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Abstract

Many have investigated who participates in politics and why they choose to do so.  In this paper, we consider where people choose to participate.  In particular, we investigate why people choose to participate in state politics versus local or national venues.  On one hand, people may participate in state politics for the same reasons they participate in politics generally.  On the other hand, specific individual motivations and political environments may drive people to seek out state politics as an outlet for political action.  We consider whether individual differences in efficacy, interest, and resources promote action in state politics, as well as whether certain kinds of state political environments encourage citizens to participate in state government.  Using survey data from the American Citizen Participation Study with a set of state level contextual measures, we evaluate why citizens choose to participate in state politics.  We find that while there are many similarities in the individual roots of political action across levels of government, unique state level factors can influence citizens’ decisions to engage in action at the state level.  

We thank Eric Oliver for generously sharing his data on geographical identifiers in the American Citizen Participation Study.

            When people turn out to vote in any given election, they might be propelled by a number of different motives – personal reasons like a sense of duty, local factors like mobilization efforts by neighbors, state level effects like the ease of registration, or national factors like residing in a battleground state.  Thus, the single act of voting can reflect incentives from different levels in a federal system.  However, outside of the decision to vote or not, other forms of political action have more specific outlets – one may run for local office, donate to a state level contest, or volunteer for a national campaign.  What determines why people choose to engage in one level of government versus another?


On one hand, the reasons that propel people to participate in state politics may be similar to the incentives to participate in any political activity, where those with more resources (Verba, Scholzman, and Brady 1995) and more interest (Rosenstone and Hansen 1993) participate in whatever outlets are available.  If this is the case, it suggests that levels of state participation may be insensitive to the performance or responsiveness of state government.  Alternately, the incentives for participating in state politics may be unique, and rest not only within individuals, but also within the political environments they inhabit.  If this is the case, it suggests that citizens’ decisions to participate in one level versus another are informed by the nature of incentives and cues they encounter within their state environment.

In this paper, we consider the explanations for participation in state politics, exploring whether the reasons why people participate mirror the roots of political participation at the local and national level.  In particular, we investigate the individual level determinants of political participation – such as socioeconomic status, party contact, political interest, and efficacy –  as predictors of participation in state politics, as well as state level factors, including the strength of state and local party organizations, political and social diversity, and the quality of policy representation within states.

Investigating the roots of participation in state politics contributes an understanding of how prior theories developed and tested on the national and local levels apply to state level politics, an often neglected area of research.  Many have studied the roots of participation generally, but little is known about whether there is anything distinctive about the decision to participate in state politics.  Do the same factors that motivate individuals to get involved with their school boards and city councils encourage them to care about their state legislators and executive offices?  Explaining the roots of participation in state governments can also help us move past the traditional reliance on the nebulous concept of “political culture” as an explanation for why some states appear more elite driven, while others are more participatory and democratic.


Understanding why people participate in state politics also has normative value.  Higher civic participation has been linked to greater policy innovation and improvements in government performance (Knack 2002; Putnam 2000; Rice and Sumberg 1997).  Low political participation can also be costly.  Not all are equally likely to participate in politics, and participants and nonparticipants often have different backgrounds and interests (Verba 2003; Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995).  These inequalities in participation raise concerns about the quality of representation.  Members of Congress tend to respond more to the ideological preferences of voters than those of nonvoters (Griffin and Newman 2005) and are more likely to direct federal funds to areas of their district that vote at higher rates (Martin 2003).  At the state level, levels of voter turnout among those of lower socioeconomic status are related to state spending on welfare spending (Hill and Leighley 1992).  At the local level, low turnout can also limit levels of descriptive representation for blacks and Latinos (Hajnal and Trounstine 2005).  In this way, patterns of political participation are connected to the composition and outputs of government.

The explanations for participation in state politics

While prior research has considered the roots of public action at the local level or at the national level, less is known about the reasons why people choose to participate in state level campaigns and mobilize over state policy issues.  To the extent to which people have considered the state-specific attributes of political action, the focus has been on turnout, and the contribution of state campaigns and electoral rules on levels of voter participation at the polls.  In terms of elections, it is clear that the intensity of a closely contested state campaign can promote greater voter turnout (Jackson 1997, 2002).  Contests marked by high campaign spending, intensive advertising, and close electoral margins generate higher levels of voter participation in senatorial and gubernatorial contests as well as state legislative races (Caldeira  and Patterson 1982; Hogan 1999; Jackson and Carsey 2007; Lau and Pomper 2004; Patterson and Caldeira 1983).  Turnout also climbs in battleground states where the intensity of presidential campaign efforts is greater (Hill and McKee 2005), though the effects are not absolute for all elections and all citizens (Gimpel, Kaufman, and Pearson-Merkowitz 2007; Wolak 2006).  Policy issues can also generate citizen action, where states with more initiatives on the ballot have higher levels of voter turnout (Smith 2001; Tolbert, Grummel, and Smith 2001; Tolbert, McNeal, and Smith 2003; Tolbert and Smith 2005).

Apart from campaign effects, states also have the ability to promote turnout through changing voting regulations.  Restrictive voter registration rules can depress turnout in states (Mitchell and Wlezien 1995; Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980), while facilitating registration through programs like Motor Voter helps boost turnout (Knack 1995; Rhine 1995).  States also have the potential to increase turnout through innovations like vote by mail and early voting (Berinsky, Burns, and Traugott 2001; Gronke, Galanes-Rosenbaum, and Miller 2007).


