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Abstract
This is a small yet in-depth look at how two groups of university students, use news
media, perceive mediated politics and participates in civic life. Because previous studies
emphasise the important role that newspapers play in forming politically informed and
engaged citizens; this thesis interviewed ten regular newspaper readers and ten nonreaders to determine if newspaper reading is still a powerful predictor of civic
engagement. No study has explored the connection between newspaper reading, other
media habits, and different forms of political participation among Canadian youth within
a qualitative context. The young educated participants had the opportunity to directly
express, in their own words, how they learn about politics, perceive the traditional
political process, and communicate their political preferences.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
An underlying theme in contemporary political communications research is that
conventional modes of information gathering and political expression are in decline,
spelling trouble for traditional democratic institutions (Norris, 2002d). Nowhere do these
trends seem more apparent than among younger generations, but to date no Canadian
researcher has explored the political communication preferences of young university
students within a qualitative context.
By conducting face to face interviews with students from the University of
Calgary, this thesis examines how they utilize different news media, perceive the political
communication process and ultimately participate in civic society. Additionally, this
study attempts to explore the murky relationship between the news media habits and
political participation among a small group of young Canadian adults. Therefore, this
thesis explores two inter-related questions:
1) Does regular newspaper reading predict greater political involvement among
undergraduate students at the University of Calgary?
2) How do young educated citizens perceive citizenship, utilize traditional news
media, and then communicate their political preferences?
There are numerous reasons why it is important to examine these questions within
a qualitative context. First and foremost, many studies have already established a
correlation between newspaper reading and greater political involvement. Past research
emphasizes how those people who abstain from newspaper reading not only know less,
but they also vote less and exhibit higher levels of political apathy than their newspaper
reading counterparts (Eveland & Scheufele, 2000, p. 227; Delli Carpini, 2000, p. 341;
Barnhurst & Wartella, 1991). Based on recent survey data, today's youth appear to know
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less about politics and appear more detached from the political process than previous
generations of young citizens (O'Neill, 2001; Freyman & McGoldrick, 2000; Biais et. al,
2002). Concerned observers therefore believe there is an impending crisis in
contemporary citizenship (O'Neill, 2001, p. 41; Cheever & Rimmer, 1999; Scheufele &
Shah, 2000).
Some statistics seem to confirm scholars' growing apprehension regarding young
citizens' political disaffection. For example, a recent Canadian survey found that 59% of
respondents aged 18-27 years did not follow politics at any level (O'Neill, 2001, p. 11).
By comparison, other Canadian studies indicate that young adults express high levels of
political interest, but low levels of actual political engagement (Bibby, 2001, p. 244). For
example, one recent survey found that 81% of young adults express high levels of
satisfaction with democracy, higher than all other age groups (O'Neill, 2001, p. 16).
According to a study conducted by the Canada West Foundation, young educated
Western Canadians between the ages of 18 and 34, especially those with higher levels of
education, express less alienation than do older citizens (Berdahl, 2001, p. 2).
Nevertheless, this study also argues that young Western Canadians do not hold drastically
different opinions concerning government policy (Berdahl, 2001, p. 23). Cumulatively,
this results in a confusing mass of literature regarding young people's political
perceptions, necessitating further scholarly study.
Because a rapidly changing media environment has provided new and multiple
avenues of communication for citizens, some researchers believe that newspapers and
television news broadcasts simply do not meet the information needs of these younger
adults (Graber, 2001). Harvard scholar Pippa Norris theorizes that, ".. before we can
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conclude that the vitality of civic activism is under threat, studies of conventional forms
of political participation need to take into account.. .multiple alternative avenues for
political expression" (2002d, p. 12). Inevitably, these trends lead to questions whether
newspaper reading remains the best way to produce an informed and engaged citizenry.
Nevertheless, some researchers increasingly challenge the notion that the political
communication preferences of today's youth are any different then previous generations
(Buckingham, 1997, p. 354; Bibby, 2001).
Another group of scholars argues that citizens have been abandoned by
democracy, as higher levels of educational attainment have cultivated a citizenry
increasingly dissatisfied with unresponsive governments and political parties (Inglehart,
1997; Nevitte, 2000). As a result, these scholars argue, younger citizens are abandoning
conventional forms of political communication such as newspaper reading, voting and
joining political parties in favour of alternate forms of political expression such as
signing petitions, product boycotts and interest group involvement.
Additionally, some scholars call for broadening the often narrow definitions of
political participation as voting and involvement with political parties as well as what
counts as news media in the first place (Buckingham, 1997; Swanson, 2000). Due to the
many intertwined factors, researchers prefer to examine the political communication
preferences of individuals, either within a political (government and citizen) or mediated
(news media and citizen) context. In doing so, however, this excludes a variety of
complimentary influences such as general media habits, the influence of family and
friends, and the impact of education upon perceptions of citizenship. To date, existing
scholarship offers a limited understanding of the role that these aforementioned factors

4
play in either promoting or inhibiting political participation (Eveland & Scheufele, 2000,
p. 231; Buckingham, 1997, p. 348; Stempel III & Hargrove, 1996, p. 557).
Furthermore, studies often compare the media habits and political involvement of
younger citizens within a dichotomous framework; they are 'good' citizens if they
consume traditional news media sources and participate in electoral politics, or they are
'bad' because they avoid newspapers, television news and refrain from voting. Other
forms of political communication, such as protests, boycotts and volunteering, are often
studied apart from institutional participation such as voting and joining political parties
often leading to a limited conception of a person' s political communication preferences.
In terms of news media habits, the Internet, infotainment/entertainment programming,
and free print are rarely studies together as sources of political information (Swanson,
2000, p. 411; Graber, 2001a; Jackson, 2001).
Undoubtedly, more systematic inquiry is required to understand how broader
social changes influence young people's relationship to the public sphere (Buckingham,
1997, p. 360). This thesis intends to shed light on this confusing mass of literature by
interviewing a small group of Canadian youth regarding their political communication
preferences.
Research Design
While quantitative studies, primarily in the form of surveys, dominate the
research landscape, many unanswered questions remain about young adults' political
communication patterns (Howe & Northrup 2000; O'Neill 2001). Because it is often
difficult to capture the motivations underlying different civic activities, in-depth
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interviews provide an opportunity to better understand the news media habits and
political participation of young Canadian adults.
To explore the relationship between news media habits and political involvement
of Canadian youth, interviews were conducted with ten regular newspaper readers and
ten non-newspaper readers at the University of Calgary, during February and March
2002. The sample group was divided by their regular newspaper reading habits because
according to the scholarship, those who do not read newspapers express higher levels of
cynicism and lower levels of traditional political involvement (Buckingham, 1997, p.
347; Barnhurst & Wartella, 1991, p. 196; Milner, 2001). For example, Eveland and
Scheufele found that, "...newspapers seem to provide information that disproportionately
benefits individuals who are already more likely to engage in participatory activities, that
is, the more educated strata of society" (2000, p. 231).
University students were chosen as the informants because they represent those
citizens most likely to engage in newspaper reading and political activities (Eveland &
Scheufele, 2000; Biais et. al, 2002). Initially, young educated adults were also considered
more likely to reflect upon and then articulate their political communication preferences
(Biais et. al, 2002; Schlagheck, 1998). By selecting interview participants from a sample
of university undergraduates, the connection between newspaper reading and levels of
political involvement could be explored in detail.
The purpose of the interviews was to clarify whether newspaper reading remains
key to predicting political activism, particularly among this group of Canadian university
students. Furthermore, interviews allowed the young participants to speak for themselves,
facilitating an exploration of the perceptions regarding news media habits, interpersonal
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factors and political participation. To eliminate any possible misunderstanding on the part
of the reader, it is necessary to define a few of the important terms used throughout this
thesis.
Research Terms
Amongst most of the scholarship, the term 'youth' refers to a myriad of age
definitions. In terms of this thesis, youth is defined as the youngest generation of voters,
specifically those young adults between the ages of 18 and 27. While this age category
may at first seem odd, it was chosen for a few reasons. Most importantly, two recent
reports studying the political participation of Canadians, conducted by the Institute for
Research on Public Policy (IRPP), analysed the data along generational lines using the
18-27 age group described above (Howe & Northrup, 2000). In terms of any other
Canadian benchmarks, Statistics Canada studies media consumption of adults only 18
years or older. Another recent study conducted by the Canada West Foundation defined
the youngest generation of voters between the ages of 18 and 34 years with an additional
category of youth between the ages of 18 and 24 years (Berdahl, 2001).
Additionally, when conducting a review of the scholarship on young people's
news media consumption and political participation in the United States, diversity seems
to characterise researchers' academic definitions of youth (Pew Research Center, 1996;
Freyman & McGoldrick, 2001, Schlagheck, 1998). Therefore, it seemed appropriate to
stay within the confines recently set in the IRPP studies and focus on people between the
ages of 18 and 27 years. In doing so, it was hoped that further comparisons could be
made between these previous surveys and the interviews conducted for this thesis. Young
citizens, young adults and younger generations will also be used interchangeably with the
term youth to refer to the interview participants. This particular age group was also
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chosen because, according to Delli Carpini, "The years from the early teens through early
twenties are extremely important to the formation of'civic habits'. Early socialisation is
critical to the development of one's political worldview" (2000, p. 345).
The term 'political communication' refers to two distinct, yet inter-related terms:
a) information gathering from news media, other media and interpersonal relationships
and b) conventional and unconventional political activity as defined below. Information
gathering involves how youth perceive and use traditional news media, while the second
term refers to various forms of civic engagement. Political communication also refers to
the dynamic connection between information gathering habits and different types of
political participation which expresses a particular message to different audiences,
including news media, business, governments, politicians, political parties, or other
citizens. The goal of my thesis was to explore this convoluted and complex relationship
within a limited setting. Other key terms are defined as follows:
Conventional News Media: Refers to newspapers, nightly national or
local television broadcasts, newsmagazines and radio news (Stempel III &
Hargrove, 1996, p. 557).
Infotainment: Infotainment refers to the alternative formats that
communicate political information outside traditional newspapers or
television news. For example, the discussion of political news on
programs such as talk shows, entertainment shows, and late night
television. (Graber, McQuail & Norris, 1998, pp. 3, 9).
Political Participation: Can be divided into more direct forms of political
communication on the part of citizens, including all voluntary activities
intended to influence the political issues or process by either direct or
indirect means. These activities are divided into two broad categories,
conventional and unconventional.
Civic Engagement: An umbrella term that encompasses the many ways
citizens can communicate their preferences in the public sphere and
includes traditional or conventional forms of political participation such as
voting or joining political parties (Swanson, 2000, p. 411).
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Research Limitations
Before the significance and context of this thesis can be discussed further, it is
necessary to concede certain methodological limitations. One possible limitation
surrounds the issue of causality and the effects of certain media. Causality is a
controversial issue in political communications research, as it is difficult to determine
whether news media use spurs political participation, or vice versa (Eveland & Scheufele,
2000, p. 227; Buckingham, 1997, p. 346). To clarify any misunderstanding, this thesis
does not attempt to determine causality, but simply acknowledges this limitation. The
value of this study lies in its' grounded exploration of the connection between
conventional news media use and political participation among a specific group of young
educated adults.
Admittedly, there is an inherent selection bias in the research design; those
students willing to be interviewed are also those most likely to utilize conventional news
media and participate in traditional political activities. This study provides a detailed
picture of how a small sample of educated Canadian youth perceives mediated politics
and participates in civic life. Therefore, the findings and subsequent analysis only reflects
the experiences and perceptions of twenty students. Most likely, interviews with another
group of students at the University of Calgary would reveal decidedly different results, as
would interviews with other groups of young Canadian adults. Furthermore, interviews
with youth from other postsecondary institutions, provinces, cities, regions, as well as
youth with less education, would provide divergent yet valuable perspectives regarding
the relationship between news media habits and political participation.
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While a possible weakness, the sample size and limited setting also provided a
methodological strength. Even though the small sample size prevents the formation of
any generalizations regarding the political communication preferences of Canadian
youth, it suggests numerous paths for further academic inquiry. Therefore, these, along
with other methodological issues will be discussed further in Chapter Three.
Conventional News Media Habits in the Canadian Context
As described above, conventional news media typically refers to those mediums
in which politics was originally transmitted such as radio, newspaper, magazines and
television news. Scholars Pippa Norris and David Sanders remark that, "The bulk of
research in recent decades has been American and this has usually, although not always,
pointed to the superior role of the print media as channels of information rather than
television news" (2001, p. 12). Data does show that regular newspaper reading produces
more informed and highly engaged citizens, encouraging scholars to believe that the
newspaper is the king of political information (Buckingham, 1997, p. 350; Stempel III &
Hargrove, 1996,p. 557; Miller & Shanks, 1996; Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996; Putnam,
2000).
Additionally, the majority of American studies regarding growing political
disengagement among youth revolve around the adverse effects of television upon private
and civic life (Putnam, 2000; Hart, 1996). Researchers often indict television
entertainment, not television news, for weaning young people off of politics (Putnam,
2000). But some scholars blame the style and substance of news for civic disengagement,
claiming that the negative, scandal laced portrayal of politics has decayed citizens' trust
of, and willingness to communicate with governments, politicians and political parties
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(Patterson, 1994; Cappella & Jamieson, 1997). Few researchers have questioned whether
young Canadian adults mirror their American counterparts in terms of these news media
habits. In order to shed light on these controversial arguments, I asked the participants in
how they felt about the relationship between news media and politics. I also explored
their general political perceptions and news media use.
As stated earlier, many critics blame the media for facilitating young people's
political cynicism, but others conclude there is insufficient evidence to support this
argument (Weintraub-Austin & Pinkleton, 2001, p. 321). In fact, research has found that
citizens who read newspapers are more likely to seek news from other sources, such as
television and the Internet (Norris, 2000; Putnam, 2000, p. 219; Stempel III & Hargrove,
1996, p. 557). Pippa Norris characterises these news media habits as a 'virtuous circle'
and writes, "The most politically knowledgeable, trusting, and participatory are most
likely to tune in to public-affairs coverage. And those most attentive to coverage of
public affairs become more engaged in civic life" (2000, p. 317).
As well, the changing media environment provides another explanation for why
young people's information gathering habits, and political participation may be different
than in the past (Buckingham, 1997; Graber, 2001a). Due to rapidly changing
communications technology, the avenues in which young people can access political
information and communicate their political preferences has multiplied in recent years
(Graber, 2001a; Blumler & Kavanagh, 1999, p. 209; Delli Carpini, 2000). Therefore, it
seems logical to assume that those young adults socialised while these changes were
taking place, utilize a diverse array of information gathering skills rather than possessing
one particular news media habit such as newspaper reading (Swanson, 2000, p. 411).
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However, scholar David Buckingham wisely cautions that just because the media
environment has undergone tremendous change, this does not necessarily translate into
drastically different conceptions of citizenship among young generations (Buckingham,
1997, p. 360). Furthermore, an increasing number of scholars question whether "there is
an actual decline in participation as opposed to decline in traditional conceptions of what
citizen involvement is in an evolving technological society" (Buey, D'Angelo,
Newhagen, 1999, p. 337). But in her most recent work Norris argues that, "Twenty or
thirty years ago, elections, parties and interest groups were the mainstream channel for
affecting the policy process within the nation-state but today the diversification of
agencies, repertoires and targets means that energies flow through new tributaries"
(2002d, p. 12).
According to the World Values Survey, younger generations are gradually
becoming more 'postmaterialist' in orientation, meaning that quality of life issues and
unconventional political activities are becoming increasingly popular (Inglehart, 2000;
Bennett, 2000, p. 1). To complicate matters, many studies connect higher levels of
educational attainment with the adoption of postmaterialist values among younger
citizens in several democratic societies (Nevitte, 2000; Inglehart, 1979; Biais et. al,
2002). These postmaterial social values manifest themselves in political activities that are
more local and voluntary in nature (Graber, 2001a; Bennett, 2000). According to data
from several democratic societies, younger generations appear to be retaining these
values into later adulthood, leading many scholars to conclude that societies are
undergoing a significant shift in the style and substance of contemporary citizenship
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(Nevitte, 2001; Swanson, 2000). Within the Canadian context, scholars Mebs Kanji and
Neil Nevitte argue that:
Citizens are becoming less parochial and more cosmopolitan. Interest in
politics is rising. Confidence in governmental institutions is falling. The
propensity to engage in protest behaviours is rising. Citizens are less
satisfied with hierarchical structures regardless of whether these structures
are found in the family, the workplace, or the polity. (2002, p. 71)
As an example, a recent Canadian survey found that younger citizens believe interest
groups and direct action strategies are more effective in exacting real social change than
political parties (Nevitte, 2000, p. S90; O'Neill, 2001, p. 14; Swanson, 2000, p. 410).
On the other hand, some scholars admit that, "Beneath these superficial signs of
citizen withdrawal are indications of more complex realities" (Bennett, 1998, p. 742).
And based on the existing scholarship, it is extremely difficult to categorise the political
communication practices of Canadian youth. It is also unclear how different younger
Canadians are than older adults or preceding generations in terms of these civic activities.
In fact, few Canadian studies explore political participation and news media
habits within the same study or, approach these preferences in an in-depth qualitative
manner. Therefore, the interviews conducted for this study explored the participants'
feelings towards democratic institutions and different forms of political involvement as
well as their media consumption.
Contemporary Political Communication Preferences
Voting and joining political parties are just two of the many different ways
citizens can communicate their political preferences (Biais et. al, 2002, p. 58; Nevitte,
2000; Norris, 2002c, p. 8; Almond & Verba, 1965). Considering the diverse scholarship
that exists, it is most likely that today's youth integrate conventional news media sources

