondary school completed/high school); (4) 
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Post schooling/tertiary education (Incomplete university education, University completed, post-graduate) 

 

• Psychological engagement: ‘they don’t want to’ 

Party identification: Do you usually think of yourself as close to a particular party? (1) Yes (feels close to a party) (2) No (does NOT 

think of themselves as supporter of any party). 

 

Political Interest: More generally, would you say that you are very interested, somewhat interested, not very interested or not at all 

interested in politics? (0) Not at all interested, (1) not very interested, (2) Interested (Somewhat interested and very interested) 

 

Political Trust: How much do you trust each of the following, or haven’t you heard enough about them to say?  

A.  The Government of South Africa - (0) Not at all, (1) Not very much, (2) Quite a lot, (3) A great deal. 

• Mobilization agents: ‘nobody asked’ 

Political discussion 

How frequently did you talk about the 2019 election campaign with your? 

• Family: (0) Never , (1) Rarely, (2) Sometimes, (3) Often.  

• Friends: (0) Never, (1) Rarely, (2) Sometimes, (3) Often. 

• Neighbours: (0) Never, (1) Rarely, (2) Sometimes, (3) Often 

• Co-workers: (0) Never, (1) Rarely, (2) Sometimes, (3) Often.  

 

Marital status: Are you? (1) Married/living with partner, (2) Single, (3) Divorced/separated/not living with spouse or partner, 

/Widowed/no partner. 

 

Receiving advice from local community leader about recent election: (0) No, (1) Yes. 

 

Group membership 

Belong to a party: Could you please tell me if you belong to any of these types of organizations? (1) Do not belong to a political 

party or group (Professional, business or farmer, religious group, community organizations, a stokvel group, any other type of 

organization, (2) Belong to a political party or group (political party or group), 

 

Receive any information any information about 2019 election campaign from this group: (0) No, (1) Yes 
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