These studies highlight that state contexts can influence whether people choose to visit their polling place or stay home on Election Day.  Yet these studies are also limited, in that they focus primarily on one kind of participation – voting, and during a particular time period – campaign seasons.  We argue that it is also important to study why people choose to participate in state politics in other ways, both in campaign efforts outside of voting and in participation in state matters outside of the election season.  

The reasons for this are several.  Among the ways people can participate in politics, voting is in many ways a unique act.  One can do it only on certain days.  It often requires some term of residency to vote in a particular locale, and in most states, one must formally register to vote in advance of the election.  Even as states work to lower the costs of voting through programs that ease registration rules and allow early or mail voting, voting remains a more structured act than other kinds of participation.  Other political acts like writing a letter or contacting a public official, however, present fewer hurdles and are available to citizens outside of campaign seasons.  Second, a focus on turnout in state elections concentrates attention on election-specific features, such as mobilization and campaign effects.  While clearly important, this focus means that less attention has been given to the question of how unique features of states themselves such as party organizations or political diversity contribute to people’s decision to participate in politics.  Third, voting is distinctive among political acts.  Studies of survey data show that the reasons why people choose to vote are different than reasons why they choose to participate otherwise (Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995). 

Why do people participate in state politics?

In thinking about why some people are more likely to participate in politics, Verba, Schlozman, and Brady (1995) highlight the importance of means, motive, and opportunity.  Some are more likely to participate because they can – they have the spare time to spend on political activity, the money to spend on group donations, or the civic skills to accomplish political acts (Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995).  Some engage in politics because they want to – they are interested in politics or concerned about public policy matters (Rosenstone and Hansen 1993).  And some choose to participate because of the opportunities they encounter, such as party mobilization efforts or contacts from campaign activists (Gerber and Green 2000; Huckfeldt and Sprague 1992; Rosenstone and Hansen 1993).

To what degree is the decision to participate in state politics unique from the decision to participate at either the local or national level?  One possibility is that the underlying roots for participation are similar across levels of government.  If the most important predictors of participation are resources, then those with more money should contribute across many races and those with more education and civic skills should contact politicians at the national level as well as at the local and state level.  If resources are the primary explanation for state participation, we would expect people to participate in state politics because they are inclined to participate in politics generally.  If this holds, we will see limited variation in participation across levels of government.  Political resources like time, money, and civic skills tend to be individually rooted, thus a resource-driven account suggests that the greatest differences in participation will arise when comparing the resource-rich to the resource-poor.  


 Perhaps the decision to participate in state politics is better understood as a matter of motivation, where people choose to participate in state politics because they find it more interesting or care about the issues that arise on the state agenda.  Arguments of motivation are often raised when considering citizens’ engagement with state politics.  Many are pessimistic about the degree to which citizens react to state policy matters or the composition of state government. If we see the average citizen as disengaged from politics and politically uninformed (Converse 1964; Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996), we might expect national politics to consume what little attention people devote to political matters.  After all, it is the president who is the most recognizable government official – not the governor or the mayor (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996).  Presidential elections always attract higher voter turnout than midterm elections where state level races for senator or governor top the ballot.  In examining the content of local television news coverage, it turns out that even local outlets devote most of their campaign coverage to the presidential contest (Kaplan, Goldstein, and Hale 2005).  National politics is often seen as more important in the eyes of citizens.  


While the perceived importance of national politics may distract people from subnational affairs, state politics also tends to receive less attention than local political matters.  As Jennings and Zeigler (1970, p. 524) note, “In a sense the states are caught between the immediacy of the local system and the glamour and importance of the national and international systems.”  Local governments are proximate to people.  A parent might become engaged in local politics over concerns about the school system.  A resident may attend a town meeting at the request of a neighbor, with the hopes of influencing a city zoning decision.  While the state government is many ways closer to its constituents than the national government, it lacks the immediacy and closeness of local authorities.  Indeed, people are more likely to express an interest in local politics or national politics than they are state affairs.  With survey evidence, Jennings and Zeigler (1970) find that while 32% say they pay the most attention to national affairs and 30% care the most about local politics, only 17% prioritize state matters – lower than even international politics, as 20% name this as the arena where they devote the greatest attention.   


Limited interest in state political matters may only be aggravated by other changes going on in people’s political communities.  As Americans become more mobile and less likely to remain in the communities where they grew up, they may fail to develop strong ties to the politics of their new neighborhood, city, or state (Putnam 2000).  Their interest in national government would remain unaffected, as a constant within a changing political geography.  But a mobile population may be slow to develop an interest in state and local affairs.  Ultimately, the decision to participate in state politics may be best understood as a reflection of a person’s level of interest in state political matters, rather than his or her stock of political resources.


In addition to people’s ability to act and desire to engage, the roots of political action may also rest within the opportunities offered by the political environment.  Some participate because they can, and some participate because they want to.   In other cases, the decision to act rests on some signal from the larger political context – whether it is a campaign contact from a party activist, a change in public policy, or political cues from one’s social network.  Thus, the decision to participate in state level politics may be a reflection of the kinds of political stimuli people encounter outside of their own level of interest or resources.  