and political activities with other ways of gathering information and participating in civic
life (O'Neill, 2001; Barnhurst 2000; Biais et. al 2002).
Even amongst this confusing data, several scholars maintain that young citizens
perceive and communicate their political preferences in distinctly different ways. If, as
surveys suggest, young people are abandoning traditional forms of political
communication, few studies have been able to capture why this has taken place (Biais et.
al, 2002). To date, no one has directly asked young Canadians to explain the reasons
behind their supposed political (in) activity (Blumler & Kavanagh, 1999, p. 209).
Therefore, this thesis explores how one particular group of young university
students perceives and participates in mediated politics. The interview participants also
provided first hand insight into how family communication, educational institutions,
interpersonal experiences, and other information sources influenced their current news
media habits and political participation preferences. While this small study helps shed
light on the validity of many theories pertaining to young people's supposed political
apathy and civic ignorance, this light is limited by the unique and limited nature of my
small sample group.
Nevertheless, this thesis also examined the participant's level of media awareness,
along with how the respondent interpreted the relationship between news media and
politics (Verba et. al, 1993, p. 303). Participants then offered practical feedback and rated
the effectiveness of certain strategies that might facilitate the political communication
process between citizens and traditional political institutions such as governments and
political parties. However, most importantly, the findings from this thesis paint a detailed
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and unique picture of how one particular group of young adults, regardless of their
regular newspaper reading habit perceived and participated in the political process.
While the following chapter explores these arguments in greater detail, this thesis
adopts the perspective put forth by Daniel Shea, who, in Mass Politics (1999), states that:
In politics, as in much of life, truisms or easy answers rarely emerge. All
we might do is be open to unique ideas, anxious to appraise the validity of
arguments and willing to broaden the view of the world. Readers are
encouraged to enter into the debate, not necessarily to agree with [the]
author's premise, but to expand their core of knowledge, (p. 13)
With this quote in mind, this thesis is organised as follows: a conceptual framework,
outlined in Chapter Two, elaborates upon the vast literature available on the subject of
news media habits and political participation. Chapter Two also explores the most
relevant communication theories pertaining to the political estrangement of this particular
generation. Chapter 3 describes the rationale underlying the methodological framework,
while Chapter 4 analyses the interview findings. To conclude this study, Chapter 5
utilises the interview findings to provide avenues for further research, and addresses
questions that emerged from the interview data.
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CHAPTER TWO: CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
Even though most scholars have studied the relationship between traditional news
media and voting patterns among citizens, few studies fully explore the correlation
between news use and broader civic engagement (Thorson & Leshner, 1998; Bennett,
2000, p. 308; Norris, 2002d, p. 12). This chapter highlights the most relevant empirical
factors that influence the political communication preferences of youth. This chapter
examines the roots of these conflicting arguments, explores postmaterial theories of
citizenship and the notion of the public sphere in terms of political participation.
The political communication preferences of today's young adults are often
measured using newspaper reading, voting and joining political parties. But as discussed
in Chapter One, several American and Canadian surveys indicate that youth read
newspapers less, appear to know less about politics, vote less, and appear increasingly
dissatisfied with the contemporary political process (Bennett, 1997; O'Neill, 2001; Delli
Carpini, 2000; Freyman & McGoldrick, 2000; Institute of Politics, 2000). Therefore,
many scholars assume that today's youth reflect significant generational differences in
their political communication preferences (O'Neill, 2001). Even the researchers in charge
of the 2000 Canadian Election Study conclude, "The implication is clear: if we want to
understand why turnout is declining in Canada, we need to focus on the generation that
was born after 1970" (Biais et. al, 2002, p. 46).
Many scholars argue that the changing media landscape, compounded by shifting
social values, has radically altered the relationship of younger citizens with the political
process (Buckingham, 1997, p. 361). As alluded to in the previous chapter, scholars
worry that because youth appear different in their political communication preferences
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these trends spell trouble for Canadian democracy (Putnam, 2000; Norris, 2002d, p. 1).
But are these conclusions valid? Specifically, are these pessimistic findings evident
among young educated Canadians who scholars have identified as those citizens more
likely to utilize traditional news media and participate in political life?
But rather than declare the bankruptcy of civic life, a growing number of scholars
argue that research needs to challenge these assumptions about young people's political
communication preferences (Wilkins, 2000). Political communication is a dynamic
process that ultimately reflects the contemporary socio-political environment (McDevitt
& Chaffee, 2000, p. 261). Because mass media is a very pervasive conduit of political
information, the majority of political communications research focuses on media while
excluding other important communication factors. For example, some studies show that
family and friends continue to shape young people's political perceptions, news media
habits, and subsequent civic engagement, but few researchers actually examine these
influences together in a single study (Sotirovic & McLeod, 2001; Graber, 1988;
Buckingham, 2000; Stamm, Emig & Hesse, 1997, p. 100). Therefore, this thesis
integrates this diverse scholarship in a limited attempt to further our understanding of
young people's political communication preferences.
The Role of Family
During the 1970s, the influence of family communication patterns upon civic
efficacy, political knowledge and media habits became especially popular areas of
research (Chaffee & Yang, 1990, p. 144). Scholars such as M . Kent Jennings and Richard
G. Niemi in the The Political Character of Adolescence (1974), and Generations and
Politics (1981), focused on identifying the various demographic factors such as the
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importance of education and family in cultivating engaged citizens. Previous studies
often focused on childhood, rather than the political communication patterns of young
voters (Chaffee & Yang, 1990).
Research also indicates that news media habits are often passed down from
parents to children, and that parents often mediate political news and civic issues for their
children (Chaffee & Yang, 1990, p. 144; Weintraub Austin & Pinkleton, 2001, p. 222).
Writing in 1961, scholar V.O. Key remarked, "There can be little doubt that family
influences contribute to the shaping of basic values and outlooks, which in turn may
affect the individual's views on political issues long after he has left the family fold" (p.
305).
Since then, studies have found that a family's media habits can have a powerful
influence on the establishment of a lifelong newspaper reading habit (Barnhurst, 1998, p.
301; Peiser, 2000, p. 19; Chaffee & Yang, 1990). For example, one study discovered that
college students, who live at home, read newspapers with greater frequency than those
who attend school away from home (Schlagheck, 1998). After conducting life histories
with college youth, Barnhurst and Wartella discovered that nearly three quarters of
respondents held vivid memories of watching television news with their parents (1998, p.
285).
Surveys of American youth seem to confirm that political discussions within the
home encourage young people's news media interest and civic involvement (National
Association of Secretaries of State, 2000b, f7; Barnhurst, 2000, p.32; Freyman &
McGoldrick, 2001). In his research, Communications scholar Steven Chaffee found that,
" A child who is asked for opinions on current events tends to seek opinions, and thus

turns to the news media. A child who is discouraged from arguing with parents is thereby
discouraged from following controversial events and, indirectly, from following the
news" (Chaffee & Yang, 1990, p. 145). Such evidence emphasizes the important role that
family and other interpersonal factors play in promoting news media habits such as
viewing television news or reading the newspaper (Chaffee & Yang, 1990, p. 139).
Parents who express interest in, and actively participate in politics, tend to pass
these political pursuits on to their children (Key, 1961, p. 302, Miller & Shanks, 1996, p.
101; McLeod, 2001, p. 218). In other words, how parents participate in conventional
political activities may influence their children's future civic engagement (Chaffee &
Yang, 1990, p. 144; Schlagheck, 1998). A comprehensive survey, sponsored by the
National Association of the Secretaries of State, seems to confirm these previous
findings. A strong predictor of future electoral participation was whether parents voted
consistently (2000a, f8; Jennings & Niemi, 1981, p. 26). In general, discussions with
both family and friends appear related to greater levels of civic engagement (Stamm,
Emig, Hesse, 1997, p. 102).
Similar research indicates that interpersonal communication, especially among
peers, greatly helps individuals negotiate and understand media messages (Sotirovic &
McLeod, 2001, p. 275). A recent survey of young American voters confirms that friends
influenced their media habits, political interest, and level of civic engagement. In the
aftermath of their Neglection 2000 survey, researchers Russ Freyman and Brent
McGoldrick concluded, "... Since young adults, quite often, do not trust what is
conveyed on the public airwaves, hearing something noteworthy from a friend frequently
has more impact and tends to spread, albeit in a more underground way, a positive

