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A      questionnaire study was conducted to investigate the 
relationship between the strength of the political views 
of young people and those of their parents.  Subjects 

consisted of 74 University of Rochester undergraduates who 
completed questionnaires that focused on their political views 
and their perceptions of their parents’ political views.  The 
questionnaires, designed to evaluate the strength of political 
views, used 5-point Likert scales to rate the frequency of 
participation in certain political issues and the importance of 
political issues in one’s life.  Corresponding questions between 
young people and their parents were correlated.  Overall, 
results showed positive and significant correlations between 
the strength of a young person’s political views and that of 
their parents.  That is, the results showed that the stronger the 
political views of a young person, the stronger the political 
views of his or her parents.  

The 2004 presidential election has drawn much attention 
to the voting habits of Americans, especially those of young 
people.  Interest seems to have been sparked by the fact that 
an overwhelming proportion of young Americans (18-24 year 
olds) that are eligible to vote choose not to do so, and further 
more, the proportion of those that don’t vote is increasing.1  
In a country that prides itself on its system of democracy, 
this fact is perplexing, even disturbing.  So, the question that 
undoubtedly  comes to mind is: why not? Further, what factors 
influence whether one votes or not? Many possibilities have 
been considered in past research.  The present study extended 
existing research and investigated the potential influence of 
the strength of a young person’s parents’ political views on the 
strength of his or her views.  

As mentioned above, the issue of individuals’ voting habits 
has been examined from myriad angles.  For instance, Feld 
explored the relationship between individuals’ specific political 
attitudes and their personality.2  He found that various relations 
existed between these variables, suggesting that personality 
has a potential influence on voting habits.  In another study, 
Breakwell, Fife-Schaw, and Devereux considered teenagers’ 
specific political attitudes in relation to their political activity.3  
They found that individuals holding left-of-center political 
views were more politically active than others.  Further, 
these individuals reported paying more attention to political 
television shows and newspaper articles, as well as having 

more political discussions with teachers and parents.  In 2004, 
Richardson more directly examined the relationship between 
participation in political discussions and political activity in 
young people.4  Using survey data, he found that young people 
who reported more frequent discussions of politics with others 
(including peers, parents, and teachers) were more likely to be 
engaged in civic activities at the present time, and in addition, 
were more likely to believe that they would engage in civic 
activities in the future, as adults.  Thus, the findings supported 
the notion that increased political discussion may positively 
influence political activity.  

Different aspects of individuals’ environments have also 
been explored as potential influences on voting habits.  From 
a broad perspective, a few studies have examined the potential 
influence of the media on voting habits.5,6  Johansson found a 
correlation between the degree of exposure to the mass media 
and young people’s political knowledge and values.5  This lends 
support to the notion that this element of a young person’s 
environment can influence voting habits.  Community has 
also been considered as a potential environmental influence on 
voting habits.  Knack and Kropf found that the probability that 
a person will vote increases as the cooperative norms in his or 
her community increases.7  Cooperative norms in a community 
were evaluated in a variety of ways, including census response 
rates, giving to charities, and willingness to serve on juries.  

Finally, a few studies have begun to consider potential 
parental influences on voting habits.  Koenig investigated 
the relationship between college students’ preferences for 
candidates and their parents’ preferences for candidates in two 
presidential elections (1972 and 1976).8  It was assumed that 
students who favored Republican candidates would be more 
conservative than students who favored Democratic candidates.  
Therefore, the researcher hypothesized, students who favored 
Republican candidates would perceive their parents as having 
the same views as themselves more than students who favored 
Democratic candidates.  This hypothesis was supported by the 
data from both presidential elections that were studied.  In 
another study related to parental influence on voting habits, 
Westholm explored the transfer of political values across 
generations, from parent to child.9  The transfer itself was 
viewed as a two-step process.  The first step was characterized 
by the child’s perception of the parent’s views, and the second 
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by the persuasion for the child to have the same views.  The 
researcher evaluated the prevalence of each of these steps in 
the transfer of values against each other.  The results indicated 
that the step characterized by the child’s perception of his or 
her parent’s political views was more important in the transfer 
of views.  

 With this work as background, the present study 
focused on the parental influence on the voting habits of young 
people, and extended the existing research. In an attempt to 
investigate the factors that influence whether young, educated 
people choose to vote, the strength of the political views of 
college students and their perception of the strength their 
parents’ views were evaluated.  It was hypothesized that the 
greater the young person’s perception of the strength of his or 
her parents’ political views, the greater the strength of his or her 
own political views.  The practical implications of this study 
are significant in that  by gaining insight into the factors that 
influence the voting habits of young people, steps can be made 
to more effectively encourage young people to vote.  

