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Abstract: Despite longstanding and long-neglected controversy, recent findings suggest that the size and location of an individual’s city or town play an important role in determining levels of political participation.  Starting from such findings, I theorize that psychological and sociological orientations innate to smaller communities foster higher levels of participation in politics.  To estimate political participation as a function of community context, I use a battery of questions from the 2004 NES measuring general civic acts.  I employ Verba et al.’s “civic volunteerism” model whose variables serve as intermediary determinants of participation based on social environment.  In contrast to Oliver’s findings (2000), other’s who argue that larger community’s foster civic involvement, and the expectation’s of this research, results of regression analysis suggests a lack of any clear relationship between community context and political participation.
“It is, indeed, difficult to conceive how men who have entirely given up the habit of self-government should succeed in making a proper choice of those by whom they are to be governed.” – Alexis de Tocqueville      Democracy in America

Contradictory findings related to a particular issue or theory in political science is commonplace.  Subsequent to such inconsistencies, further research generally ensues and a body of literature accumulates on one or both sides of a debate.  However, findings associated with the relationship between social context, as measured by community size and location, and political participation, while producing contradictory results, has not necessarily produced a wellspring of continued examination. Oliver explains the lack of focus on the relationship between community environment and participation by noting that “Theorists of participation mostly focus on individual-level factors and rarely take social context into account” (2000, p. 362).  Monroe notes that many treatments on political participation altogether "ignore the urban-rural dimension as a relevant factor" (1977, p. 71).  And Dahl laments, “A question of this sort often lies dormant for decades or even centuries, not because it has been solved but because it seems irrelevant” (1967, p. 953).  

It’s possible that some believe the issue to be irrelevant for the reason that no relationship was found between the two concepts in a large examination in 1963 (Almond and Verba).  In this analysis, the authors studied civic life in five nations, including the United States, and concluded that the attitudes and behaviors that influence participation in politics are influenced little, if at all, by the size of the community one lives in.  However, reanalysis performed by other authors using the same data found that the original authors had failed to account for individual’s education, which at that time was considerably higher in urban areas (Finifter 1970; Finifter and Abramson 1975).  Accounting for education produced results indicating not only that city size impacted individual’s willingness to participate in politics, but that such willingness was greatest amongst residents of smaller communities (Ibid; Ibid).  This latter finding flatly contradicted the work of Milbrath who cites twenty-eight studies in support of his contention that “One of the most thoroughly substantiated propositions in all of social science is that persons near the center of the society are more likely to participate in politics than persons near the periphery” (1965, p. 114).  Thus, what research on the topic has been conducted has yielded results that point in different directions.

 The mere existence of findings on this issue would seem to contradict earlier assertions about a lack of attention toward the relationship between community context and political participation.  But as was noted earlier, research in the area has tended to focus on individual level factors (i.e. social networks, alienation, etc.) at the expense of the broader social environment (i.e. population size, and other more qualitative depictions).  Much can be learned about the nature of the relationship between community size and political participation from these individual-level factors, and therefore they will be further discussed in the ensuing pages; but for now it is instructive to recognize a recent study in this area, which takes into account aggregate level factors, so as to get a sense of the nature and projection of this research. 

In 2000, Oliver weighed in directly upon the debate.  Using 1990 data, he used city population size to estimate local political involvement across four measures of participation, including: contacting officials, attending board meetings, attending organizational meetings, and voting in local elections.  Findings showed that city size had a statistically significant impact on all variables except voting in local elections, and that rates of participation declined steadily as city size increased (Ibid).  While these results, as well as others prior to it, have strengthened the contention that participation is advantaged by a smaller community setting, some important questions relevant to this relationship remain open.    

First, despite being among the most recent publication to weigh in directly on this relationship, Oliver draws his findings using data from 1990, which today, may be out of date and context.  Changes in technology and communication (internet, satellite radio, cable television) occurring over the past few decades have altered the way many people can and do involve themselves in politics.  As evidence, in the 2004 NES over 65% of respondents reported having viewed content about the election over the internet.  Second, Oliver’s primary contextual focus, as well as Dahl’s before him (1967), is on city population size.  While population size is an appealing measure as a social context characteristic because it fairly easily quantifiable, it leaves something to be desired in regard to some of the more qualitative features of an area, such as the extent to which a city or town is more or less an urban or rural area.  Finally, Oliver and others (Monroe 1977) have primarily or exclusively focused attention on the effect of geographic context on political participation in relation to local politics.  While such findings still have clear implications for participation in general, the ubiquitous nature of national politics today, and the potential to become engaged and involved in politics at any level through new technological mechanisms regardless of residence, underscore the potential impact in participation at all levels.  