message about a candidate" (2001, p. 57). Besides the important role of family and
friends, school curricula and educational attainment are two additional ingredients that
shape the media preferences and political activities of younger citizens (Jennings &
Niemi, 1974, p. 182; Putnam, 1995, p. 667; Cheever & Rimmer, 1999).
The Role of Education
According to some scholars, education is the most critical element in cultivating
certain political communication preferences (Wilkins, 2000, p. 572; Putnam, 1995, p.
673; Biais et. al, 2001, p. 5). Scholar Samuel Popkin maintains that, ".. .education affects
politics not by "deepening" but by "broadening" the electorate—by increasing the
number of issues that citizens see as politically relevant, and by increasing the number of
connections they make between their own lives and national and international events"
(1991, p. 36).
Because schools formally introduce young children to the political process, they
automatically become an important factor in the political socialisation process (Hibbings
& Theiss-Morse, 1996). How schools decide to teach the responsibilities and
machinations of the political process impacts the potential political efficacy and
subsequent civic engagement of young citizens (Bennett, 1997; Hibbings & TheissMorse, 1996). Therefore, some scholars argue that schools have failed to properly
communicate the importance of staying informed and active in civic society (Bennett,
1997, p. 51;Graber, 2001a, p. 450). One student, quoted in an academic article explained,
"One part of the explanation may be that we have never been taught what democratic
processes look like; we have only been taught antiseptic constitutional principles"
(Hibbing & Theiss-Morse, 1996, p. 58).
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According to several scholars, ".. the data suggest that education may increase a
person's level of political knowledge, interest, and involvement in politics..." (Hibbing
& Theiss-Morse, 1996, p. 59; Almond & Verba, 1965, p. 370; Putnam, 2000; Milner,
2001). Writing in 1961, scholar V.O. Key remarked:
Education forms the individual's productive skills and equips him to
thread his way through a world in which a modicum of literacy and other
capacities are helpful. It also affects his attitudes about his place in the
social system and his outlook toward participation in politics, (p. 323)
Undoubtedly, schools play a primary role in fostering reading, considered a necessary,
even vital component of an involved and knowledgeable citizenry (Chaffee & Yang,
1990, p. 140; Milner, 2001; Putnam, 2000). For example, Jennings and Niemi found that
a student's level of political knowledge increased relative to the number of civics courses
taken in school (1974, p. 190).
Scholars Michael Delli Carpini and Scott Keeter note, "Older cohorts in the
United States had a much lower likelihood of graduating from high school and attending
college than the current generation of young people, thus advantaging the latter in their
ability and opportunity to learn about politics" (1996, p. 200). In Canada, the 2000
National Election study discovered that, "Turnout was almost 50 points higher among
university graduates in the youngest age cohort than it was among those who did not
complete their high school education" (Biais et. al, 2002, p. 49).
As discussed previously, education facilitates general political interest in
numerous ways (Eveland & Scheufele, 2000, p. 232; Popkin, 1961). One argument is that
those with higher education are more likely to participate in the political process because
they have better access to "social or political networks", or have more opportunity to
become involved in politics (Wilkins, 2000, p. 572; Milner, 2001). Canadian scholar Neil
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Nevitte maintains that higher levels of educational attainment enables citizens to
articulate their political interests more effectively in the civic sphere (2000, p. S80). But
while research shows that educated youth may differ from their less educated
counterparts, younger citizens do not seem drastically different from their parents or
grandparents in terms of political communication patterns
In other words, researchers argue that rising educational attainment has not
resulted in increased levels of traditional political involvement. Instead, increased
educational attainment has served to dampen the decline in voter turnout (Sotirovic &
McLeod, 2001, p. 288; Norris & Sanders, 2001, p.5; Biais et. al, 2002, p. 49). Steven
Chaffee and Seung-Mock Yang speculate that:
The decline in newspaper readership in the United States over the past 50
years, despite an increase of about 2 years in median education, is a good
example of how misleading cross sectional studies can be. Years of
education is a very strong predictor of newspaper reading at the aggregate
level over time. (1990, p. 143)
Nevertheless, it is this sort of confusing data, which leads communications scholars such
as Stephen Bennett to conclude that education is the 'x factor' (1997).
As discussed in Chapter 1, studies have found that higher levels of educational
attainment correlate with higher levels of newspaper reading (Stempel III & Hargrove,
1996, p. 554). For example, one study found that class discussions of current events
among university classes boosted newspaper readership but not television viewing
(Chaffee & Frank, 1996, p. 54). Another study found that class discussions of current
events among university classes boosted newspaper readership but not television viewing
(Chaffee & Frank, 1996, p. 54). Even though educational attainment tends to result in
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higher levels of civic engagement, scholars have scrambled to understand why voting
levels have steadily declined since the 1960s (Putnam, 1995, p. 668).
As I will argue later in this chapter, greater levels of education, as evident in
Canada and other established democracies, may serve to intensify feelings of political
efficacy and articulation. As Pippa Norris argues in A Virtuous Circle (2000):
A citizenry that is better informed and more highly educated, with higher
cognitive skills and more sources of information, may well become
increasingly critical of governing institutions, with declining affective
loyalties towards traditional representative bodies such as parties and
parliaments. But increasing criticism from citizens does not necessarily
reduce civic engagement; indeed, it can have the contrary effect, (p. 319)
Therefore, these changes may have produced a more demanding citizenry that is less
satisfied with the traditional political process which includes voting, political parties and
other institutional stakeholders (Nevitte, 2000, p. S80; O'Neill, 2001).
Educational attainment is often linked to greater levels of political knowledge.
Research suggests that a high level of political knowledge, or the ability to recall civic
facts and political leaders, predict greater levels of political participation (Key, 1961;
Chaffee & Yang, 1990; Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996). Scholars contend that
cumulatively, both educational attainment and political knowledge lead to a more
knowledgeable and therefore more engaged citizenry (Norris & Sanders, 2001).
A very similar argument, made by Canadian scholar Henry Milner, argues that
schools are an integral part of producing civic literacy, a necessary precursor to an
informed and active polity (2001, p. 3). In other words, high levels of civic literacy,
appears to be the result of reading newspapers and books (2001, p. 3). Milner arrived at
these conclusions by analysing the results from the International Adult Literacy Survey
(IALS), which tested written comprehension results from over twenty countries (2001, p.

11). Even though Canada finished in the middle, Milner concluded that, "There is far less
Canadian data, but what does exist is not especially comforting. There appears to be a
significant decline in the level of political knowledge in the last 10 to 15 years" (2001, p.
8). Milner blames Canada's apparent precarious civic literacy and declining political
knowledge on three related trends: the mediocre results in a variety of political
knowledge tests, the lacklustre efforts to promote civic literacy through educational
institutions, and relatively high levels of television dependency (2001, pp. 9, 11, 17).
Although these revelations seem troublesome, most scholars still disagree over
what constitutes political knowledge in the first place, as factual recall does not always
represent a clear understanding of political issues (Buckingham, 1997, p. 345). Many of
these studies imply that citizens who are unable to recall decontextualized facts, often
defined as political knowledge, also abstain from political activity (Buckingham, 1997, p.
351). It is still unclear which forms of political knowledge really matter in terms of civic
engagement. But critics rightly argue that being informed means more than the simple
regurgitation of names and places (Buckingham, 1997, p. 351; Delli Carpini & Keeter,
1996). Samuel Popkin recommends that, "The social model of the citizen, and the role of
education in increasing civic competence, need revision. Motivation to acquire and digest
information must be taken into account" (1991, p. 36). Perhaps scholars need to update
this measure, especially in terms of where citizens gain political knowledge, utilize
different media formats and ultimately participate in civic society (Chaffee & Frank,
1996, p. 49).
Undoubtedly, education and family communication patterns play an integral role
in shaping media use and political activism, much remains unclear about the relationship

between these factors (Weintraub Austin & Pinkleton, 2001, p. 222; Milner, 2001, p. 16;
Moy & Scheufele, 2000). Therefore, the rest of this chapter explores the contradictions
that emerge from the scholarship regarding the impact of news media habits upon
political participation.
The Role of Media in Political Life: The Historical Context
Since the introduction of newsprint, the role that media play in democratic life has
been a popular yet controversial topic in political communications research (Lippmann,
1922/1997; Bryant & Zillmann, 1994; Patterson, 1994). Because mass media remains the
main conduit of political information, most scholars examine how different formats
communicate certain political messages (Chaffee & Yang, 1990, p. 137).
During the first half of the twentieth century, the effects of news media upon the
political process were usually characterised as having a 'hypodermic needle' effect
(McNair, 1999, p. 30). That is, the news media communicated a particular story or
perspective, which audience members passively received, then integrated, into their
political perceptions. However, during the 1960s, the main source for information shifted
from newspapers and radio to television news (Chaffee & Frank, 1996; Stempel III &
Hargrove, 1996, p. 549). At the same time, voting rates started to decline, and television
became a prime suspect (Buey & D'Angelo, 1998). Since then, scholarship has
essentially travelled full circle, from a minimal effects model to a powerful effects
paradigm in which scholars blame the media for eroding political trust and poisoning the
political process by emphasising political scandal and personality (Cappella & Jamieson,
1997; Bennett, 2000, p. 307; Putnam, 2000; Patterson 1994).

Additionally, media effects literature has splintered into several smaller and more
focused research strands. From uses and gratifications research, agenda setting, to
information processing theories, researchers continue broadening their areas of study
beyond media content and adopting more multi-faceted approaches to the study of
political communications. For example, while some scholars focus exclusively on how
different media present the news, others researchers study which media formats seem to
promote or inhibit civic engagement (Chaffee & Yang, 1990; Putnam 2000; Norris,
2000). Overall, the literature is divided into two general schools of thought; a group of
scholars who consider individuals as passive consumers of information, and a growing
number of researchers who consider citizens as active interpreters of media messages
(Neuman, Just & Crigler, 1992).
In recent years, a new branch of research has emerged, one in which the focus of
study has shifted from understanding media effects to exploring the type of user or
audience (Norris & Sanders, 2001, p. 5). Constructionist, or more generally, ethnographic
approaches are becoming more popular conceptual frameworks because they focus on
how citizens understand and then integrate certain media into their political
communication repertoires (Buey, D'Angelo & Newhagen, 1999; Neuman, Just &
Crigler, 1992).
The role that media, especially news media, play in promoting civic engagement
continues to spawn academic debate (Martinelli & Chaffee, 1995, p. 26). Using a more
constructionist and exploratory approach, this thesis attempts to understand how a small
and limited sample of young university students utilised news media and engaged in the
political process, rather than attempting to analyse any particular media content.
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News Media & Political Participation
As discussed during the introductory chapter, interest and attention to news has
steadily declined over the last forty years (Putnam, 2000, p. 220; Jennings & Niemi,
1974, p. 260; Schlagheck, 1998). Recent surveys in the United States indicate that the
average age of news viewers hovers around forty two years of age, leaving many scholars
pondering the ramifications of changing news media habits on civic life (Pew Research
Center, 1998). To date, little research exists in the Canadian context.
Regardless, a fierce academic debate exists regarding the positive or negative
effects of different media on political participation. By far, the largest body of
scholarship emphasizes how, in general, the mass media tears at America's social and
political fabric (Putnam, 2000, p.219; Patterson, 1994; Lippmann, 1922). Numerous
challenges arise when trying to understand current political communication patterns.
Most importantly, "Virtually all non-experimental studies of the media find it hard to
distinguish between 'selection effects' (people with a certain trait seek out a particular
medium) and 'media effects' (people develop that trait by being exposed to that
medium)" (Putnam, 2000, p. 218).
Usually, research that examines the correlation between mass media and political
participation results in an academic dichotomy. As stated earlier, the scholarship tends to
interpret the changing media habits of youth as either a positive or negative civic trend.
Habits and participation that reflect 'good' or 'bad' citizenship are often determined by
comparing their media use and political activities to a set of ideal characteristics. For
example, a number of studies assert that regular newspaper reading is an ideal civic habit,
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which relates to higher levels of political participation (Buckingham, 1997, p. 350;
Chaffee & Frank, 1996, p. 55).
The News Media Hierarchy
A news media hierarchy seems to characterise political communications
scholarship because the scholarship tends to rank print media far above audio-visual and
other media in terms of communicating and promoting civic engagement (Peiser, 2000, p.
19). Academic scholarship still considers print the most effective form of political
communication; an assumption largely based on American research (Norris & Sanders,
2001, p. 12). As stated earlier, survey data maintain that citizens 'learn' more from print
than from television news and several cross-national studies strongly link
newspaper/print use to higher levels of political participation (Norris & Sanders, 2001, p.
4; Eveland & Scheufele, 2000; Milner, 2001, p.3).
Additional research suggests that newspaper readers are more involved in
community projects, attend more club meetings and follow politics more closely than
their non-reading counterparts (Buey, & D'Angelo, 1998; Putnam, 2000, p. 218, Stamm,
Emig & Hesse, 1997, p. 97). Many scholars conclude that regular newspaper reading
leads to greater political knowledge, which results in higher levels of civic engagement
(Milner, 2001; Putnam, 2000; Chaffee & Yang, 1990, p. 141). As a result, this leads
many to conclude that newspaper reading, not television news, is most conducive to
electoral participation (Stempel III & Hargrove, 1996, p. 557).
Therefore, newspapers remain at the top of many scholars' lists as the best way to
communicate political content and context. As a result, the declining rates of newspaper
reading in many democratic societies raises concerns about the vitality of the political
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process (Cheever & Rimmer, 1999; Schlagheck, 1998). As Harvard's Pippa Norris
explains:
There is a large body of American literature suggesting that if T V has
taken over from the press as our main source of news, that may be limiting
our capacity to learn about public affairs; newspapers are believed to be
far more effective than television for conveying the detailed information
necessary to understand the complex and detailed policy issues.. .(2000, p.
63)
Many researchers blame general television dependency for ebbing voter rates and
for growing civic disengagement, especially among younger generations (Milner, 2001;
Putnam, 2000). According to one group of scholars, television news, not just general
television consumption, frames politics in a cynical and narrow light that ultimately
overlooks context while simplifying the machinations of the political process by
highlighting image and personality (Patterson, 1994; Cappella & Jamieson, 1994; Cook;
1997).
Nevertheless, this has led some researchers to assume that greater television
dependency simply represses voter turnout (Stempel III & Hargrove, 1996, p. 557). To
explain why television inhibits political or civic efficacy, some researchers claim that the
reliance on television results in what scholar Roderick Hart calls 'remote controlled
politics' (1996). Therefore, individuals feel engaged in civic life by simply seeing it on
the television, without ever leaving the comfort of their living rooms (Putnam, 2000, p.
242; Hart, 1996; Taras, 1999).
However, not all of the research claims newspaper use is the gateway to an
informed and engaged citizenry. Other researchers argue that television news draws those
less educated and/or less interested citizens to political life (Wilkins, 2000). Therefore,
television news provides people with their first impressions of government and the
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contemporary political climate (Underwood, 1997, p. 174). As a result, television, more
so than newspapers, exposes apathetic citizens, perhaps accidentally, to political
information (Miller, Singletary & Chen, 1988, p. 14). In fact, some studies show that
television news may actually facilitate greater political understanding and civic
participation (Buey, D'Angelo & Newhagen, 1999, p. 337; Martinelli & Chaffee, 1995,
p. 20). Because it plays a predominant role in home life, television automatically
becomes an important piece of the political communication puzzle (Chaffee & Kanihan,
1997, p. 426; Martinelli & Chaffee, 1995, p. 20; Semetko, 1996, p. 255).
In other words, television news simply communicates different information than
newspapers. While newspapers provide details and context, television news tends to
focus more on personalities and leadership. Because studies show that newspaper readers
usually score higher on factual recall than those who acquire political information from
other sources, most scholars still crown newspapers as the information king (Norris &
Sanders, 2001, p. 4; Weber & Fleming, 1983, p. 357). Researchers argue that newspaper
reading, rather than television news viewing, leads to greater political expertise and
participation (Moy & Scheufele, 2000; Chaffee & Frank, 1996,p. 52). As an example,
one study found that local newspaper coverage stimulated voter turnout and community
involvement (Friedland & McLeod, 1999, p. 207). But a note of caution is warranted
regarding the connection between political knowledge and participation, as the ability to
recall political facts does not necessarily demonstrate issue comprehension or civic
engagement (Buckingham, 1997, p. 352; Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996).
In fact, other researchers conclude that when initial knowledge levels are
controlled, television use parallels newspaper reading for knowledge gain (Miller,
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Singletary & Chen, 1988, p. 14; Chaffee & Kanihan, 1997). Some researchers make the
general conclusion that exposure to political content, regardless of media format, results
in a more efficacious and engaged citizenry (Jennings & Niemi, 1974, p. 199). So while
some scholars believe all television, news or otherwise, depresses political participation,
others equate the usefulness of television news with newspapers in terms of informing
citizens about political process (Norris, 2000). As stated previously, contradictory
academic interpretations permeate the analysis of mediated politics.
Even with this more pragmatic literature regarding the usefulness of television,
scholars such as Harvard University's Robert Putnam maintain that general television
dependency inhibits political activity and facilitates civic disengagement. Putnam
condemns television for individualising leisure time and isolating Americans in their
living rooms (Putnam, 2000, p. 228). Putnam writes, "Television, it turns out, is bad for
both individualised and collective civic engagement, but it is particularly toxic for
activities that we do together" (2000, p. 229). In particular, Putnam argues that viewers of
television entertainment not only volunteer less, but express lower levels of political
interest, "... T V dependence is associated not merely with less involvement in community
life, but with less social communication in all its forms—written, oral, or electronic"
(Putnam, 2000, p. 231).
General Media Consumption and Political Participation
According to Putnam and other scholars, television entertainment essentially
anaesthetises citizens from the political process because it muffles important political
information required for individuals to adequately evaluate government performance
(Delli Carpini & Williams, 2001). Other researchers highlight the absence of any
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correlation between political knowledge and regular viewing of popular programming
such as late night talk shows (Chaffee & Kanihan, 1997, p. 425). In Bowling Alone
(2000) Putnam argues, ".. .dependence on television for entertainment is not merely a
significant predictor of civic disengagement. It is the single most consistent predictor that
I have discovered" (2000, p. 231).
While these aforementioned scholars wage war against television's ill effects,
other researchers directly challenge the notion that television, specifically entertainment
programming, plays a negative role in political life (Buckingham, 1997, p. 354; Jackson,
2001; Norris, 2000; Shea, 1999). They argue that non-traditional news sources, especially
popular among youth, can facilitate political understanding and subsequent civic
engagement (Jackson, 2001; Shea, 1999).
Studies interested in the correlation between reading newspapers and higher levels
of political activity tend to exclude people's non-news viewing habits, a valuable window
with which to better understand the socio-political values held by viewers (Eveland &
Scheufele, 2000, p. 227). In Mass Politics: The Politics of Popular Culture (1999) Daniel
Shea remarks that, "It is also reasonable to assume that any nation's political culture is
partially a product of its entertainment culture. (The inverse—that popular culture is
shaped by political culture—is also likely...)" (p. 4).
In response, some researchers admit that television is capable of influencing both
short and long term political behaviour (Moy & Scheufele, 2000; Jackson, 2001). Popular
among all age groups, programs such as television newsmagazines, which focus on
human-interest themes, may stimulate political involvement among citizens who would