Method
Participants

The study was conducted at the University of Rochester 
using undergraduate students from a voluntary subject 
pool.  Students signed up for the study as part of a variety 
of questionnaires using the online Sona Psychology Research 
Participation System.  A total of 74 students signed up for the 
study and 74 students completed the study to form the sample.  
The participants included 23 males and 51 females.  The age of 
participants ranged from 18 to 23 years, with a mean of 19.667 
and a standard deviation of 1.239.  Compensation was given to 
the participants in the form of 1.5 chits of extra credit towards 
their psychology courses. 

 
Measures and Procedures

The questionnaires used were designed to evaluate the 
strength of the participant’s political views and the perception 

of those of his/her parents for the sake of comparison.  The 
first portion of the questionnaire, titled “Political Scale,” aimed 
at evaluating the strength of the participant’s views.  It was 
developed by the researcher and included 8 questions scaled on 
5-point Likert scales.  Political views were evaluated explicitly, by 
simply asking the participant to rate the importance of politics 
in his/her life.  Political views were also evaluated implicitly, 
focusing on such relevant issues as the participant’s frequency 
of participating in political discussions, exposure to political 
issues through various forms of media, and involvement in 
political activities.  An example of a question in this section of 
the questionnaire  is: “How frequently do you discuss politics 
with friends or family?”  The second portion, titled “Political 
Perception Scale,” focused on the participant’s perception of 
the strength of his/her parents’ political views, collectively.  It 
was also developed by the researcher and included 8 questions 
scaled on 5-point Likert scales.  The questions were in the same 
form as those in the first section, both explicit and implicit, 
but asked the participant to evaluate his/her parents’ views.  An 
example of a question in this section is: “How often do your 
parents discuss politics with friends or family?”  Finally, the 
third section of the questionnaire, titled “Further Questions,” 
included questions with a more demographic nature, such as 
whether the participant/parents were registered to vote, and 
whether they planned to vote in the upcoming election.  All 
questions were closed-ended.  Answers to questions in the first 
and second sections were scaled using 5-point Likert scales, 
ranging from 1 (not at all frequently) to 5 (very frequently) 
for frequency questions and 1 (Not at all important) to 5 (very 
important) for explicit questions.  The third section included 
questions with multiple choice answers as options.  

Participants completed the questionnaires in a large 
classroom with pencil on scantron sheets, as a part of the larger 
packet of questionnaires.  Participants entered the room and 
the questionnaire packets, scantron sheets and pencils were 
passed out to them.  Participants were given an hour and a half 
to complete the entire packet of questionnaires.  

Table 1. Mean Scores and Standard Deviations
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Results
Individual items on the young person’s political view scale 

and the perception of the parents’ political view scale were 
compared.  Pearson product correlations were used to correlate 
corresponding items between the questionnaires that focused 
on the political views of the young person and those of their 
parents.  Tables 1 and 2 summarize the findings.  The frequency 
with which young people discuss politics with friends or family 
is significantly positively correlated with the frequency with 
which their parents discuss politics with friends or family 
(r(72)=.491, p<.01).  Thus, the higher the frequency with 
which young people discuss politics with friends or family, the 
higher the frequency with which their  parents do so.  The 
frequency with which young people read newspaper articles 
related to politics, however, is not significantly correlated to 
the frequency with which their parents do so (r(72)=.038, 
p>.01) .  The frequency with which young people read 
magazine articles related to politics is significantly positively 
correlated with the frequency with which their parents read 
magazine articles related to politics (r(72)=.301, p<.01).  
The higher the frequency with which young people read 
magazine articles related to politics, the higher the frequency 
with which their parents do so.  The frequency with which 
young people read books related to politics is not significantly 
correlated  with the frequency with which their parents do 
so (r(72)=.216, p>.01).  However, the frequency with which 
young people watch television reports related to politics, think 
about political issues or their own, and participate in political 
demonstrations are all positively significantly correlated  with 
the frequency with which their parents watch television reports 
related to politics,think about political issues on their own, and 
participate in political demonstrations (r(72)=.287, p<.05, 
r(72)=.330, p<.01, r(72)=.301, p<.01 (respectively)).  So, the 
higher the frequency with which young people watch television 
reports related to politics, think about political issues on their 
own, and participate in political demonstrations, the higher 
the frequency with which their parents do so.  Finally, the level 
of importance of the role that politics plays in a young person’s 
life is significantly positively correlated with the perceived level 
of importance of the role that politics plays in their parents’ life 
(r(72)=.629, p<.01) .  