We know that state political environments are in many ways distinctive.  Not only do institutional structures and partisan climates vary across states, but state political contexts are also unique compared to the local environment and national arena.  Compared to the nonpartisan elections that are relatively common at the local level, state campaigns tend to be more partisan.  Campaigns for state races tend to be more competitive and of greater campaign intensity than local contests.  In this way, state politics resembles national politics.  Yet state politics remains quite distinct from national government.  State officials are proximally closer to their constituents than national representations.  While the national government deals with many issues distant from the average voter, such as international trade or defense spending, states deal with a variety of issues from education to corrections to welfare that are connected to the daily lives of average citizens.  State politics also tends to receive distinctive news coverage compared to national politics, not only in amount but also in tone (Kahn 1995; Squire and Fastnow 1994).  

These differences are arguably consequential to citizens.  Even if people often prioritize local politics or national affairs, many still care about state politics (Jennings and Zeigler 1970).  They distinguish between the different responsibilities of government at each level (Arceneaux 2006) and evaluate each level of government according to distinct criteria (Jennings 1998; Roeder 1994).  Given the distinctive features of state politics, the roots of participation at the state level may prove to be quite different than the reasons why people choose to participate at the national or local level – reflecting the unique attributes of state political environments.  

Levels of participation

We consider the roots of people’s decision to participate in state politics, considering how people’s means, motivation, and opportunities to participate shape their decision to act in the state political domain. We consider whether state participants are distinct from nonparticipants as well as those who choose to focus their political energies on other levels of government.  To explore these questions, we rely on survey reports of political participation from the American Citizen Participation Study.  This survey was conducted in the spring of 1990, where 2517 people were interviewed in-person about their levels and kinds of political participation.  Unlike most surveys that fail to distinguish whether people choose to participate in politics at the local, state, or national level, the American Citizen Participation Survey includes several items about the level of government in which one is most active.  

Two items ask respondents about where they primarily directed their campaign efforts and donations in 1988 – to national campaigns, state races, or local contests.
  In the sample, 8% said they had worked for a campaign, while 24% contributed to a campaign organization or candidate.
  Whether these efforts focused on national, state, or local races is summarized in Table 1.  Among those who volunteered for a campaign, participation in a local campaign was most common, where 53% of participants reported that their greatest effort was to promote a local candidate.  Campaign contributions, however, were most likely to be directed to either state level candidates (38% of those donating to candidates) or political organizations concerned with national races (53% of donors to organizations).  Respondents were also asked about whether they had contacted an elected or non-elected official at any level of government in the past twelve months, and 34% of the sample indicated that they had.  Again, we find a pattern where all three levels share a fair amount of citizen participation.  Forty-two percent said that their most recent contact was with a local official, while 27% had contacted a state official and 32% had contact a national level official.
  

It is useful to note from this descriptive data that the outlets of political action are not concentrated at one level of government.  People are more likely to devote their energies to local campaigns than state or national races, but when it comes to donating to candidates, people are most likely to name campaigns of state candidates as the focus of their contributions.  We do not observe any instance where most citizens choose to invest their time and energy into one level of government to the exclusion of other levels of governance.  In addition, while prior studies have focused on either citizen participation in national or local campaigns, it is clear that many people focus their political energies on state level politics and campaigns for state-level offices.  A significant share of those who participate in politics name state government as the level of government where they engage in the greatest activity – highlighting the importance for studying why people participate in state politics.  

Are participants in state politics specialists, or are they generalists who engage in politics broadly?  This survey can also provide a partial answer to the question of whether some are chronic participants who engage in politics in multiple ways across multiple levels of government.  For the most part, the survey indicates that participation in state politics is not highly concentrated.  According to Verba, Schlozman, and Brady (1995), 41% of participants engage in national matters in combination with state or local action, and only 8% concentrate their efforts solely on national-level concerns.  Their measures combine a range of participatory acts at the state level and local level.  Considering state-specific participation by using the three acts described above – campaign work, contributions, and contact with officials, we find that about 23% of participants engage in state-focused actions only.  Twenty-seven percent of participants had an exclusively national focus, and 35% of participants acted only in local arenas.  The remaining 15% participated at multiple levels of government.  Thus, only a small share of respondents actively participates across federal levels.  Most participants have focused their energies on political activity at a particular level of government.  

Participants’ explanations for political action


Why do people choose to participate in state politics?  One way to assess this is to ask participants for the reasons why they choose to become involved in politics.  At the simplest level, people will invest in political participation in exchange for some sort of benefit.  These rewards may be material, such as hopes of a government job in the future, solidary, such as the camaraderie of being a member of a group, or purposive, such as achieving a desired policy goal (Clark and Wilson 1961; Salisbury 1969).  While self-reports of why people choose to participate can be misleading, with people over-reporting civic motivations and under-reporting self-interested justifications (Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995), consideration of these reports allows us to see whether people report different rewards for completing similar acts at different levels of government.  For instance, we can see if social and material rewards are greater for state and local activities or if national level engagement is more likely to provide particular civic rewards.  Broadly, we can evaluate whether participants in state politics have more in common with those who participate in the local level or those engaged in matters of national politics.  