otherwise abstain from civic activities (Graber, 2001a, p. 449). These infotainment
formats are especially popular among younger viewers (Pew Research Center, 1996).
More recent studies shed light on the important roles that various news genres and
other forms of mass media play in cultivating the civic habits of young adults (Jackson,
2001; Wells, 2001; Shea, 1999). However, few studies have actually integrated the use of
different media formats and subsequent political participation within a single study.
Different media provide different kinds of information and therefore, scholars need to
move beyond the existing theoretical dichotomy regarding news media use and political
participation, especially within this rapidly changing media environment (Thorson &
Leshner, 1998; Norris & Sanders, 2001, p. 5; Buckingham, 1997).
Moving Beyond the News Media Hierarchy
Nevertheless, studies show that news consumption, regardless of format, strongly
correlates with community activity and political knowledge (Thorson & Leshner, 1998).
Studies show that people who read and/or watch news appear to be more involved in
civic life (Putnam, 2000, p. 220; Sotirovic & McLeod, 2001,p. 287). Television news
appears to be just as valid an information source when compared to print (Norris &
Sanders, 2001, p. 5; Miller, Singletary & Chen, 1988, p. 14).
Additionally, previous studies tended to examine news media use in isolation,
rather than a complementary set of information gathering habits (Martinelli & Chaffee,
1995, p. 19). Newspaper reading habits are often studied apart from radio listening or
television viewing, when in actuality, most citizens use more than one media source at
any given time. Pippa Norris characterises these diverse media habits as a virtuous circle
because, "... over the long term, repeated exposure to news seems likely to improve our
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understanding of public affairs, to increase our capacity and motivation to become active
in the political process, and thereby strengthen civic engagement" (2000, p. 317).
Research shows that television news, newspaper consumption, other mass media use and
interpersonal communication all contribute to higher rates of political participation
(Wilkins, 2000, p. 577; Sotirovic & McLeod, 2000, p. 321; Chaffee & Yang, p. 144).
Overall, these recent developments seem to challenge the notion of a news media
hierarchy, a 'hierarchy' which may no longer be relevant in light of the radically altered
news media environment which offers a plethora of choice, but not necessarily quality in
terms of political or civic information. In response to these structural changes, some
researchers acknowledge that citizens who use one form of news media are more than
likely to use a variety of other formats for entertainment or information purposes (Norris,
2000; Stempel III & Hargrove, 1996, p. 549, 553; Chaffee & Frank, 1996, p. 57). But
does a changing media environment necessarily mean that young citizens exhibit unique
political communication preferences or, communicate their political preferences
differently than in the past? This thesis sought to bring clarity to this intriguing question.
A Different Media Environment = Changing Political Communication?
As discussed in the previous section, entertainment television is often blamed for
weaning young people off newspapers and newscasts, while other scholars argue that the
diverse media habits of youth simply reflect a more hybrid style of gathering information
(Chaffee & Yang, 1990, p. 153; Buckingham, 1997, p. 354; Norris, 2000). In terms of
learning about politics, today's younger generations face a dizzying array of choice
(Swanson, 2000, p. 412; Graber, 2001a, p. 438). Therefore, scholars argue that young
people's political communication preferences simply mirror this current media
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environment (Norris & Sanders, 2001, p. 2, 4; Graber, 2001a, p. 435; Bennett, 2000, p.
307).
Nevertheless, cross sectional research indicates that when they do consume news,
most youth turn to television, not newspapers, for political information and current events
(Chaffee & Kanihan, 1997, p 425; Putnam, 2000, p. 235). As Gerbner et. al note, ".. the
politically significant content of television is not limited to, and may not even primarily
reside in news and public affairs.. Many of those who respond that they 'frequently'
view news and public affairs are simply heavy viewers of television" (1984, p. 284).
According to some researchers, younger citizens exhibit different news media habits
because they grew up in a radically different media environment than their parents or
grandparents (Hughes, 2000, p. 260; Graber, 2001a).
David Swanson even points out that our conceptions of both news and politics
have become more porous in recent years (2000, p. 411). As a result, scholars such as
Lance Bennett at the University of Washington encourage scholars to adopt a more openminded and pragmatic approach to better understand how younger generations use a
variety of mass media and participate in civic society (Bennett, 2000, p. 308). Due to the
blending of entertainment and information formats, some argue that there needs to be a
serious re-examination of what constitutes a news media source (Martinelli & Chaffee,
1995, p. 28; Peiser, 2000, p. 19).
According to some researchers, young people's media interests tend not to include
news print and broadcast news formats (Pew Research Centre, 1998; American
Association of Newspaper Editors, 1998). For example, survey data reveals that younger
viewers prefer watching music television, fast-paced dramas, and situation comedies
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(Chaffee & Kanihan, 1997, p. 425; Jackson, 2001). Doris Graber describes young citizens
as visually oriented channel surfers, who relish the interactivity available in formats such
as talk/radio shows, email, and Internet chat rooms (Graber, 2001a, 441; Delli Carpini,
2000). Due to these diverse habits, some scholars claim that today's youth will never
match their grandparent's level of civic engagement (Putnam, 2000, p. 254, Patterson
2001; Delli Carpini, 2000).
Others simply refute this 'crisis in citizenship' argument (Buey & D'Angelo,
1998; Norris, 2002a, p. 2). As Doris Graber asserts:
The data suggests that GenXers were retaining substantial interests in the
world that surrounded them, particularly at the levels where citizen
contacts with government are closest and most frequent and where
opportunities for participation and influence are greatest. More than half
of the group still claimed to be very interested in news about their local
communities and their state and nearly half extended that interest to their
entire country. (2001a, p. 445)
Therefore, it is entirely plausible that many young people continue to use conventional
news media, along with other information sources, to define and construct their role as
democratic citizens.
To date, few studies have examined how young adults utilize newspapers and
other news media within the broader context of civic engagement (Buckingham, 1997, p.
350, 353). Daniel Shea argues that:
One of the most widespread misnomers about politics is that it takes place
only in legislatures, courthouses, smoke-filled rooms, and on the campaign
trail. This is certainly not true and.. by understanding the diversity of the
political cues, activities, and messages, we are better able to uncover the
underpinnings of politics. This will help us become more informed and, at
the very least, more discerning consumers of entertainment, (p. 14)

Indeed, research reveals that younger citizens appear more willing to engage in a variety
of institutional and civic forms of political expression (Barnhurst, 2000, p. 10; Norris,
2002d).
Re-considering the Canadian Context
Scholars Norris and Sanders theorize that, "Changes in the media environment,
with the fragmentation of broadcasting and the rise of the Internet, mean that these issues
[news media and political communication] deserve reanalysis, especially in a non-US
context" (Norris & Sanders, 2001, p. 12). As the previous chapter discussed, Canadian
scholars often rely on American survey results to characterise the political
communication preferences of Canadian youth. When relying upon the news
consumption of American youth, the picture appears gloomy indeed; one American
survey found that among the 18-34 age group, only 36% read newspapers, while 49%
watched local television news (American Society of Newspaper Editors, 1998).
A more optimistic picture emerges when examining the traditional news media
habits of Canadian youth. Survey data indicates that Canadian youth read newspapers
more often than do their American counterparts (Ferguson, 1999; Canadian Newspaper
Association, 2001). While 57% of those Canadians aged 18-24 read newspapers in 1984,
this percentage rose to 64% ten years later (Vancouver Province, 1994). Since then,
newspaper readership has remained stable across Canada (Cobb, 1996; Victoria Times
Colonist, 2000; Newspaper Audience Databank, 2001). More recently, surveys indicate
that two thirds of Canadians, aged 18-29 years of age, read daily and weekend
newspapers (Stempel III, 1996, p. 23). These statistics certainly bolster the need for
further inquiry.

After conducting a survey for the Third Millenium Project in the United States,
Freyman and McGoldrick concluded that, "Gen Xers have come of age in relative peace
and prosperity and simply do not view political participation in the context of civic
responsibility" (2000, p. 15). However, it remains unclear if Canadian youth perceive
political participation in the same way, given that Canadian youth grew up at a time that
the country was experiencing the Quebec referendum and other political challenges
(Martinez, 1997).
The Emergence of Postmaterial Politics
One theory regarding changing political communication patterns is Ronald
Inglehart's theory of generational replacement theory. Based on the World Values Survey
data, Inglehart conceptualizes differences in political engagement based on materialist
and postmaterialist value orientations. According to Inglehart, the younger more
'postmaterialist' citizens are gradually replacing older 'materialist' citizens. Because they
were socialised during a time of relative economic security, Inglehart argues younger and
better-educated citizens possess postmaterialist values when compared to their older more
materialist counterparts (Inglehart, 1979, p. 344).
By comparison, materialist values emphasize the importance of economic and
physical security, most evident in older citizens who endured the Great Depression and/or
World War II (Inglehart, 2000, p. 220). At least until the recent terrorist attacks in the
United States, younger generations, relatively unscathed by war or economic uncertainty
tended to exhibit postmaterialist values. Indeed, surveys show that in several democratic
countries including Canada, younger generations appear to favour postmaterial values
that champion the right to self expression and quality of life issues (Nevitte, 2000; Norris,

38
2002d). These changing value orientations have profound implications for traditional
political institutions and the democratic process (Inglehart, 1979). For example, citizens
who possess postmaterialist values tend to perceive voting as an ineffective and elitist
form of political participation (Inglehart, Nevitte & Basanez, 1996, p. 85; Norris, 2002,
Chapter 3, p. 2).
After twenty-five years of World Values Survey data, Inglehart and others believe
that younger generations are retaining their postmaterialist values later on into adulthood,
forecasting a gradual, yet significant, shift in how citizens communicate their political
values and preferences (Inglehart, 2000, p. 222). And a recent Canadian survey shows
that in comparison to older adults, young citizens aged 18-27 are less likely to consider
voting an essential political activity (O'Neill, 2001, p. 15). A survey conducted by the
Canada West Foundation found that Western Canadians aged 18 to 34 are much more
likely to identify with their local community than have a provincial or regional
identification (Berdahl, 2001, p. 23).
A survey conducted by the IRPP found that 75% of young Canadian respondents
considered voting an essential or very important activity, but only 2% surveyed had
actually joined a political party (O'Neill, 2001, p. 11). Similar surveys conducted twelve
years ago found eerily similar responses among those respondents aged 18 to 27 years
(O'Neill, 2001, p. 34). Studies also show that involvement in these political activities
tends to increase as citizens mature (Putnam, 2000, p. 249; Cheever & Rimmer, 1999;
Chaffee & Yang, 1990). Researchers also disagree over the reasons for young people's
political communication preferences as either a consequence of their age, place in the life
cycle, or whether their habits and perceptions are a result of distinct generational
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differences (Bennett, 1997; Putnam, 2000; Bennett & Rademacher, 1997). For example,
Michael X . Delli Carpini contends:
Since particular age cohorts share a set of common social and political
experiences, each new generation tends to develop its own 'civic style' or
set of deep-seated attitudes and practices. While these attitudes and
behaviors can change to some degree over time, new issues and events
tend to be interpreted through these generationally shaped lenses. As a
result, dramatic shifts in life in the overall level of civic engagement of a
particular generation are rare. Rather, increases in participation as
generations age tend to be gradual and directly tied to initial rates of civic
engagement. (2000, p. 345)
Furthermore, according to Inglehart and Nevitte, younger citizens who possess
postmaterial values exhibit a well-bred scepticism, unlike previous generations, that
manifests itself in distinctly different political activities (Nevitte & Kanji, 2002; Bennett,
1998, p. 755). Michael Adams, President of Environics, a survey research firm, argues
that, "Over the past three decades, the Canadian personality has evolved from one that
could be described as shy and mostly deferential to one that is characterised by a more
autonomous and ironic individualism" (1997, p. 9). Similarly, other studies confirm that
younger generations are disenchanted traditional paternal institutions (Nevitte & Kanji,
2002 p. 70; O'Neill, 2001; Delli Carpini, 2000, p. 344).
One recent analysis of generational differences among Canadians suggests that all
citizens are increasingly critical of media and governments (Bibby, 2001, p. 245). For
example, a majority of all Canadians agree that 'people like me don't have much say over
what the government does' (O'Neill, 2001, p. 17). In fact, Neil Nevitte contends that,
".. .the government has failed to meet the heightened expectations of citizens in the age of
postmaterialism" (2000, p. S88). Other parallel trends such as globalization and
privatisation have created alternate power structures that have certainly challenged