The questions left unanswered in the findings of Oliver and others, as well as the shallow amount of research dedicated to an expansive view of this relationship, invite this study’s research question: How does community context affect individual’s level of participation in politics? 
Conceptual Definitions


At this point, it should be noted in more detail what is meant in reference to the broad concepts, community context and political participation.  Political participation is a wide-ranging term by any measure, but not one that necessarily needs reinvention.  Verba and Nie describe political participation as “those activities by private citizens that are more or less directly aimed at influencing the selection of governmental personnel and/or the actions they take” (1972, p. 2).  This definition, as used by this research, includes both active and passive types of involvement in politics.  Passive political participation includes such acts as donating money to a political cause or attending ceremonial or supportive functions.  Active political participation can refer to conventional activities such as voting or contacting elected officials, or unconventional activities such as demonstrating at a rally in a public forum (Conway 2000, p. 3).  

Community context refers to the characteristics of an individual’s social environment.  For instance, whether a location is densely or sparsely populated, and whether it is far from any other municipality or rests on the border of one, adds to describing the nature of one’s community.  “Most studies designate large cities as ‘urban’ or ‘metropolitan’ and small places as rural,” as Oliver notes (2000, p. 363).  However, this research will add detail to this conceptualization of community context by accounting for five qualitative dimensions of urbanness.  Community context is a potentially important factor in participation because, as Verba et al. note, “The citizen may have all those characteristics that impel one toward political activity, but be inactive if the political environment is uncongenial” (1972).  
Further explanation of the specific variables used to operationalize these concepts is included below.
Review of the Literature
Both prior to and following the ascendance of the American Voter and the “Michigan School’s” focus on social-psychology in American political behavior, V.O. Key and others within the “Columbia School” garnered attention for their research related to social context.  This school of thought focuses on the role that characteristics related to one’s social environment have on political behavior.  Theories of political participation as they relate to social characteristics have to date, largely focused on the explanatory abilities of a small number of demographic qualities (Conway 2000).  Relationships with demographic characteristics as the explanatory variable and political participation as the predictor variable have frequently included: age, race, ethnicity, gender, and specific socioeconomic characteristics such as income, education, and occupation (ibid).

In 1949, Key examined political behavior in the Southern states and revealed that voting patterns and other political traits were identifiable in the form of spatial patterns among residents.  More specifically, Key evidenced the notion that individuals who live in close proximity to one another tend to demonstrate similar political behaviors, even when controlling for demographic characteristics (1949).  While building on this premise, researchers since Key have drawn contradictory conclusions about certain aspects of individual’s social context specifically as it relates to political participation.

While research relevant to the relationship between geography and participation has often focused on narrow individual factors in relation to political participation, such research is nonetheless instructive and revealing.  On one side are findings that support the idea that larger communities stimulate individuals to involve themselves in politics.  This notion has been advanced by evidence indicating that such residents are surrounded by more compelling issues because of their ability to affect a wider range of people, therefore increasing the likelihood of participatory acts (Deutsch 1961).  Milbrath also finds that citizens of larger cities are more likely engage in politics as a result of the importance and reach of the issues at hand (1965).  Fischer notes the presence of more subcultures in urban areas than elsewhere, and that they may be easier to mobilize because of their intensity toward certain social topics (1995).  He also finds evidence suggesting that civic involvement is more closely associated with urban life than with other areas of residence (1975). 
On the other side exists evidence suggesting that residents of communities smaller in size should be more prone to political participation due to characteristics within or stimulated by the social environment.  Conway notes that political participation is greatest amongst individuals who have established themselves in the same community for a period of years (2000).  Because smaller, rural communities tend to receive a lesser influx of new residents, this suggests that urban communities to be disadvantaged on this point.  Also, in a study looking specifically at voter turnout, Monroe found that rural counties in the state of Illinois tended to have significantly higher turnout than urban counties (1977).  And Finifter found that larger, urban communities tend to be more likely associated with feelings of alienation amongst individuals, which can take the form of disassociation with other individuals as well as with certain common social or political behaviors (1970).  
Theories of Participation based on Community Context

Among the findings weighing in on the issue at hand in this research, Oliver’s (2000) are certainly the most directly related to the relationship between community context and political participation, in addition to being the most recent.   Again, his findings support the theory that smaller communities better foster civic involvement than larger communities because of differences in psychological orientation and social relations that exist amongst residents (Ibid).  This finding supports Monroe’s contention that a negative relationship exists between size and participation because, as he notes, the impact in smaller environments can be felt more directly, administrative obstacles will be easier to overcome, and there are fewer distractions that exist to take the focus away from political issues (1977).  To the extent possible, this research will seek to examine and the validity and reliability of the theories put forth by Oliver and Monroe, using an updated dataset and a more extensive battery of participation variables.