We consider four different explanations for participation.  First, we consider whether people participate to gain material rewards, such as advancing one’s career or obtaining help from a politician on a problem.  We expect these considerations to be most important for local participation and least important for national engagement.  Second, we consider the social rewards of political participation, and whether people participate to maintain friendships or obtain influence or recognition.  Given the proximity of state and local politics to people’s everyday lives, we again expect these motivations to be more important for explaining subnational engagement than national participation.  Third, we consider the selective rewards of participation, such as feeling a sense of civic duty or an obligation to improve one’s community.  Fourth, we consider the collective rewards of participating in politics, namely the desire to influence the outputs of government and public policy outcomes. 

We develop measures of these motivations using the strategy described by Verba, Schlozman, and Brady (1995).  Participants were asked whether matters such as a sense of duty, a desire for recognition, or the chance to influence public policy were important explanations for their decision to act or not.  Reasons were rated as very important, somewhat important, or not very important to one’s decision to politically active.  Table 2 summarizes what share of respondents named one of those reasons as “very important” to their decision to participate. 

We first find a good bit of similarity in the reasons to participate in state versus national versus local politics.  In considering participation as a campaign volunteer, collective policy goals and selective social goals are as important to state participants as those who campaign for races at other levels.  Considering the decision to contribute to a campaign or contact a government official, material benefits are similarly important to the decision to act regardless of the level of government in question. 

Yet even though there are similarities in the motives for political action, some interesting differences also emerge.  Material benefits are more important to local participants than those active at the national level when it comes to deciding to volunteer for a campaign, though this pattern does not hold for the other political acts.  Like local participants but unlike those engaged in national politics, contributors to state campaigns cite selective social incentives as motivation for their participation.  This suggests that the decision to participate in state politics is related to the proximal nature of subnational government and the social cues of the surrounding environment.  However, when considering the importance of collective goals like influencing policy, state participants tend to better resemble those engaged in national politics.  Sixty-one percent of those contacting state government officials cite policy goals, as do 65% of those contacting the national government.  Only 42% of those contacting local government officials cite similar policy aspirations as the reason for their participation. In considering the importance of duty and obligation, those who volunteer or contribute to state campaigns are less likely to cite duty as a motivation for their participation compared to those who participate in national and local campaigns.  

Explaining why people participate in state, local, or national arenas


The self-reports of participants suggest that while the roots of political action are often similar across arenas, differences also exist in the reasons why people choose to devote their political energies to either the national, state, or local level of government.   Next, we consider the explanations of political participation at each level using a multinomial logit model.  We report robust standard errors clustered by state to control for within-state similarities.
  We create a combined measure reflecting the level of government on which the participant was most active – local, state, or national. 
  As the baseline category, we use nonparticipation – no campaign work, no campaign contributions, or no contact with government officials.  Most participants engage at only one level of government.  For those who participated in multiple levels of government, we code the measure to reflect the level of government where a respondent reported the greatest activity.  Overall, 48% participated in at least one of these acts.  Forty-eight percent of participants had a local focus, 26% had national focus, and 34% primarily participated in state politics.  

We then use a slate of individual level and state factors to explore why people choose to participate and at what level of government.  We first consider a set of state level factors as indicators of the opportunities states present to residents to participate or not.  First, we consider the opportunities that party organizations create to engage citizen action.  Political party organizations vary from state to state – some have party systems where state parties are the most active, while in other states, local parties are the most powerful.  Strong party organizations can help attract campaign workers and campaign donations, and may also inspire more political engagement generally.  We expect that strong state parties will predict greater state level participation, and that strong local political parties will increase the likelihood of local political participation.

We also consider the social incentives for political participation, as captured by measures of partisan diversity and racial diversity.  Apart from the activity or inactivity of political party organizations, states also vary in the partisan composition of the population.  Some states are diverse in partisanship, while others tend to be red or blue – more Republican or more Democratic.   In states with greater political heterogeneity, people are more likely to encounter differing political viewpoints, campaigns may be more closely waged, and as a result, political participation may climb.  While political heterogeneity can increase political participation, social and racial heterogeneity tends to depress civic engagement and social capital (Campbell 2006; Hero 2007; Putnam 2007).  To explore the effects of partisan heterogeneity, we construct a Herfindahl index of partisan concentration, where higher values indicate the most diverse partisan environments and low values indicate states where a large share of the electorate shares the same party identification.
  To explore the effects of racial diversity, we construct a Herfindahl index where high values indicate the most diverse states and low values indicate state environments with greater homogeneity.
 

Another way that state environments may direct levels of citizen participation is in the quality of policy representation in a state.  When state policy outcomes mirror the ideological preferences of the state electorate, citizens may be less likely to see reasons to participate in state politics.  The greater the deviations of policy outcomes from public preferences, we expect the greater the likelihood of participation in state politics.  We measure this as the absolute value of the residuals after Erikson, Wright, and McIver’s (1993) measure of state policy liberalism is regressed on their measure of citizen ideology.  We expect larger values of this measure to be associated with greater participation in state politics.  

The above factors relate to differences in state level environments and their consequences for shaping people’s opportunities to participate in politics.  We also consider one other measure of political opportunity, assessed at the individual level – mobilization.
 Participatory acts like campaign work or donations often occur because one was asked to give their time or money.  Including a measure of mobilization allows us to investigate the relative importance of campaign contacts in promoting citizen action at different levels of government.
  