traditional institutions at all levels to clearly communicate their relevance and role to
citizens (Swanson, 2000). Pippa Norris, postulates that:
... decision-making has flowed away from public bodies and official
government agencies that were directly accountable to elected
representatives... [and] Due to these developments it has become more
difficult for citizens to use conventional state-oriented channels of
participation, exemplified by national elections, as a way of challenging
those in power, reinforcing the need for alternative avenues and targets for
political expression and mobilization. (2002d, p. 4)
Therefore, compounded by the apparent changing social values and hybrid media
habits of younger generations, many researchers argue that these Canadians will
increasingly avoid traditional political activities (Rahn & Rudolph, 2001, p. 459; O'Neill,
2001). But in their zeal to render judgement on young people's political communication
patterns, David Buckingham believes that scholars, "... exaggerate... novelty in their
choice of issues and exemplars, and to underestimate the continuing relevance of
traditional forms of culture and political activity" (1997, p. 360). As a result, it is
necessary to re-examine both scholarly conceptions of politics and the notion of the
public sphere.
Beyond The Notion of a Uniform Public Sphere
The notion of the public sphere, as conceptualised by Jurgen Habermas in The
Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (1962/2000), is an excellent starting point
for understanding how and where citizens' engage in civic life. First and foremost, it
provides a theoretical space in which to link the many variables that affect political
engagement (Dahlgren, 2001, p. 2, 35; Fraser, 1991, p. 111). Habermas based his notion
of the public sphere upon the enlightened rational dialogue which helped establish 'the
common good' that took place in the bourgeois coffeehouses and salons of nineteenth
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century Europe (1962/2000, p. 171). Clearly, there are limitations to this uniform and
rigid definition of public dialogue and activity.
Nevertheless, Habermas' public sphere provides a normative framework in which
to place the contemporary political communication preferences of young Canadian
citizens. Aside from concrete interpersonal spaces as theorised by Habermas, educational
institutions and a wide variety of media are just two of the many public spheres in which
young citizens represent themselves to society. As Harvard scholar Pippa Norris notes
that today, ".. it becomes difficult to draw any boundaries around the appropriate focus
of study, since every personal, social and economic relationship, in the private and public
spheres, can be regarded as 'political'" (Chapter 2, p. 16, On-line).
According to Habermas, the public sphere was comprised of a single and concrete
location in which mostly white males discussed and debated political life. By that
definition, this narrow conception of the public sphere excluded the majority of society
(Fraser, 1991, p. 115). Today, the distinction between private and public communicative
spaces is increasingly blurred (Buckingham, 1997, p. 355). As Peter Dahlgren states in
Mediated Politics (2001), ".. the heterogeneous character of today's society render it
impossible to conceptualise a unified communicative space" (2001, p. 39). As a result,
scholars argue that a more pluralistic and diverse notion of the public sphere is required
to address the issues of representation and access (Buckingham, 1997, p. 361).
Furthermore, Habermas does not discuss the possibility of informal or
oppositional public spheres such as interest groups or unions (Dahlgren, 1991, p. 6). He
also fails to credit citizens with being active participants in society (Buckingham, 2000,
p. 25). Today, universities, newspapers, on-line chat rooms, even professional Intranet
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servers all serve as alternative public spheres whereby citizens learn about, discuss and
communicate their political preferences (Bennett & Entman, 2001, p. 3). It is necessary
for those scholars who decry the disappearance of younger citizens from voting or joining
political parties to closely re-examine these alternate domains of political communication
(Inglehart, 1997, Nevitte, 2000; O'Neill, 2001).
Nevertheless, the notion of the public sphere, as conceptualised by Habermas, is a
useful and critical starting point with which to highlight certain socio-cultural
contingencies that limit dialogue and participation in contemporary public spheres
(Dahlgren, 1991, p. 16). Theoretically, this thesis defines the public sphere as, "...any
and all locations, physical or virtual, where ideas and feelings relevant to politics are
transmitted or exchanged openly" (Bennett & Entman, pp. 2-3). That is to say, this study
approaches the political communication process from a reception or audience perspective
(van Zoonen, 1991, p. 232). Ideally, the public sphere, Dahlgren notes, ".. .becomes a
focal point of our desire for the good society, the institutional sites where popular
political will should take form and citizens should be able to constitute themselves as
active agents in the political process" (1991, p. 2).
This study began by acknowledging the existence of multiple public spheres, from
government institutional settings such as the University of Calgary, to family and other
places where young people engage in a variety of activities such as signing petitions,
boycotting products and volunteering. Young citizens learn about politics, interact and
express their political preferences within a multiplicity of public spheres (Fraser, 1991, p.
116). To better understand if political communication is changing, it is necessary to

understand what young adults do and how they act within these different spheres of
public or civic engagement (Dahlgren, 1991, p. 19).
Expanding the Notion of Political Communication
As stated throughout this thesis, researchers tend to examine why young people
abstain from voting, do not join political parties or consume news on a regular basis.
Different media sources appeal to different citizens depending upon a variety of
intersecting factors such as demographics, interpersonal experiences, and subsequent
political perceptions (Norris & Sanders, 2001, p. 5). Furthermore, Doris Graber contends
that:
The Renaissance citizen of old, who could be reasonably knowledgeable
on all major fronts, has become impossible. It is totally unrealistic to
expect modern citizens to be able to master all of the political news that
interfaces with the concerns that are closest to their interests and attention.
(2001a, p. 451)
Good or bad, the media plays an integral role in the political process and it is vital
to discover if and how different media formats facilitate certain civic activities (Semetko,
1996). As this chapter highlighted, today's younger citizens possess an unparalleled
media savvy that enables them to learn about current affairs and politics from a variety of
media formats (Delli Carpini, 2000; Graber, 2001a). Therefore, it is plausible that besides
having different and diverse media habits, young adults also communicate their political
preferences in a variety of ways.
Most individuals have the opportunity to communicate their political perceptions
through a wide array of activities such as boycotts, petitions and interest group
involvement often overlooked in studies related to political participation (Buckingham,
1997, p. 350; Stempel III & Hargrove, 1996, p. 557). But citizenship tends to be defined

within institutional terms, such as voting and political parties, which often ignores the
effectiveness of less formal organisations in bringing exact social or political change
(Putnam, 2000; Norris, 2002d). For example, in her most recent study on political
activism, Pippa Norris theorizes that:
Recent decades have seen a diversification of the types of activities used
for political expression. In particular, new social movements may be
adopting mixed action repertoires combining traditional acts such as
voting and lobbying with a variety of alternative modes such as Internet
networking, street protests, consumer boycotts, and direct action. (2002d,
p. 2)
Therefore, it is important to examine political participation and information
gathering habits within a broader context. But to do so requires engaging a small number
of citizens in detailed conversations about their political perceptions, participation and
news media consumption. As a result, a more holistic picture will emerge regarding
contemporary political communication patterns (Nevitte, n.d.).
Overall, a confusing, often contradictory mass of literature exists in regards to the
relationship between young people's media habits and subsequent civic engagement.
After all, political participation is a by-product of a citizen's personal and professional
experiences (Jennings & Niemi, 1974, p. 271). This includes how people learn about the
world around them, whether that means the media, educational experiences or the
interpersonal impact of family and friends. Cumulatively, these factors all play a role in
defining young people's perceptions and engagement in public life. It also seems
unreasonable to argue that civic vitality is endangered in today's media saturated society
(Beaudoin & Thorson, January 2001). David Buckingham suggests that, ".. rather than
attempting to measure the effectiveness of news in communicating political information,
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we should be asking how it enables viewers to construct and define their relationship with
the public sphere" (1997, p. 353).
The literature also suggests that today's youth define democratic citizenship and
subsequent political communication in more pluralistic terms than previous generations
(Graber, 2001a, p. 447; Wilkins, 2000). While Buckingham encourages such research he
cautions that: "Ultimately, there is a need for much more systematic research on the
implications of these broader social changes in terms of young people's relationships
with news media and with the public sphere of political debate" (1997, p. 360). Few
studies have examined citizens' political activities within a broader civic context.
Taking all the theories regarding political communication into account, it also
remains unclear if these assertions regarding media use and civic activity are true among
Canadian youth. Citizenship means different things to different generations, but is there a
common understanding among Canadian youth? This thesis can only examine how
students at the University of Calgary, as part of a rather exclusive public sphere, perceive
mediated politics and participate in civic life. Keeping this in mind, my thesis was more
concerned with understanding 'what is' rather than 'what should be' in terms of young
people's political communication preferences.
Because most studies focus on voting, newspaper reading and political party
membership, this thesis wanted to understand how young adults incorporate these
activities with other forms of political communication (Norris, 2002d). It seemed
necessary to directly ask youth how they perceive news media and politics within the
context of their own engagement. In particular, how do these political preferences fit
within the broader social, political and media environment? Perhaps young citizens are

not apathetic; they are just communicating and expressing political concerns in distinctly
different ways (Inglehart, 1997, p. 296; Norris, 2002d).
On the other hand, perhaps young Canadian adults continue along the same civic
path as previous generations of youth. The goal of this chapter was to provide a
framework with which to better understand young people's political communication
preferences. The following chapter outlines the qualitative research design, which is
required to better understand the complex relationship between news media and political
participation among a specific group of young Canadian adults.
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH DESIGN
As stated in the previous chapters, political communication preferences are often
compared to an ideal type of citizenship. Usually, ideal civic activities are defined as
voting, political parties and newspaper reading, but these activities are often
conceptualised within a single public sphere (O'Neill, 2001; Inglehart, 1979; Freyman &
McGoldrick, 2000; Howe & Northrup, 2000). Based upon these conventional standards,
researchers usually conclude that young people vote less, 'know' less, and feel less
inclined to engage in community or political activities (Barnhurst & Wartella, 1991, p.
195; Delli Carpini, 2000, p. 342; Chaffee & Yang, 1990, p. 141; Freyman & McGoldrick,
2000; Institute of Politics, 2000). A complex relationship exists between certain news
media habits and the political activities of younger citizens (Neuman, 2000, p. 435;
O'Neill, 2001, p. 13; Stempel III, 1996; Mann, 1999).
The research design for this study intended to examine, and then explore the news
media habits and civic activities of young Canadian adults who attended the University of
Calgary. Aside from their information gathering habits, how young adults participate in
civic society also communicates a political message. Therefore, to better understand
political participation requires exploring a person's general political interest, mass media
habits, and perceived influences on their civic engagement (Jennings & Niemi, 1981, p.
26). Aside from their media consumption, it is also important to examine what young
educated citizens actually do in terms of a wide range of conventional (voting, joining
political parties) and other forms of political participation such as interest group activity,
boycotts, and protests.

Therefore, how do young educated Canadian adults, in their own words,
perceive civic duty, utilize traditional news media, and then communicate their political
preferences? With these questions in mind, this chapter explains why face to face
interviews with University of Calgary undergraduates were chosen as the most
appropriate methodology for this thesis. The subsequent recruitment process and
rationale will be discussed later.
Why Qualitative Research?
Kevin Barnhurst's comparative case study of the news consumption and political
engagement patterns among Spanish and American college students was the main reason
for selecting qualitative interviews as the most appropriate methodology (2000).
Additionally, David Buckingham's provocative essay "News Media, Political
Socialization and Popular Citizenship: Towards a New Agenda" (1997) helped shape the
research design by highlighting the theoretical gaps that required further exploration. A
recent Canadian survey, conducted by Paul Howe and David Northrup (2000), as well as
an intriguing follow up analysis of younger Canadians and generational differences by
Brenda O'Neill (2001), raised significant questions that a qualitative study could help
answer. Why are young adults avoiding the ballot box and increasingly dissatisfied with
the political process? Does increasing political disenchantment relate in any way to the
participant's news media habits?
Therefore, a qualitative case study can be revealing because it might "capture
individual differences or unique variations from one program setting to another, or from
one program experience to another" (Patton, 1990, p. 54). While surveys enable
researchers to better understand the breadth of answers, qualitative research facilitates in-

depth exploration of inter-connected themes or phenomenon (Patton, 1990, p. 197). The
structure of quantitative studies often inhibits any in-depth exploration of the factors that
shape the complex relationship between news media and political participation (Patton,
1990, p. 49). Therefore, this thesis intended to clarify existing academic debate regarding
this controversial topic (Patton, 1990, p. 51; Yin, 1994, p. 85).
The best way to elucidate the confusing theories regarding young people's
political communication preferences is to ask youth directly about their habits and
experiences (Barnhurst, 2000, p. 50). Interviews directly access the perceptions of young
people in relation to their political communication preferences while enabling the
researcher to gain a better understanding of the motivations behind young people's
different, perhaps misunderstood communication strategies (Neuman, 2000). Through
interviews, researchers gain access to the context, motivation and perceptions that
provide the basis for young people's civic engagement (Dey, 1993, pp. 30-31).
Qualitative research instruments detect emerging themes during data collection,
containing flexibility reminiscent of a grounded methodological approach (Patton, 1990,
p. 196). Furthermore, this type of holistic research design allows documentation of the
differences in individual responses and experiences (Neuman, 2000, p. 436). Potentially,
face to face interviews effectively construct a more intimate setting than mass surveys.
Participants will be asked how they attach meaning to the political communication
process, integrate news media into their daily routine, and define civic responsibility
(Gilchrist, 1999, p. 357).