To examine the influence of each component included in 
the questionnaire of the parents’ political views on the self-
reported importance that politics play in a young person’s life, 

a simple regression was used.  The dependent variable was how 
important the young person rated the role of politics in his 
or her life.  The set of predictors was the set of answers to the 
questions about the young person’s parents’ political activities 
on the “Political Scale.”  The regression yielded a significant R 
of .467, F(7, 73)=2, and the only significant predictor was the 
frequency with which parents discussed politics with friends of 
family (beta=.376, t(73)=2.154, p<.05). 

Discussion
Overall, the results supported the hypothesis that the greater 

a young person’s perception of the strength of his or her parents’ 
political views, the greater the strength of his or her own 
political views.  All correlations between corresponding items 
on the young person’s political questionnaire and his or her 
parents’ political questionnaire were positive and significant, 
with the exception of two items.  These positive, significant 
correlations show that the higher the frequency with which a 
young person participates in activities related to politics and the 
more important a role politics plays in a young person’s life, the 
higher the frequency with which his or her parents participate 
in activities related to politics and the more important a role 
politics plays in his or her parents’ lives.  The two items that 
were exceptions to this were the frequency with which one read 
newspaper articles related to politics and the frequency with 
which one read books related to politics.  The correlations for 
these items between the young person and parents were positive, 
but not significant.  This can be explained by considering 
restriction in the range.  Each of these behaviors tend to occur 
relatively infrequently among subjects, so it makes sense for 
the data for these variables to be clustered in the lower portion 
of the range.  Thus, there is a positive correlation, but it is not 
significant because each variable correlated covers such a small 
portion of the range.  Also, a regression analysis showed that the 
frequency with which parents discussed politics with friends 
or family was the only significant predictor of how important 
the young person rated the role of politics in his or her life.  
This seems to be likely, since this item was the only one that 
involved direct interaction between the parent and child.  So, 
it seems logical that high frequency of discussing politics in the 
parents predicted a higher level of importance of the role of 
politics in a young person’s life.  

The findings extend the research of Westholm, which 
suggested the importance of a child’s perception of his or 

Table 2. Correlation coefficients between young person’s political view scale and the parents’ political view scale on corresponding questions where n=74.  
* p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05 
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her parents’ political views.9  Westholm studied the transfer 
of specific political views across generations and found that 
a child’s perception of his or her parents’ views was more 
significant in the transfer than persuasion for the child to have 
the same views.  In the present study, the strength of political 
views were studied and compared between generations, with 
focus on the perception of political views.  Thus, the two 
studies are similar in their consideration of the perception of 
political views, but different in that the past study focused on 
specific political views while the present study focused on the 
strength of political views in general.  Further, the findings 
are consistent with the broad Social Learning Theory, which 
stresses the importance of environmental factors on the 
development of one’s views.  The present study reinforced the 
notion that parents, as an element of the environment to which 
young people are exposed, may be an important factor in the 
development of a young person’s political views.  

While the study was successful overall, various improvements 
could certainly be made.  The main flaw in this study seems to 
be the lack of external validity as a result of the very limited 
sample.  The sample was quite small and was made up entirely 
of educated, relatively wealthy, college students.  Thus, it 
seems highly unlikely that a sample with these characteristics 
would be representative of the population as a whole.  The 
task of formulating a representative sample is by no means an 
easy one, but it does not  seem like it would be too hard to 
improve on the sample used in this study.  Another problem 
with the study is that of the range in the three items mentioned 
above.  This, however, could be fixed quite easily by adjusting 
the scales that were used to measure them.  This way the 
variables could be evaluated more precisely.  Finally, significant 
improvement would be made if the items on each of the 
questionnaires were combined to form a reliable scale.  This 
way, further statistical analyses could be performed and more 
comprehensive conclusions could be drawn.  Thus, a possibility 
for new research would be a study designed to validate scales 
formed by these questionnaires.  Once a scale is established, it 
can be applied to different populations to assess the strength 
of their political views and then comparisons can be made 
between these populations.  For example, one could compare 
the strength of the political views between siblings and see 
how they are correlated.  This would allow further insight into 
voting habits of young people.  

By exploring the factors that influence the strength of 
young people’s political views, this study provides insight into 
the voting habits of young people.  The study offers further 
evidence for the relationship between the political views of 
young people and those of their parents, specifically concerning 
the strength of political views.  Its theoretical implications are 
both particular and universal.  On a particular level, the study 
extends past research on the transfer of political views between 
generations and on a universal level, it reinforces key elements 
of the Social Learning Theory.  The study has considerable 
practical implications as well.  Given the insight it provides 
into the relationship between the strength of the political views 
of young people and their perception of the strength of their 
parents’ views, the factors that contribute to strong political 
views in young people can be further understood.  By working 
to increase these factors, it may be possible to increase the 

likelihood that young people choose to vote.  Thus, this study 
can be seen as an advance in the effort to get young people to 
vote in presidential elections.  
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