In terms of motivation, we consider measures of partisan strength, political interest and political efficacy.
  Given that state races on the whole tend to be more partisan than local races, the strength of one’s party affiliation may be particularly important in motivating people to participate in state politics.  In terms of political interest, the survey unfortunately does not contain questions about interest in state politics, but it does include questions about one’s interest in local affairs and interest in national politics.
  We include both to see whether state political action is better predicted by interest in local matters or national affairs.  Likewise, the survey includes measures of political efficacy related to both national government and local government, but not state government.
  We include both to examine whether people dissatisfied with their ability to influence one level of government are more likely to choose participation in other venues.  We also consider one’s length of residence in the community as another measure of interest and motivation.  We expect that those who have spent more time in a community will likely feel more connected to state and local government, inspiring a greater desire to engage in political participation at these levels of government.  


In terms of means, we include political knowledge, household income, and education.  For campaign contributions, the most relevant resource is money (Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995), measured here as household income.  For campaign volunteerism and contacting officials, civic skills are useful.  We measure this with a scale of ten items about policy knowledge and recall of politicians as well as a scale of educational attainment.  We also control for demographic factors, namely race, gender, age, and residence in the South.   In the case of gender, women have traditionally participated more in local politics than in state and national politics – due to interest in local issues like education and a tendency to be more civic and community minded than men (Schlozman, Burns, Verba, and Donahue 1995; McGlen, O’Connor, Assendleft, and Gunther-Cananda 2005).  We expect women to be more likely to participate at the local level than at the state and national levels.  All individual level measures excluding age and length of residence in the community are rescaled from 0 to 1.


In Table 3, we consider why people choose to participate, and at a particular level of government.  We first consider how state contextual factors shape citizens’ decisions to participate in politics.  The strength of political party organizations in a state encourages participation, but the effect is sensitive to the level of government in question.  Strong local party organizations are associated with higher participation at the local level, but not at the state or national level.  Similarly strong state party organizations are associated with higher participation at the state level, but not at the local or national levels.  For an individual residing in a state where both state party organizations tend to be weak, the predicted probability of participating primarily at the state level is 0.07, holding other measures at their means.  For one who resides in a state where both party organizations are strong, the probability of state level participation doubled to 0.14 (again, holding other variables at their means).  (Predicted probabilities for all major independent variables are shown in Table A1 in the Appendix.)  Active state party organizations are positively related to greater participation in state politics.


We also considered the effects of partisan and racial diversity for political participation.  Knowing the level of partisan heterogeneity of a state’s electorate does not assist in distinguishing those who choose not to participate from those who act at the local, state, or national level.
  However, the level of racial diversity in a state is significantly associated with political participation.  State racial diversity is negatively, but insignificantly, related to state level participation.  However, the racial diversity is positively associated with participation on the local and national levels, but not on the state level.  More investigation is needed to explain this result.  It may be that when a state is demographically diverse, prospective participants are drawn to participate in local environments that are more homogeneous or in a national venue where state diversity is not salient.
  


Turning to the effects of policy representation, we find that greater deviations between public ideology and state policy outcomes are positively and significantly related to participation at the national level.  Perhaps if citizens lack efficacy in states with policy out of step with popular preferences, these alienated citizens try to influence national politics.  We find that when the correspondence between opinion and policy is at the highest value, the predicted likelihood of participating in national politics is 0.07, which climbs to 0.15 for residents in a state with the greatest distance between public preferences and policy.  When state governments are less representative, people have a greater likelihood of seeking out national venues for participation and a lesser likelihood of participating in local politics.   Interestingly, the decision to participate in state politics appears unrelated to levels of policy representation in state government.
  

Finally, we also consider the effects of opportunity in shaping participation choices by considering the effects of mobilization.  Being contacted by a party or organization is positively and significantly related to participation in all three levels of government.  An important explanation for why people participate in politics is because they were asked to do so.  Interestingly, the effects of mobilization are particularly important in promoting participation in state politics.  Holding other variables at their means while varying the level of mobilization, being asked to help a candidate nearly doubles the predicted probability of participating at the state level (with a predicted probability of 0.08 for an unmobilized individual and a 0.16 probability of participating for one who was mobilized).  The probability of participating at the national level is 0.09 for an unmobilized individual, compared to 0.10 for one who was contacted by a party or organization.  Given lower public interest in state politics compared to national or local politics, mobilizing efforts may be particularly important in engaging people’s interest in participating in state politics.   


Apart from the effects of opportunity, we are also interested in the degree to which participation decisions rest on people’s motivation and interest in politics.  While strong partisans are no more likely to participate in politics than independents in this analysis, we find that levels of political interest are significantly associated with political activity.  The effect of interest in local politics is positive and significant across all levels and highest for local and state activity.  Interest in national politics increases the likelihood of participation only at the national level.  Believing that one can influence local government is positively associated with campaign participation at all three levels, local, state and national, though the effects are greatest for participation in state and local politics.  All else equal, the probability of state participation is four times greater for a person with high local political efficacy than for one with low efficacy, while the same change in efficacy predicts a threefold increase in the likelihood of participating in local politics.  Feeling efficacious about one’s ability to be heard by national government officials is unrelated to participation at any level of government.  Individuals who believe that they have greater ability to influence local policies and to gain attention of officials are more likely to participate at all levels of government than those with lower levels of efficacy.  It appears that participation in state politics is related more to interest and efficacy in local government than a motivation to engage in national politics – the motives that attract people to participate locally can also promote participation at the state level.  Finally, the length of time lived in the city provides no significant leverage in differentiating non-participants from participants in local politics or national politics, and only modest help with predicting state participation.