Sampling Rationale
A combination of two purposive sampling techniques, critical case and
disconfirming evidence sampling became the methodological foundation for this thesis.
This study is also reminiscent of an 'ideal type comparison' because interviews were
conducted with those young adults most likely to participate in more conventional forms
of political participation, such as voting and newspaper reading (Neuman, 2000).
Furthermore, the research design reflects characteristics of a critical case study because:
Looking for the critical case is particularly important where resources may
limit the evaluation to the study of only a single site. Under such
conditions it makes strategic sense to pick the site that would yield the
most information and have the greatest impact on the development of
knowledge. (Patton, 1990, p. 174)
Because news media habits relate, in some way, to forms of political
participation, twenty participants were divided into two groups of ten participants each,
based on their regular newspaper reading habits. 'Regular' refers to reading the
newspaper three or more times per week (Schlagheck, 1998; Garneau, 1991; Cheever &
Rimmer, 1999; McLeod & Scheufele et al., 1999). Although newspaper reading appears
to be a predictor of formal political engagement, this may no longer be the case among
younger, media savvy citizens. Other information gathering habits and civic activities
will be compared between the two groups to either confirm or refute the academic
assumption that regular newspaper reading is a key to 'good' citizenship in the limited
setting that I am exploring.
This study cannot be characterised as possessing a (dis) confirming sample group
(Patton, 1990, p. 172). By initiating interviews with young Canadian adults, the findings
might confirm or disconfirm the different theories regarding this particular group's
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political communication preferences. I believe that conducting confirming/disconfirming
research is important, as Michael Quinn Patton states, in Qualitative Evaluation and
Research Methods (1990):
Confirmatory cases are additional examples that fit already emergent
patterns; these cases confirm and elaborate the findings, adding richness,
depth, and credibility. Disconfirming cases are no less important at this
point. These are the examples that don't fit. They are a source of rival
interpretations as well as a way of placing boundaries around confirmed
findings. They be 'exceptions that prove the rule' or exceptions that
disconfirm and alter what appeared to be primary patterns, (p. 178).
The data collected from the interviews with the University of Calgary students
while too small to confirm or deny certain theories, it does deepen our existing empirical
understanding of young people's political communication patterns (Patton, 1990, p. 132).
This small case study can only identify patterns in news media habits and civic
engagement, unique to this specific group of participants (Barnhurst & Wartella, 1998, p.
282). But it can raise important questions that can be tested in future research studies.
Interviewing twenty students, divided into two sample groups based on their
regular newspaper reading habit, provided a manageable yet initial comparison of the
murky correlation between newspaper reading habits and different forms of political
participation. In doing so, the similarities and/or differences between the two groups of
students could be explored in terms of what role news media played in predicting their
political perceptions and civic involvement (Barnhurst, 2000, p. 52).
Case Study Sample
University students became the target sample group for a number of reasons, most
of which were discussed in the first chapter of this thesis. Research shows that postsecondary students are more likely to read newspapers and participate in traditional

political activities, than those youth not enrolled in university or college courses
(Barnhurst, 2000; Martinelli & Chaffee, 1995). Because the methodological framework
also centred on a critical case study design, the University of Calgary became the logical
setting to recruit a sample group of educated, articulate and reflective youth.
But it is important to examine the public sphere in which the participants were
initially situated: the University of Calgary (Bennett & Entman, 2001, p. 5). As
mentioned in the previous chapter, the notion of the public sphere emerges as a useful
analytical device in which to examine political communication preferences. Being a
student at the University of Calgary automatically places the participants apart from other
young adults in other public spheres; those who attend other postsecondary institutions,
never attended postsecondary school, situated in the workforce in different regions across
the country. The twenty students interviewed for this thesis comprised a small, rather
exclusive sample of youth that attended the University of Calgary. Therefore, by
acknowledging the historical and contemporary context of this particular institution helps
facilitate understanding of the interview data.
In 1966, the University of Calgary became a degree granting institution which
today boasts a population of 30,000 students including students in graduate, part time and
continuing education programs (Office of Institutional Analysis, 2002). The
undergraduate population at the University of Calgary in 2001-2002 consisted of 19,356
full time students (Office of Institutional Analysis, 2002, p. 5). The university remains
largely a regional institution, as most of the undergraduate population derives from the
local area high schools. According to a recent profile of full time students, 77.7% of
students cite the Calgary area as their home address (Office of Institutional Analysis,

2001). Students who originate from outside the province, mostly come from the
provinces of British Columbia, Saskatchewan and Ontario respectively (Office of
Institutional Analysis, 2001). International students represent only 2.9% of the
undergraduate student body (Office of Institutional Analysis, 2001).
In terms of demographics, the student population at the University of Calgary is
considered relatively affluent in contrast to the populations of other universities (Office
of Institutional Analysis, 2001). In terms of gender balance, the university reports that
approximately 53% of the student population is female, while the average age of an
undergraduate student is 22.5 years (Office of Institutional Analysis, 2001). These
statistics help explain how the interview participants compare to the larger population.
The importance of educational attainment remains an important factor in the
literature relating to political participation (Howe & Northrup, 2000; Milner, 2001;
Putnam, 2000; Biais et. al, 2002). As discussed in Chapter Two, some scholars express
concern over research which indicates that young educated citizens are turning away
from political activities (Inglehart, 1979; Nevitte, 2000). Canadian research suggests that
newspaper reading among youth remains steady and that newspaper readers are less
likely to feel alienated from the political process (Cobb, 1996; Victoria Times Colonist.
2000; Berdahl, 2001, p. 23).
Undergraduate students, or those with higher levels of education, are those
citizens most likely to utilize newspapers and participate in civic life (Eveland &
Scheufele, 2000, p. 227). By interviewing postsecondary students, educational attainment
becomes a controlled variable; a way of levelling the contradictory role it appears to play
in the literature. Instead, the purpose of this thesis is to gain an impressionistic
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understanding of the factors that impact the perceptions and actions of a few citizens
most likely to participate in political life.
The selection criterion for this particular study was straightforward; I wanted to
reach those undergraduate students interested and willing to be interviewed about their
political communication habits. While twenty became the final number of interviews
conducted, saturation sampling was the initial recruitment strategy. That is to say, more
interviews would be conducted if the first twenty did not yield enough information
regarding the participants' political communication preferences (Barnhurst, 2000, p. 20).
Nevertheless, the twenty interviews produced a wealth of information, which will be
discussed in more detail in Chapter Four.
The Recruitment Process
There were many roads travelled to attract potential interview participants. A
number of professors were asked if the researcher could either present the study to his/her
class. Professors could also solicit interview participants on their own, based on the
information provided in a recruitment letter provided to each professor. Professors from
economics, art, and history were contacted regarding the need for student participants,
but no reply was received from the initial requests. I used a recruitment letter outlining
the rationale for the study and the importance of the interviews. A few professors in the
Faculty of Communication and Culture encouraged students to partake in the case study
without a formal in-class presentation by the researcher. Professors in the
Communication and Culture faculty, as well as the Social Sciences, were approached via
email and telephone. These faculties possess the highest levels of undergraduate students
and this is why the students from these faculties were targeted as potential interview

participants. The Communication and Culture faculty serves approximately 6,200
students and Social Sciences contain 2,341 undergraduate students (Office of Institutional
Analysis, 2002, p. 6). An assumption was that students in these faculties would be more
interested in the thesis topic and therefore, more willing to contribute both their time and
ideas regarding the topic. Wanting to keep within the confines of the definition of
Canadian 'youth' used in various scholarly studies, those students aged 18-27 years were
encouraged to sign up for a face to face interview.
This strategy proved successful in one Canadian studies class where seven
students signed up for an interview. Additionally, a mass recruitment email was sent out
to approximately two hundred Communication Studies Society members, which
successfully yielded three participants in December 2001. During this time, three other
in-person presentations were made in hopes of soliciting participants. Two presentations
were made to two introductory Political Science classes and another to a senior level
Communications course. Each presentation consisted of an explanation regarding the
purpose of the study and stressed the importance of student feedback on the topic.
At the end the recruitment presentation (email or in-person), a sign up sheet, left
with each professor, asked for the student's name, email/phone number, and a convenient
date for an interview. The sign up sheet also asked interested students to indicate whether
or not they 'regularly' read a newspaper, three or more times a week. After receiving the
sign up sheet from each professor, the researcher first contacted each student through
email, and then if no reply was received, a follow up phone call was made to the potential
participant to set up an interview date.
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Overall, seven participants signed up from the non-presentation class, and ten
students signed up for an interview after the three in-class presentations. The three
remaining participants came from the email message sent out to the Communications
Students Society. This yielded the twenty student participants required for the
comparative case study. The group consisted of ten regular newspaper readers and ten
self-identified non-newspaper readers. While these participants appear homogenous in
background due to the classes they derived from, it is important to note that except for
one, all of the participants signed up while in an introductory level course. That said,
introductory courses often contain a mixture of first year, second year, third and fourth
year students with different majors.
The Newspaper Readers: Demographics
Four females and six males comprised the newspaper reading sample. While six
participants did not live with their parents, the remaining four reported they still resided
at home. Seven participants were between the ages of 18 and 21 years and three
participants were twenty years or older. Additionally, seven students in this group had
lived in Calgary for at least eight years and three participants had lived in the city for at
least three years. Six newspaper-reading participants reported their major as Political
Science, two students were in Communication Studies and the remaining two emerged
from the Faculty of Social Science.
As stated earlier, 'regular' newspaper reading refers to reading any newspaper
three or more times per week. Among the ten self identified newspaper readers, three
'regularly' read the Globe & Mail, five read the Calgary Herald three or more times per
week, one student read both newspapers regularly, while only one student read the
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Calgary Sun. The recruitment criteria did not specify if the student read a particular
newspaper because I feared that this would inhibit student recruitment.
The Non-Newspaper Readers: Demographics
The ten students recruited as the non-reading participants were all self-identified
non-readers. That is to say, all participants indicated on the initial sign up sheet that they
did not read a newspaper three or more times per week. The gender balance in this group
consisted of five females and five male participants. Non-reading participants ranged in
age from 18-24 years. Six participants were between the ages of 18-21 years, while the
remaining four were between 22-24 years of age. Half of the students reported they still
lived with their parents, while the remaining five participants did not live at home. Half
of this group had lived in Calgary for more than sixteen years and two had been in the
city for less than one year. Seven of the non-reading participants were in Communication
Studies while the remaining students were in General Studies with undeclared majors.
The Interview Process
The twenty semi-structured interviews took place between February and March
2002, were conducted at the University of Calgary campus, with twenty participants. A
workroom at the MacKimmie Library Block was booked for each interview, which
offered a neutral yet comfortable location for both researcher and student. This particular
location also provided a relatively quiet setting for the researcher to tape record the
interview to ensure that each question and answer could be later transcribed later.
Therefore, the detailed recordings of the interview, both written and tape-recorded,
helped verify the authenticity and accuracy of the data (Neuman, 2000, p. 126). To
further ensure the reliability of information, the researcher often asked each participant to
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clarify his/her answers to prevent any possible confusion or misunderstanding regarding a
particular question (Dey, 1993, p. 16).
While each interview varied slightly in length, it usually lasted from forty-five to
no more than one hour and thirty minutes. The researcher provided a brief explanation
regarding the confidentiality of data and the interview process at the beginning of each
interview, followed by presentation of the document regarding informed consent. Most
participants spent five to ten minutes reading the consent information, at which time they
had an opportunity to ask any questions regarding the purpose and use of the data before
they signed the form. The format of the interview was briefly reviewed, participants were
encouraged to provide any additional feedback and ask questions throughout the
interview. During each interview, questions were asked in the same order to ensure data
reliability and decrease the potential accusation of researcher bias.
Constructing the Interview Questions
The structure and content of previous American surveys inspired the formation of
the final interview questions (Strauss, 1987, p. 50; Kaiser Family Foundation, 2001;
Freyman & McGoldrick, 2000; Institute of Politics, 2000). Based upon the confusing
conclusions that emerged from previous research, the interview questions were designed
with hopes of soliciting a more detailed, clearer understanding of the relationship
between newspaper reading, news media habits and political participation among this
particular group of young adults (Dey, 1993, p. 104).
Qualitative research is usually characterised as an inductive, rather than a
deductive process. Often, it is difficult to determine pre-existing categories this thesis
adopted aspects of both deductive and inductive research designs by utilising a semi-
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structured interview approach (Dey, 1993, p. 97; Patton, 1990, p. 44). Therefore, each
question offered pre-selected categories or answers, but participants could provide
another alternative answer or additional feedback at any time. While some questions were
determined deductively, the open-ended nature of many questions encouraged
participants to explore the concepts of news media and political participation (Patton,
1990, p. 46). Open-ended questions enabled respondents to describe the context of their
answers without being forced into standardised survey categories (Patton, 1990, p. 46).
Using the existing scholarship as a guide, the interview questions explored two
broad topics popular in political communications research, information gathering habits
and traditional political activities. Institutional, interpersonal and organisational factors
were also discussed during the interviews as they also influence media habits and
political participation in many different ways (Norris, 2000, p. 52). Overall, four themes
guided the construction of the interview questions: news consumption, traditional
political activities, unconventional civic involvement and suggestions to improve young
people's engagement with the political process.
The first group of questions explored a wide variety of news and other media
habits. Four types of news media habits were examined: traditional (newspaper and
broadcast news), mixed formats (infotainment programming), new media (World Wide
Web), and unconventional news media (late night television variety shows or talk shows).
Two particular questions helped gauge the student's level of awareness and personal
insight regarding the impact that these different factors have upon their media habits and
civic engagement. Each participant was asked what role they thought the news media
played in the political process. The remaining questions explored a variety of themes and