Dahl also theorized about the relationship at issue in this research, concluding that smaller-sized cities (50,000 to 100,000) are most ideal for fostering political participation because they combine the optimal balance between issues of importance and the potential for effectual capability (1967).  While believing that smaller communities are more conducive to participation, he thought this to be so only to a point, before receding as they then become too small, too rural, too disconnected, and the issues insufficiently compelling.  Verba and Nie similarly suggest that after reaching a minimally adequate size, smaller communities that are "bounded," having more defined borders and ties amongst citizens socially and economically, will be more likely to encourage political engagement (Chapter 13, 1972).  Based on this theory, the relationship between community size and participation should be curvilinear, implying that communities will foster political involvement as they decrease in size up to a point.

This research will examine both, the strength and direction of the relationship between community size and political participation; as well as also examining whether or not the relationship is linear (existing at the smallest community size measurement) or curvilinear.  
Despite this theorized relationship between community context and political participation, it is not the contention of this research that context acts alone in explaining participation; but rather that it impacts other more direct determinants associated with participation, which are susceptible to its influences.  One prominent set of such determinants that have been previously explained constitute the measures of the “civic volunteerism” model (Verba et al.1995).  To determine whether and how community context affects political participation I chose to abstract Verba et al.’s “civic volunteerism” model.  Oliver also utilized this model in his analysis of city size and political involvement because each of the three factors in the model “varies with a person’s social environment” (2000, p. 362).  The three factors in the model include individual resources, engagement, and recruitment (Verba et al. 1995).  Verba et al. define resources as a function of available time, money, and civic skills (p. 270-72).  Engagement is defined as the psychological interest in politics and political activities (p. 272).  And recruitment is defined as requests for participation in political activities by others. (p. 272-73).  
Data and Measurement

To estimate the relationship between geographic context and political participation I examined individual-level survey data through secondary analysis.  Though obviously not designed as a survey focusing specifically on measures of civic involvement, the 2004 NES incorporates a battery of questions on political acts that can be used to test hypotheses relevant to this research.  Generally speaking, the questions asked in the NES are broad to the extent that they do not discriminate between acts directed toward influencing local politics and those directed toward national politics.  While this is certainly a limitation in attempting to differentiate between certain types of participation and in generalizing about individual’s motivations, its benefit is that it provides a wide-ranging, overall sense of participation.  


To asses political participation as a function of community context this research will utilize the following eight individual activities as measures: voting, contacting a public official, donating money (to a political candidate, party, or cause), attending a community meeting, attending a campaign event, attempting to influence the vote of others, displaying a political symbol, and participating in a march or rally.  These variables constitute dichotomous measures of whether or not an individual engaged in the activity or they did not, as self-reported.

Community context has previously been denoted by a number of different measures.  It has been defined by the population statistics of a given city, county, or other municipal area (Almond and Verba 1963; Finifter and Abramson 1975; Fischer 1973; Oliver 2000).  It has been defined by the physical distance in units (i.e. miles) of one municipality from a corresponding central city (Berube et al. 2006).  And it has also been defined by a dichotomous measure between urban and rural (Monroe 1977).  

 This research will operationalize community context based on the NES measure of “urbanness,” that combines population size and geographic setting in relation to a metropolitan area as denoted by the 1990 US Census.
  This measure is based on a 5-point urbanness continuum, and is denoted by the categories: rural area, small town, suburb, large city, inner city.  This measure is similar in definition and scope to a 6-point urbanness continuum used by Verba and Nie (1972).  The term “urbanness” should not be confused with the term “urbanism,” which is sometimes used to describe characteristics specific only to central cities (Anderson 1959).  This measure of community context is, no doubt, limited somewhat in its explanatory ability by the fact that it denotes only five levels of measurement, with no doubt, substantial variation within each level of measurement.  However, past research has shown that little or no difference in measurement exists between similar geographic measures as a predictor of some social acts (Amato 1993).