Turning to the measures that tap into respondents’ means for participating in politics, household income, education, and political knowledge are generally positively related to political participation.   However, the results fail to provide a clear answer about whether all resources are similarly important for predicting citizen action across levels of government.  Political knowledge is positively and significantly associated with local and national activity, but not state level action.  Conversely, education is only positively and significantly associated with state level activity.  Higher personal income is associated with local and state activity, but not national activity.  Greater resources promote participation, but it is not clear whether some resources are necessarily more likely to promote state level participation than other resources.  Age fails to predict political activity, as does residence in a southern state.  Women are slightly less likely to participate in state politics than men, while in this survey, minorities are less likely to participate in national politics than whites.   

Discussion

Using data from the American Citizen Participation Study, we consider and compare the causes of participation at all three levels of government, and with a broader sense of participation than simply voting.  The data used allow us to make significant contributions to the participation literature, which has been primarily focused on national and local level participation and on voting turnout.  But this data is also limits our analysis in several ways.  First, we can only compare focus of participation, rather than participation itself.  Because the survey asked respondents to identify their primary areas of participation, we cannot fully investigate the degree to which people who focus on state politics also participate at the local and national levels.  Second, the data was collected only at a single time, 1990.  Ideally we would be able to consider temporal variations to allow us to both evaluate and control for changes in party or campaign activity over a series of election years.  

This research is a first look at why people choose to participate in state politics.  We specifically assessed the utility of characteristics related to a person’s means, motives and opportunities to engage in politics in explaining why people choose to participate primarily in state politics, rather than on the local or national level.  We revealed a complicated story.   While people who participate primarily in state politics do not differ dramatically from others who focus their efforts on the national or local levels, there are interesting differences in the size of the effects on propensity to participate.  For example, while significant at all levels, contacts from parties or other organizations seem to be particularly effective in mobilizing individuals to participate the state level.  Also important in explaining state participation is one’s interest and efficacy in local politics.  Individuals’ personal propensity to more grass-roots politics, as opposed to national, leads them to primarily participate at the state and local levels.   Strong state party organizations and mobilization attempts by parties and other groups also encourage greater state participation.  State participation, more so than local or national, seems especially influenced by the combination of personal interest and the efforts of political organizations.

The roots of political action lie within individuals as well as their political environments.  Individual level factors have, here and other places, been shown to be excellent predictors of participation, especially voter turnout.  But obviously citizens are both directly and indirectly affected by their social and political environments.  We find that participation across all levels of government is influenced by both personal and contextual factors.  While these state level factors are far from deterministic in shaping people’s propensity to participate politically and at a particular level of government, they do shape patterns of political action.  While others have shown that state differences in campaign intensity can direct levels of participation, we extend this research to highlight the relevance of other features of state political environments outside of campaign seasons.  

We also highlight the importance of studying participation in state politics apart from participation generally or in national or local venues.  Among participants, a third engaged in political activities that had a primarily state level focus.  Even if surveys reveal a public less interested in state politics than matters national or local, we nonetheless observe a significant share of people choosing to focus their political energies in state politics.  And the decision to participate at the state level is not identical to the calculus used to explain participation at the national or local level.  If political participation at any level of government was largely a product of one’s resources and ability to participate, then we should see very similar patterns of participation across levels of government.  While we confirm the importance of resources in explaining action and find commonalities in why people participate across levels of government, we nonetheless find that the reasons why people choose to participate in state politics are distinctive from why they might choose to engage at the local or national level.

	Table A1: Predicted Probabilities of Political Participation
	 
	 

	 
	None
	Local
	State
	National

	Weak local parties
	0.610
	0.155
	0.115
	0.120

	Strong local parties
	0.577
	0.231
	0.107
	0.086

	
	
	
	
	

	Weak state parties
	0.603
	0.226
	0.072
	0.099

	Strong state parties
	0.583
	0.184
	0.137
	0.097

	
	
	
	
	

	State level partisan homogeneity
	0.634
	0.243
	0.097
	0.026

	State level partisan heterogeneity
	0.585
	0.193
	0.111
	0.110

	
	
	
	
	

	State level racial homogeneity
	0.627
	0.162
	0.130
	0.081

	State level racial heterogeneity
	0.536
	0.253
	0.087
	0.124

	
	
	
	
	

	Policy-opinion similarity
	0.575
	0.240
	0.114
	0.072

	Policy-opinion difference
	0.601
	0.150
	0.104
	0.146

	
	
	
	
	

	Non-south
	0.608
	0.193
	0.108
	0.092

	South
	0.561
	0.209
	0.117
	0.113

	
	
	
	
	

	No mobilization
	0.658
	0.166
	0.084
	0.092

	Mobilization
	0.491
	0.247
	0.158
	0.104

	
	
	
	
	

	Independent
	0.563
	0.236
	0.090
	0.112

	Strong partisan
	0.610
	0.175
	0.126
	0.089

	
	
	
	
	

	Low interest in local politics
	0.773
	0.096
	0.062
	0.069

	High interest in local politics
	0.469
	0.277
	0.143
	0.111

	
	
	
	
	

	Low interest in national politics
	0.628
	0.226
	0.112
	0.034

	High interest in national politics
	0.564
	0.183
	0.107
	0.146

	
	