issues relevant to young people's political communications patterns. For example, to test
the linkage between political knowledge and political participation, the students were
asked to recall the names of the Prime Minister, the Premier of Alberta, and Calgary's
Mayor. Respondents were then asked to identify whether or not a list of different
interpersonal, educational and media factors (as discussed in Chapter 2) influenced their
political perceptions.
The second part of the interview consisted of questions that explored the civic
engagement and perception of a wide variety of political activities, whether institutional
(voting, political parties) and otherwise. As stated previously, it was expected that young
citizens would be more likely to express their political perspective in a variety of
communicative settings (Nevitte, 2000). But earlier studies in political communication
rarely examined the political contribution of equally valuable yet alternative modes of
civic engagement such as boycotts, contacting/writing politicians, protest behaviour and
other community activities alongside voting, interpersonal communication and other
media habits (Verba et. al, 1995, p. 89; Norris, 2002d, p. 2).
A series of statements regarding the mediated political process, made by youth in
previous surveys, was read to the participants, who were then asked whether they
strongly/somewhat agreed or disagreed, or had no opinion (Institute of Politics, 2000;
Freyman & McGoldrick, 2000). Interview participants were also asked to rate the
effectiveness, from very effective to not at all effective of specific strategies that might
draw greater numbers of youth into the traditional political process. The suggestions
covered a wide variety of strategies, from holding more town halls at the university to
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improving how schools teach the political process (Mason, 1996, p. 140; Freyman &
McGoldrick, 2000).
By asking survey-type questions as well as open-ended inquiries, this study
captured how this group of young adults utilised news media and engaged in different
forms of political activities (Mason, 1996, p. 151). In doing so, this thesis might provide
some directions for future political communications research within the Canadian context
(Barnhurst, 2000, p. 21).
Methodological Limitations
As stated in Chapter 1, it is important to emphasise that correlation, rather than
causality, is the primary focus of this study. After all, it is impossible to determine 'the
cause' of particular news media habits and their relationship to political activities (Norris,
2002c, p. 17). Instead, this thesis explored the relationship between two complex
phenomena: news media habits and political activities. Because of the small sample size,
this thesis does not claim to be representative of the general population, but its research
findings provide a glimpse into a small niche of students at the University of Calgary
(Mason, 1996, p. 153). The study intended to explore the complexity of these
relationships and provoke further scholarly inquiry but it does not pretend to be a
definitive study of the contemporary political communication preferences of young
Canadian adults.
As stated in Chapter 1, while the selection bias surrounding the student
participants may be considered a methodological weakness, it was deliberately integrated
into the recruitment design. University students, in particular communication and
political science undergraduates, were considered more likely to read newspapers, stay

informed of political events and participate in civic life. As stated earlier, these students
became the critical case that could provide valuable information regarding the
relationship between traditional news media habits and different types of political
activities. The students who regularly read the newspaper were considered those most
likely to engage in traditional political activities, such as voting and joining political
parties, than those participants who read the paper less often. This was not the case in this
particular study. But the strategic selection of these particular students allows an
exploration of how those who are supposedly most interested and involved in political
life perceive Canadian news media and civic engagement.
Nevertheless, the decision to recruit participants who read the newspaper three or
more times per week could also be construed as a methodological flaw. Students signed
up as self-identified non-readers or readers. The decision to define regular newspaper
readers as those who read 'three or more times per week' was based on a large body of
scholarship (Stempel III & Hargrove, 1996, p. 551; Cheever & Rimmer, 1999; Moy &
Scheufele, 2000, p. 748; Kim, Wyatt & Katz, 1999, p. 368). This definition of'regular
reading' was chosen based on previous survey data. But during the intensive examination
of the participants' news consumption habits, it was discovered that the majority of nonreaders did read newspapers, just less than three times per week. While this definition
may limit the comparisons that could be made between readers and non-readers, it does
not weaken the powerful feedback and unique insight this thesis provides regarding
young people's political communication preferences. It also does not explain some of the
subtle differences that emerged between the two groups of students during the analysis.
This limitation is also addressed in Chapter Four.
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Another criticism of qualitative research is the reliability or truth of participant
information (Dey, 1993, p. 37). In response, this thesis adopted a mantra similar to that of
W. Lawrence Neuman, who wrote in Social Research Methods: Qualitative and
Quantitative Approaches (2000), "Even if the student provides a false statement, it is
evidence about the student's perspective" (p. 126). The focus of this study was to capture
the perceptions of this small group of students rather than interpret their action through a
particular theoretical lens. To ensure the accuracy of the answers, the interview notes
were reviewed and then typed up into a transcript (Yin, 1994, p. 86).
Ultimately, quantitative studies face the same challenge as their qualitative
counterparts, that the researcher may interpret purpose or intentions when behaviour may
simply be a result of habits (Dey, 1993,p. 38). Because the potential for bias is greatest in
novice researchers, a semi-structured interview design decreased this risk by ensuring
consistent and systematic questions for each participant. While the semi-structured
interview asks specific questions with pre-selected answers, it also provides participants
an opportunity to offer further contextual information (Gilchrist, 1999, p. 367).
Within the broader social context, the interviews also took place after the tragic
events of September 11, 2001, which were broadcast on television sets around the world.
As a result, this may have seriously altered young people's news media consumption,
political perceptions, and subsequent civic engagement. Only further longitudinal studies
will be able to confirm or deny the impact of September 11 on young people's political
communication patterns or conceptions of citizenship, especially in terms of materialist
of postmaterialist value orientations.

Additionally, differences in socio-economic status and national geography could
also produce completely different responses and political communication preferences.
Recruiting undergraduate students in different faculties such as Science, Engineering or
Management; even graduate students will provide an alternative perspective than
participants in this study. Even though this thesis focused on a particular public sphere,
that of undergraduate students from the University of Calgary, interviews with
postsecondary students from other institutions will either complement or contradict the
findings of this thesis. Similarly, so would research that compared rural versus urban
youth, blue collar workers and white collar employees, and different provinces or regions
such as Alberta youth versus their Ontario counterparts (Young, 1999; Berdahl, 2001).
Nevertheless, this thesis offers a detailed account of the news media habits and perceived
interpersonal and mediated influences on the civic engagement patterns of a small group
of students at the University of Calgary. It is a starting point with which to question how
other groups of young Canadian adults perceive and perhaps (dis) engage in politics.
After all, the purpose of this qualitative study was to possibly update academic
understanding of the relationship between traditional news media habits and political
participation by interviewing twenty young adults. Another goal of this particular
qualitative research design was to acquire a 'thick description' of this particular group's
political communication preferences, as well as gain a better understanding of the
similarities and/or differences between two groups of news media users (Patton, 1990, p
45). Understanding how young Canadian university students express their political
preferences adds depth to the existing quantitative research. The importance of
preliminary qualitative research, such as the data provided in this thesis, begins to
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question the applicability of those theories that exist regarding contemporary political
communication patterns (Barnhurst, 2000, p. 53; Nevitte, 2000).

CHAPTER FOUR: RESEARCH FINDINGS
This chapter explores the findings from the twenty semi-structured interviews
conducted with University of Calgary undergraduates. Each interview explored the
student's news consumption habits as well as the nature of their political engagement and
perceptions. Other communicative relationships such as education, family and other
interpersonal influences were also examined within the context of the participant's news
media habits and political participation. In doing so, similarities and/or differences might
emerge between the regular newspaper reading and non-reading participants. Most
importantly, the analysis of the interview data provides a detailed and contextual picture
of this particular group's political communication preferences.
Data Collection
As stated in Chapter 3, each interview question was asked in the same order to
ensure consistency. To maintain the anonymity of each participant, each interview
questionnaire was coded R to denote 'reader' and N R to indicate 'non reader' at the top
of the interview question instrument at the beginning of each interview. Behind each R or
NR, a number was placed to denote the placement of each participant based on the
interview schedule. For example, R3 indicated that this participant was the third person
interviewed for the newspaper reader group. Therefore, the newspaper reading habit and
placement in the interview schedule was the only way to identify each participant.
Throughout this chapter, anecdotes or findings from a particular transcript will be
referred to by this coding system.
Even though each interview was audio recorded, the researcher took notes
regarding each participant's response. After the completion of each interview, the
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answers were typed into a computer document, identified only by the R or N R coding
system. To further ensure the accuracy of the data, each audiotape was replayed and any
additional or missed information was added to the computerised interview transcript. In
doing so, the researcher was able to clarify the meaning of each answer, integrate
anecdotes verbatim, and then compare the responses of the two groups.
Each transcript created twenty separate computer files, which were then divided
into two groups based on their regular newspaper reading habit. At this time, the answers
of both groups were integrated into two large transcripts, one representing the newspaper
readers and another consisting of the responses made by the non-reading participants.
Answers were colour coded to highlight the presence or absence of themes.
After these two documents consisting of the responses from both reading and non
reading participants were further scrutinised, a 'mega-document' was constructed to
further delineate patterns that existed between, and within, the two groups of students.
This 'mega-document' placed the questions and answers from all the interviews into
tables to further organise and analyse the data. By tabulating the frequencies of the
different answers into this one large transcript, the complexity or boldness of particular
patterns became easier to identify.
Data Analysis
The goal of the analysis was to explore two general assumptions. First, does this
particular group of young university students appear fundamentally different than
previous generations in communicating their political preferences? Secondly, do the
newspaper-reading participants differ from their non-reading informants in their political

communication preferences in any significant way? (Putnam, 2000; Wilkins, 2000;
Barnhurst, 2000) Keeping these two questions in mind helped focus the data analysis.
Other analytic techniques also helped organise the information collected from the
interviews (Yin, 1994, p. 103). For example, the choice to use a semi-structured interview
questionnaire provided analytical categories with which to initially sort the data (Dey,
1993, p. 84). The participant's communication preferences were studied case by case,
along with their responses to the open-ended questions. Additionally, the responses were
carefully compared to detect any further perceptions or patterns. Surprisingly, each
respondent used similar vocabulary to answer specific questions.
Because this is a small qualitative study, reporting how many non-reading or
reading participants engaged in certain activities does not accurately represent a
statistically significant trend. But as stated earlier, by transcribing the interview responses
into these larger reader/non-reader mega-documents, recognisable patterns readily
emerged from the interview transcripts. Therefore, the research findings demonstrate how
this particular group perceives and then engages with the news media and in politics. It
also highlights the similarities and/or differences between the two groups of participants.
Newspaper Reading & Level of Political Interest
For purposes of this thesis, the definition of a 'regular' newspaper reader referred
to a student that read a newspaper three or more times per week. No specifications were
made during the recruitment process that indicated readers had to read a specific
newspaper. Therefore, the ten newspaper readers interviewed for this thesis read one or
more of the following newspapers: the Calgary Herald, the Globe & Mail, the Calgary
Sun, and the National Post. None of the reader participants read the National Post on a

regular basis and the Calgary Sun was read by only one reader participant three or more
times per week. By comparison, the Calgary Herald and the Globe & Mail were the most
read newspapers in this sample. Most participants reported reading both papers almost
every day of the week to gain both local and national perspectives about politics. Most
readers indicated that they spent between 6-15 minutes or 16-30 minutes reading the
paper. And due to the time factor, many of the young adult participants in this group
mentioned spending more time on the weekends and holidays reading the newspaper than
during the week.
By comparison, most of the non-reading participants reported reading
newspapers, but less often than the reading participants. The non-reading participants
tended to read the Globe & Mail and Calgary Herald less often than the reading group,
but were more likely to pick up the Calgary Sun and National Post. Only two of the nonreading participants reported never reading the newspaper. When asked why, most
respondents cited the inaccessibility of newspapers or the lack of time as the primary
reasons. By inaccessibility, most participants meant the labour intensive task of finding,
purchasing, and then reading the newspaper. Although many newspapers can be
purchased on sites around campus, a few non-reading participants specifically mentioned
that they had enough reading to do for their university courses without reading the
newspaper on a regular basis.
An examination of the participants' regular newspaper reading habits seems to
confirm previous studies, which connected the news media consumption patterns of
parents with their children's information gathering habits. Nearly all of the regular
newspaper-reading participants acknowledged that their parents directly influenced their

newspaper reading habits. For example, half of the regular reading participants indicated
they read the Herald because their parents had a subscription and because 'it was there.'
The influence of family communication patterns will be discussed later in this chapter.
As mentioned in previous chapters, a survey conducted by the Canada West
Foundation revealed that local identity, rather than regional or pan-Canadian affinities,
appeared stronger among students and those better-educated Western Canadians
(Berdahl, 2001, p. 4). Due to the controversy over the level of political interest and
engagement among today's youth, some questions during the interview attempted to
determine if any particular level of politics and political news interested the participants
more than another.
The majority of all participants agreed it was either 'very important' or
'important' to stay informed of current events and political news. Respondents were also
asked to specify if a particular level of government, whether federal, provincial or local
was more relevant to them. Most of the reader participants mentioned the relevance of
both federal and provincial politics, but only half of these readers acknowledged the
relevance of local politics during their interviews. As R2 explained: "Local [politics]
doesn't piss me off as much as other levels." Most of the regular newspaper reading
participants reported being 'very interested' or 'somewhat interested' in national
politics/events, as well as international politics/events, and almost all indicated they were
very/somewhat interested in provincial politics. Nearly all of the readers strongly
disagreed with the statement; 'politics isn't relevant to my life right now'.
Unlike the homogenous responses of the newspaper reading participants, the nonreading group split evenly regarding the statement 'politics is not relevant to my life right