Urbanness, as defined here as a measure of community context, clearly can exist, and will be analyzed, as an ordinal-level data measure since each of its 5 dimensions could certainly be ranked or ordered on a scale.  Yet, it is also possible to get a sense of what the variable is meaning if treated as an interval-level variable, whereby we assume that the dimensions have equal intervals.  Therefore, for certain types of analysis in this research, urbanness will be treated as an interval-level variable.  


The 2004 NES also includes measures of the three factors that constitute the "civic volunteerism" model.  Resources will be operationalized in this research by a measure of household income.
  Engagement will be operationalized by an index variable of attention paid to local and national news.  And recruitment will be operationalized based on an index variable of whether or not an attempt to mobilize the respondent to vote was made by one of the political parties or an entity other than the parties.  Standard measures for the following control variables will also be included in the analysis: age, education, length of residence, marital status, race, and region of country. 


For this analysis, all variables representing participation are based on dichotomous measures of whether or not a respondent engaged in a certain political act.  To estimate the occurrence of such acts using urbanness as the predictor variable, the primary statistical technique utilized in this research will be logistic regression, though a multiple linear regression will also be employed to analyze an index variable accounting for the accumulation of all eight measures participation.  Such statistical methods should allow for the isolation of the individual impact on each of the dependent variables, by examining the standardized beta coefficients of each independent variable.  They should also document the presence or absence of statistically significant relationships between the variables.  

Analysis and Findings

To understand the extent to which community context effects participation in politics I estimated all eight types of political participation by regressing them on urbanness.  So as to reveal the extent to which the factors representing the “civic volunteerism” model act as intermediaries I included them in the model as well.  Each output was estimated using logistic regression due to the binary nature of each of the participatory variables.  Table 1 offers a summary of the findings.  The statistic in each cell of the matrix (the B coefficient) represents the odds ratio, which tells how much the logged odds of engaging in the given participatory act change for each unit change in urbanness (used here as an interval-level variable).  As a can be seen by examining the pseudo R-squared values (Cox and Snell) for each of the models, the combination of urbanness and the three intermediary variables did not explain much in regard to individual’s willingness to participate in political acts.  The most powerful explanatory variable was for whether or not respondents displayed political symbols, and its explained association was only 5.6%.  The association was, at least, in the direction predicted.  Only donating money and voting were also in the predicted direction, while each of the other five variables was in the opposite direction as predicted.

Table 1:  Results of Logistic Regression for Each Dichotomous Participation Variable
	
	Donate Money
	Vote
	Contact Officials
	Attend Meeting
	Attend

Campaign Event
	Influence Other’s Vote
	Display Symbol
	Protest, March

	Urbanness
	-.042
	-.109
	.050
	.025
	.125
	.018
	-.100
	.250

	Engagement
	-.090
	-.422*
	-.263*
	-.148*
	-.225*
	-.147*
	-.184*
	.040

	Income
	.002
	-.010
	-.009
	-.002
	-.010
	-.001
	-.004
	-.030

	Mobilization
	-.633*
	-1.142*
	-.424*
	-.499*
	-.799*
	-.294*
	-.651*
	-.245

	Cox and Snell R-squared
	.034
	.131
	.054
	.039
	.039
	.029
	.056
	.010

	*p <.05
	



When control variables for age, marital status, length of residence, education, and region were introduced into each of the models, it generally had a modifying effect on the explanatory power of the coefficient.  However, in the case of attending a meeting and attempting to influence how others vote, introducing the control variables had the effect of alternating the direction of the impact of urbanness.  That is, prior to introducing the control variables, these two acts of participation increased along with participation.  But after introducing the control variables into the model, the direction was reversed and individuals were more likely to engage in these acts as urbanness decreased.  The tables for these variables are included below:
Table 2: Attending a Meeting with Control Variables
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Table 3: Attempting to Influence how Other’s Vote
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To get an overall understanding of participation I created an index variable that incorporates each of the eight types of political participation.  The variable denotes individuals who engaged in 1, 2, 3, or 4 or more political acts.  The model used to estimate the participation index variable includes both the “civic volunteerism” intermediaries as well as the relevant control variables.  As is shown in Tables 4 and 5, the linear regression model predicts 23.6% of the variance.  Given the number of variables included in the model, it is a relatively weak estimate of the participation index.  Regarding the impact of urbanness as a predictor of participatory acts, the regression shows that the coefficient (standardized B = .022) is not statistically significant (p = .668).
Table 4: Participation Index of Coefficients with Control Variables
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Table 5: Model Summary of Participation Index with Control Variables
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The results so far strongly indicate that one’s community context has very little impact on the extent to which individuals participate in politics.  However, Dahl and Verba et al. hypothesize that an increase in civic involvement should be present in smaller communities once we move beyond those that are the very least populated.  To test this hypothesis I recoded the urbanness variable into 5 separate dummy variables for each level of urbanness, excluding the smallest category, rural area, as the reference category.  Upon doing this, I regressed each of the eight dependent variables upon the four dummy-urbanness variables, along with the “civic volunteerism” intermediaries, and the control variables.  None of the four dummy variables for urbanness included in each of each of the eight participation analyses were found to be statistically significant and no identifiable pattern could be discerned.  Table 6 includes results for this analysis when performed on the participation index scale, which also failed to indicate significance for any of the dummy measures.  Table 7 offers a summary of the model.
Table 6: Participation Index with the Rural Category Excluded from Urbanness 
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Table 7: Model Summary of Participation Index with Dummy Variables
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Conclusion