	
	
	

	Low local efficacy
	0.789
	0.095
	0.046
	0.070

	High local efficacy
	0.388
	0.309
	0.194
	0.109

	
	
	
	
	

	Low national efficacy
	0.589
	0.216
	0.108
	0.087

	High national efficacy
	0.595
	0.173
	0.115
	0.117

	
	
	
	
	

	Short residency in city
	0.641
	0.181
	0.085
	0.094

	Long residency in city
	0.429
	0.243
	0.225
	0.104

	
	
	
	
	

	Low political knowledge
	0.718
	0.119
	0.111
	0.052

	High political knowledge
	0.427
	0.305
	0.097
	0.171

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	The predicted probabilities were calculated using the multinomial logit coefficients from Table 3.  The change in probabilities reflects a movement from the minimum value of the independent variable to the maximum value while holding all other variables at their means. 
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	Table 1: Level of Government of Greatest Political Activity, Among Participants

	
	Campaign work
	Contributions
	Contact

	 
	Main outlet of campaign work
	Focus of donations to candidates
	Focus of donations to organizations
	Level of most recent contact

	Local level
	53.0%
	34.2%
	22.9%
	41.5%

	State level
	22.8%
	38.8%
	24.2%
	26.9%

	National level
	24.1%
	27.1%
	52.8%
	31.6%

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Percent participating at all
	8.0%
	5.3%
	6.4%
	33.8%

	Source: American Citizen Participation Study, 1990


	Table 2: Explanations for Political Participation among Activists

	
	
	Percent mentioning as “very important”

	 
	 
	Material benefits
	Social gratifications
	Duty gratifications
	Collective gratifications

	Work for campaign
	
	
	

	
	Local
	32.5%
	51.7%
	90.9%
	51.9%

	
	State 
	23.0%
	54.0%
	75.0%
	39.8%

	
	National
	10.6%
	37.5%
	84.0%
	44.8%

	
	2 (p value)
	16.9 (0.00)
	6.5 (0.12)
	13.2 (0.02)
	4.0 (0.27)

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Contribute to campaign or organization
	
	

	
	Local
	15.8%
	22.2%
	88.8%
	26.1%

	
	State 
	21.0%
	24.6%
	75.3%
	25.6%

	
	National
	15.3%
	11.1%
	82.0%
	17.6%

	
	2 (p value)
	2.0 (0.56)
	11.2 (0.02)
	8.0 (0.09)
	4.2 (0.23)

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Contact public official
	
	
	

	
	Local
	46.8%
	23.5%
	74.1%
	41.9%

	
	State 
	40.1%
	21.4%
	77.4%
	60.9%

	
	National
	39.6%
	11.8%
	71.8%
	65.5%

	
	2 (p value)
	4.9 (0.13)
	17.2 (0.00)
	2.5 (0.36)
	46.5 (0.00)

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Source: American Citizen Participation Study, 1990


	Table 3: Explaining Participation at the Local vs. State vs. National Level

	 
	Local 
	State 
	National 

	Strong local party organizations
	0.227*
	-0.008
	-0.139

	
	(0.087)
	(0.087)
	(0.161)

	
	
	
	

	Strong state party organizations
	-0.087
	0.335*
	0.005

	
	(0.173)
	(0.133)
	(0.180)

	
	
	
	

	Partisan diversity
	-1.366
	1.942
	13.898

	
	(8.814)
	(14.675)
	(11.347)

	
	
	
	

	Racial diversity
	4.428*
	-1.798
	4.284+

	
	(1.762)
	(2.668)
	(2.387)

	
	
	
	

	Level of ideological policy representation
	-0.400+
	-0.105
	0.521*

	
	(0.233)
	(0.347)
	(0.260)

	
	
	
	

	Mobilization by party or organization
	0.694*
	0.922*
	0.420*

	
	(0.233)
	(0.221)
	(0.208)

	
	
	
	

	Strength of partisanship
	-0.377
	0.258
	-0.304

	
	(0.261)
	(0.321)
	(0.299)

	
	
	
	

	Interest in local politics
	1.555*
	1.340*
	0.970*

	
	(0.443)
	(0.452)
	(0.463)

	
	
	
	

	Interest in national politics
	-0.104
	0.063
	1.550*

	
	(0.415)
	(0.578)
	(0.545)

	
	
	
	

	Efficacy related to local government
	1.886*
	2.145*
	1.153*

	
	(0.461)
	(0.644)
	(0.521)

	
	
	
	

	Efficacy related to national government
	-0.233
	0.054
	0.283

	
	(0.538)
	(0.699)
	(0.596)

	
	
	
	

	Length of residency in city
	0.008
	0.016+
	0.006

	
	(0.006)
	(0.009)
	(0.009)

	
	
	
	

	Political knowledge
	1.465*
	0.385
	1.704*

	
	(0.441)
	(0.702)
	(0.636)

	
	
	
	

	Household income
	1.230*
	1.016*
	0.415

	
	(0.509)
	(0.448)
	(0.428)

	
	
	
	

	Education
	-0.086
	2.702*
	0.854

	
	(1.106)
	(0.974)
	(1.010)

	
	
	
	

	Nonwhite
	0.046
	-0.363
	-0.671*

	
	(0.182)
	(0.313)
	(0.273)

	
	
	
	

	Female
	-0.254
	-0.493*
	0.043

	
	(0.214)
	(0.215)
	(0.277)

	
	
	
	

	Age
	-0.006
	-0.012
	0.004

	
	(0.006)
	(0.010)
	(0.008)

	
	
	
	

	South
	0.156
	0.162
	0.294

	
	(0.197)
	(0.157)
	(0.298)

	
	
	
	

	Constant
	-6.207
	-6.885
	-18.442*

	
	(5.854)
	(9.310)
	(7.509)

	
	
	
	

	N=1713.  Multinomial logit estimates.  Baseline category is nonparticipation.  

	Clustered standard errors in parentheses.  * p<0.05, + p<0.10 (two-tailed tests)


� Some have also argued that party competition at the state level can affect levels of turnout, though evidence remains mixed (Hill and Leighley 1993; Jackson 1997; Patterson and Caldeira 1983).


� The question about campaign volunteering asks, “Since January 1988, the start of the last national election year, have you worked as a volunteer – that is, for no pay at all or for only a token amount – for a candidate running for national, state, or local office?”  A follow-up question asks what level campaign the respondent committed the greatest time and effort.  The campaign donation question asks, “Since January, 1988, did you contribute money – to an individual candidate, a party group, a political action committee, or any other organization that supported candidates?”  Follow-up questions determine the level of government where the candidate sought elected office or the primary target of the organization’s campaign attention.  National races included the presidential race and any congressional contests.  State races included contests for governor, state legislator, or other state government office.  Local races included contest for mayor, city council, school board, county office, or other local positions.


� We use sampling weights in all survey analyses, as described by Verba, Schlozman, and Brady (1995).


� One notable limitation of this survey is that the questions require respondents to choose the level of government where they are most active rather than recording all domains where they participate.  While this limits our understanding of the true extent of state participation, we use this survey nonetheless because of its rich measures as well as the scarcity of other surveys that distinguish political participation at the state level from national or local involvement.  We identified only one other survey that asks about state participation specifically – a Washington Post poll from January 1997.  This survey asks only about campaign donations, assessing absolute levels of participation rather than which level receives the greatest attention.  In the ACPS, levels of campaign contributions are fairly comparable across levels of government, where donations are slightly higher to national contests.  In the Washington Post poll, we find a comparable pattern – where contribution patterns are similar across levels of government, with a modestly higher rate of donation to national races.  In this poll, about 23% had donated to a national race, 14% had donated to a state race, and 19% had donated to a local race in the past two years.  


� We also estimated the models using multilevel multinomial logit models and find a similar pattern of results.


� Since we are most interested in state participation, the variable is biased toward that category.  If a participant acted equally on the state and national level, or the state and local levels, then we count that as primarily state participation.  So for a respondent to be placed in the state category, he or she would have participated as much if not more on the state level than on the local or national levels.


� We rely on measures of local and state party organizational strength reported by Patterson (1989).  The three point measure indicates whether both political parties are strong at that level in the state, only one party is strong, or if both parties have weak organizations.  


� The Herfindahl index is a measure of concentration, where the share of each partisan group is squared, then summed, and then subtracted from 1.  We construct this measure using survey data on party identification from Erikson, Wright, and McIver (1993).  Because of small samples for states in some years, we combine survey responses from 1989 and the four previous years.  


� This is based on the percent of each state’s population that identifies with a particular racial or ethnic category in the 1990 Census.  We also considered using a Sullivan index of social economic and cultural diversity; it tends to perform similarly in our models as the racial diversity measure.


� The mobilization question is a dichotomous measure that asks if the respondent has, “received any request directed to you personally work for or contribute money to a candidate for public office, a party group, a Political Action Committee, or any other organization that supports candidates?”  


� We also considered indirect measures of campaign mobilization, including Senate and gubernatorial campaign spending in the prior 1988 election (divided by voting eligible population and logged) as well as the state level television ad density for the presidential campaign in the 1988 election (Shaw 1999).  These indirect measures of campaign intensity failed to significantly predict participation at any level of government in the multinomial logit model.  


� Partisan strength is measured as a folded version of a five point partisanship scale.


� These are measured on four point scales ranging from “very interested” to “not at all interested.”


�  Each measure of efficacy averages responses to two items.  The first asks, “If you had some complaint about a national (local) government activity and took that complaint to a representative of the federal (local) government, do you think that he or she would pay a lot of attention to what you say, some attention, very little attention, or none at all?”  The second item asks, “How much influence do you think someone like you can have over national (local) government decisions – a lot, some, very little, or none at all?”


� We also investigated whether the effects of partisan homogeneity were stronger for strong partisans versus independents by interacting partisan strength and the partisan diversity measure.  We did not find a significant interactive relationship.  We also considered whether a Republican living in a Democratic state is more or less likely to participate than a Republican in a Republican state.  We created two dummy variables – one indicating living in a state where one shares the partisan identification of the majority of others and a second indicating residence in a state where one’s partisanship differs from the dominant partisanship of the state.  (Independents serve as the omitted category.)  Neither measure was a robust predictor of participation at any level of the three levels of government.


� Ultimately, these relationships may be conditional, depending on factors such as the race of the respondent, the diversity of one’s local community, or the level of descriptive representation within government.  


� Unfortunately, with cross-sectional data, we cannot decisively determine whether participation in state politics is a cause or consequence of the quality of policy representation in a state.
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