Overall, the findings of the analysis seem to indicate a lack of any strong and consistent effect on participation by community context, in either direction.  This is the between urbanness and each of the eight acts of civic involvement, as well as for the regression analyses estimating the impact of urbanness on each political act and an index variable of political participation.  Those few measures of participation that were found to be in the direction hypothesized (attending a meeting, attempting to influence someone’s vote) were not shown to be significant.  And even when excluding the smallest of communities, Dahl’s theory about a curvilinear relationship between size and participation is not evidenced in the findings.

Why might this analysis have found no evidence of a relationship in contrast to Oliver (2000) and others who have noted that various individual-level factors spur involvement in small communities, and inhibit it in larger ones?  For one, it might be that the relationship between geographic context and participation is only a significant factor when the form of involvement pertains to issues that are inherently local.  This is indeed, Oliver’s central claim (ibid).  Residents of smaller communities might be more inclined to feel that their ability to influence issues with potential national impact is not sufficient to warrant contacting one’s member of congress, joining a rally, voting, or involving oneself in the political process in some other form.  The questions measuring participation in this research left the questions open to pertain to either local or national politics.

It also might be that the data used to evaluate the nature of the relationship between participation and community context were not sufficient measures.  The NES is a macro-level survey that gauges attitudes and behaviors on a wide variety of political and social issues.  Therefore, the individuals who wrote the questions used to measure participation for this analysis may have had a different idea in mind in terms of their use and applicability.  And while no perfect measure of community context exists, this analysis would no doubt have benefited from more detailed description as to its contents, as well as a more detailed index of measurement than the 5 dimensions included.  


Due to the lack of evidence in support of a relationship, it may be tempting to call into question the effectiveness of the “civic volunteerism” model in explaining participation.  However, as Tables 1, 2, 3, 4, and 6 clearly indicate, recruitment and engagement are strong predictors of almost all measures of participation, and while income (as a measure of the “resources” factor in the model) is not, it is acting without the contribution of free time and civic skills (due to a lack of data).  That said, other models of participation do exist (Downs’s economic theory, Putnam’s social capital theory) and it may that another model is more susceptible to the effects of social context.

The possibility also exists that the relationship between involving oneself in civic acts and one’s social environment is insignificant in comparison to a number of other, more direct, factors.  Such was the essence of the findings of Almond and Verba (1963) as mentioned in the introduction to this research paper.  However, based on the many competing factors at work in any social environment, the potential for one or some combination of them to influence one’s views toward some or many political acts seems likely, even if not evidenced in this research.  Thus, the need to further explore the potentialities of this issue exists not despite but in addition to the findings, or lack of findings, in this research. 
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� The variable is contained in the pre-administration portion of the 2004 NES questionnaire and its name as listed in the codebook is Observed urbanicity of segment.  The following description comes directly from the 2004 NES codebook: “The second stage of the 1990 SRC National Sample, used for the 2004 NES sample, was selected directly from computerized files that were extracted for the selected PSUs from the 1990 U.S. Census summary file series STF1-B. These files (on CD Rom) contain the 1990 Census total population and housing unit (HU) data at the census block level. The designated second stage sampling units (SSUs), termed "area segments", are comprised of census blocks in both the metropolitan (MSA) primary areas and in the rural areas of non-MSA primary areas.  Each SSU block or block combination was assigned a measure of size equal to the total 1990 occupied housing unit count for the area.”  No further description by the US Census Bureau or the NES regarding the details of these categories could be located.





� The resources factor for the "civic volunteerism" model can refer to two measures (income, leisure time) or three measures (income, leisure time, civic skills).  However, since no appropriate measure of leisure time or civic skills exists in this dataset, resources was measured only by household income.  
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