now'. While half of the respondents agreed, the remainder of the group disagreed with
the above statement. Similar to the reading participants, most non-readers cited federal
politics as more relevant to them than any other level of politics. For example, many nonreaders replied with statements such as: T don't see how provincial affects me' (NR3).
Non-readers mirrored their newspaper reading counterparts in that half of all nonreaders acknowledged the importance of local politics. Additionally, more non-readers
reported interest in local events rather than local politics, which was of higher interest
among the reading participants. In other words, non-readers expressed more interest in
what was happening around the city, like entertainment or traffic concerns, than the other
group. That said, non-reading respondents showed slightly less interest in international,
national and provincial politics.
Even so, newspapers are not read in an information vacuum. Because the nonreading participants read newspapers less often, an initial assumption was that they might
use other media or interpersonal sources more frequently to gather political information.
Therefore, it was necessary to explore the broader news gathering habits of both groups
in detail.
News Consumption
Besides newspapers, participants were asked the frequency with which they
consumed a wide variety of media, news format or otherwise. According to the interview
data, the non-reading respondents seemed to rely more on television news than
newspapers for political information. For example, while American news viewing was
not popular among the reading participants, nearly half of the non-reading group watched
American news at least once a week. However, the regular newspaper readers watched
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twenty-four hour news channels more often while non-readers viewed morning news
programs more regularly. A majority of respondents in both groups mentioned listening
to news on the radio anywhere from five to seven times per week, usually on their
commute to and from the university. Specifically, CBC Radio was a particular habit
mentioned by a small portion of both groups as a useful and convenient conduit of
information.
Regardless of their newspaper reading habit, all respondents watched nightly
national news more than twice a week. Nearly half of the twenty student participants
preferred watching the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation's (CBC) The National.
Various reasons were given for the popularity of Canada's public broadcaster. As NR9
explained, "American news is too biased and CBC is more objective than local news and
National Post is biased because of Conrad Black". One reader (RIO) explained that the
" C B C coverage is intelligent, pretty good quality and not very biased" while another ( R l )
argued that the CBC "spends the proper amount of time covering issues and stories, from
more than one perspective and gets interviews with those directly involved in the story.
Local news stories are just glossed over with the bare minimum of information and rarely
provide the complete context...". In contrast to these positive comments, NR7 remarked
that "The C B C s The National is too based in the east and there is not enough coverage
of the west.. .they all have some sort of objective for money.. I always question what I
hear."
A few participants emphasised how the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation set a
higher standard than private news organisations in quality and fairness. One interesting
finding from this thesis is that the public broadcaster, in both radio and television formats
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was perceived by most of the participants as communicating news more objectively than
other commercial broadcasters.
To help gauge the participants' perception of news media, both groups were asked
whether or not they 'think the news media is fair and objective'. The answers to this
particular question fell into three main categories; no, yes, and mixed responses. Besides
the comments regarding the public broadcaster, the majority of all the respondents agreed
that the news media was neither fair nor objective. As NR6 commented, "I don't
know... Just the dominant, status quo gets reported and focuses on the negative so... no it
is not fair or objective." The mixed responses came mostly from the regular newspaper
readers who expressed difficulty in even answering this question. That is to say, most felt
that the objectivity of the news depended upon the type of medium. For example, NR7
replied to the question by stating, "No.. .1 don't think anybody can be purely
objective.. angle is never quite balanced. I don't think the audience is passive and the
media maybe does a good job of setting issues on the table but it is up to people to take it
one step further."
Only three participants felt that the news media was both fair and objective in
reporting the news. These low numbers further reflect how the participants' responded to
the question, 'what is the first word that comes to mind when you think of the
relationship between media and politics?' Most respondents described the relationship
between media and politics using four general themes. Most respondents expressed a
negative perception of the relationship between media and politics with words such as
'control', 'competition', 'power', 'coercion', 'corrupt', 'manipulative' and 'cynical'. The
second theme revolved around the entertainment value of mediated politics, with words
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such as 'drama', 'big hoopla' and 'spectacle'. Other responses hinted at the distrust that
participants' felt with words such as 'biased', 'skewed', and 'partisan'. Only a few
respondents in both groups described the relationship between news media and politics
using more neutral language such as 'recognize importance', 'inter-relatedness', and
'make people aware'.
Both groups of participants answered these aforementioned questions with
skepticism; not only towards the media's objectivity in reporting politics, but the news
media's relationship to politics. But according to a recent survey, these sentiments are no
different than that of older Canadians (Bibby, 2001). When measuring the level of
confidence in Canadian institutions among different generations, University of
Lethbridge sociologist Reginald Bibby discovered that younger adults expressed similar
levels of distrust than their parents and grandparents (2001, p. 245).
The 'reading' sample expressed slightly more confidence regarding the political
process than their non-reading counterparts. Furthermore, when asked whether they
agreed that, "it is difficult for University students to make a real difference in politics or
government", most readers strongly disagreed with this statement. By comparison, the
non-reading respondents once again split evenly in terms of whether they agreed or
disagreed with this above statement. When you look at the group as a whole, most of the
student participants believed it is possible to make a difference in politics and
government. But both groups agreed that both news media and politicians are not
concerned about what students think about political issues. Therefore, while this sample
of young adults exhibit feelings of political efficacy; they also feel that politicians and
news media do not consider the opinions of students.

This appears to be in line with the findings from recent surveys which suggest that
all Canadians, including younger adults, feel they have little or no say in the actions of
government (O'Neill, 2001, p. 17; Bibby, 2001, p. 245; Howe & Northrup, 2000).
Therefore, in terms of political interest and civic efficacy, this particular sample appears
similar to older Canadians. Clearly, more research is required regarding how different
Canadians perceive the issue of civic agency in contemporary political life.
This latter finding brings up a very important point: whether the level of political
interest and conventional news media habits are in any way connected to actual civic
engagement. For example, Bibby's study found that young Canadian adults fall into two
distinct schools of political interest. While only 9% are active in politics, 45% of young
adults' report being interested but not active in political life (Bibby, 2001, p. 244). By
comparison, approximately 10% of older Canadians report being active and engaged in
politics (Bibby, 2001, p. 244). According to Bibby, as Canadians age, their interest in
politics may increase, but their actual engagement remains the same (2001, p. 244).
As discussed in Chapter Two, a large group of scholars maintain that newspaper
reading and television news viewing directly correlates with higher levels of political
participation, while other media habits tend to inhibit civic engagement (Putnam, 2000;
Hart, 1996). Before the connection between political interest, news media habits and
civic engagement can be further explored, it is necessary to first examine the participants'
other media habits.
Other Media Habits
Most research in the area of political communication does not examine the
multitude of other ways that citizens, in particular young adults, gather political

information outside of television news and newspaper reading. Furthermore, the findings
from this thesis are similar to the findings of previous studies, which indicate that
educated youth utilize a wide array information sources to learn about politics.
For example, several recent surveys indicate that late night variety shows,
entertainment news and daytime talk shows, are increasingly popular sources for
political information, especially among younger viewers (Institute of Politics, 2000;
Freyman & McGoldrick, 2001; Kaiser Family Foundation, 2000). The interview
transcripts revealed that the non-reading participants view these programs on a more
consistent basis. But there was no single television show was particularly popular among
the respondents. The interview data indicates that these other media formats have not
replaced newspaper reading or television news viewing among this group of university
students. Most respondents claimed they lacked the time to watch these television
programs because of their workload as full time university students. Qualitative
interviews in other settings, especially among different groups of youth, may reveal very
different media patterns. But the popularity of free print publications and Internet use
surfaced as the most interesting similarities between the two sample groups.
Free print publications refer to university published or local print that is readily
available on stands throughout the university campus. Both reading and non-reading
participants mirrored each other in terms of reading free print publications. For example,
most respondents picked up the university publication, The Gauntlet, at least once a
month. Nearly all the non-reading participants and half of the 'reading' sample read two
local weekly arts and entertainment publications, the FFWD and the Straight, on a
consistent basis. According to the interview participants, these free print publications

seemed to provide alternate avenues of information regarding relevant public spheres; the
university and local community arts, entertainment and events. The availability and
popularity of free print among this group is an interesting finding and necessitates further
research into the role and content of this understudied medium as a political
communications tool.
According to many scholars, the Internet is the newest democratising weapon in
the fight against an ignorant and disenfranchised citizenry (Delli Carpini, 2000;
Dahlgren, 2001, p. 50). Researchers such as Pippa Norris and Peter Dahlgren counter that
rather than informing the 'masses', the Internet is being utilised by citizens who already
use traditional news sources and are actively involved in political life (2000, p. 266;
2001, p. 51). Although access to this new medium is growing, the primary audience
remains the relatively affluent and highly educated segments of society (Dahlgren, 2001,
p. 51).
A recent Canada West Foundation survey found that the Internet is most popular
among those male and/or highly educated Western Canadians (Berdahl, 2000, p. 21). But
among this group of young adult participants, there appeared to be no gender differences
in Internet use. After all, most students at the University of Calgary gain access to the
Internet through either on-campus or on home computers to conduct research and find
related course material. Not surprisingly, this study found that almost every participant
rides the information superhighway every day of the week. Interestingly, only the
regular newspaper reading participants accessed and searched the home pages of
established news organisations. Therefore, the newspaper-reading participants' Internet

78
use seems to reinforce rather than replace their current civic engagement or information
gathering preferences (2000, p. 266; 2000, p. 51).
Political Knowledge
Ultimately, political knowledge should be considered a contextual and multidimensional construct as citizens learn about politics from a variety of sources (Norris,
2000, p. 227). And to date, no consensus has been reached among scholars on how to
accurately measure the importance of political knowledge in spurring civic involvement
(Norris, 2000, p. 30). Nevertheless, a very small test of political knowledge was
conducted during the interviews to test the theory that regular newspaper reading leads to
greater stores of political knowledge which inevitably leads to greater political
engagement. Nevertheless, this study wanted to explore this assumption among this
particular group of university students.
Respondents were asked to recall the names of politicians in different levels of
government: the Prime Minister, the Federal Minister of Finance, the Premier of Alberta,
and the Mayor of Calgary. Although the weaknesses facing studies that test political
knowledge in this way was discussed in Chapter Two, the presumption was that perhaps
educational attainment, rather than regular newspaper reading, would be a more powerful
predictor of political knowledge. For example, a few participants from each group could
not recall who the Federal Finance Minister was, and a few participants who were new to
Calgary did not know the mayor's name. Most importantly, what does this say about
newspaper reading and political participation? Based on these simple rote memory
questions, there were no significant differences between the two groups. The more

important area to study was the actual differences regarding the participant's involvement
in the political process.
For example, the findings from these interviews do not confirm that non-reading
participants 'know' less and therefore engage less in civic life. Admittedly, it is difficult
to explicitly connect political knowledge to greater voter turnout among such a small
sample group. Furthermore, the answer is just not that simple. It is important to examine
media consumption and political participation within a broader context to better
understand how this particular group of university students compares to the findings from
previous studies.
Does Newspaper Reading Result in Greater Levels of Political Participation?
Since the paths available for citizens to communicate their political preferences
continues to expand, it is not logical to conclude that newspaper reading is the only
gateway to greater political participation, at least among this particular group of students.
In fact, this sample demonstrates that the relationship between news media habits and
political participation requires scrutiny that goes far beyond the confines of this particular
thesis. However, it is interesting to note that these research findings reveal subtle
differences between the participants in their style of engagement. Respondents did not
abstain from political life.
According to the interview transcripts, the participants seem to epitomise Neil
Nevitte's argument that Canadians with postsecondary education are highly committed to
democracy, but express disenchantment with contemporary political institutions (2000).
Similar to other young Canadian adults, the participants in this study exhibit high levels
of satisfaction with democracy, but not with current political institutions (O'Neill, 2001,

p. 16). Nevertheless, nearly all of the participants reported high levels of engagement in a
wide variety of civic activities (Norris, 2002d, p. 12).
All respondents strongly agreed with the statement that, 'voting is a responsibility
of citizenship'. A majority of respondents also strongly agreed that voting was a duty of
democratic citizenship. These findings seem to mirror those found in Brenda O'Neill's
generational study. According to her study, 75% of Canadians aged 18 to 27 years
believe voting is an essential or very important political activity (2001, p. 11). For
example, participant NR2 reflected the sentiments of others by stating, "If you don't
vote, you can't bitch. If you want to have a voice in government then have a voice but if
not keep your mouth shut." Overall, there appear to be few differences among the two
groups of participants in terms of their feelings about democracy and the importance of
voting.
While most studies examine voting at the federal level, this thesis wanted to know
if respondents chose to vote differently, depending on the level of government; federal,
provincial or local. However, during all three elections (federal, provincial, local) at least
three different respondents from each group were not old enough to cast a ballot.
Therefore, it is difficult to provide a comparison of the voter turnout between both
groups.
Among the reading respondents old enough to cast a ballot, only one reader (R9)
intentionally abstained from voting in all three elections. When asked why, R9 provided
two answers; T felt uninformed' and 'there was no one to vote for.' Overall, out of seven
reading respondents, six voted in the 2000 Federal election. During the last provincial
election, five of eight eligible reading participants voted, while two non-voters in the

'reading' sample reported being out of the country and in between residences. The
remaining eligible non-voter could not remember if she cast a ballot in the last provincial
election. At the local level, only half of the eligible voters cast a ballot.
Those non-reading participants who failed to cast a ballot in either the federal or
provincial elections expressed similar feelings of being either uninformed or
disinterested. For example, NR6 cynically replied, "Voting is a way of making people
feel like they are involved when they aren't.. .if people really decided to get their shit
together [oppressed groups] and vote they could probably make a difference". During the
past Federal and Provincial elections, three-quarters of the eligible voters cast a ballot.
Among this group of university students, voter turnout remained lowest at the municipal
level.
Regardless if they had a regular newspaper reading habit, most of the non-voting
participants reported feeling uninformed about the issues and/or the process of voting, but
not necessarily willing to seek out the necessary information at the local level. Many also
blamed the lack of time as the main culprit for failing to cast a ballot. Nevertheless, a
majority of respondents in both groups agreed that the voting process is already easy and
user friendly. Several reader participants offered suggestions about how to solicit greater
voter turnout among the younger adult population. The two most popular ideas that
emerged from the interviews were keeping polls open later and voting via the Internet or
mail-in ballots.
Nevertheless, there was one interesting and unique case in terms of connecting
political interest, knowledge and involvement. Only one respondent, NR5 indicated that it
was 'not important' to stay informed but he was active in civic life through volunteering
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for a university association. For example, he could no recall the name of the Federal
Finance Minister and ranked the importance of voting at a 2 or 3, below that of all other
participants. When asked why, NR5 nonchalantly reasoned that: "Voting is very
important for some people, unimportant for others."
In terms of his level of political participation, NR5 abstained from the provincial
and federal elections but did vote in the last municipal election. Involvement in local
politics seemed to be a more relevant public sphere for this particular student. While his
father was actively involved in community politics, NR5 engaged in similar activity at
the university by volunteering for a student association. This particular example
demonstrates how an individual does not necessarily need to meet the expected criteria of
voting or political interest to be an actively involved citizen.
Interestingly, a majority of respondents disagreed that they 'were waiting until
they were older before becoming more engaged in polities'. Echoing comments made
during several interviews, R l remarked:
I think students are idealistic for the most part and they have strong
opinions about politics one way or the other but they find it difficult to
express their thoughts and ideas to politicians who they don't think are
listening to us. You know, it makes me frustrated that students do care a
lot about issues but don't vote because to me that is one way they can
make themselves heard and maybe if they all voted, politicians would start
listening to us more.
As discussed earlier in this chapter, most participants felt that political parties did not
consider what students thought about major political issues. Nevertheless, how the
participants perceived different aspects of traditional political parties were explored
including possible membership, contact with, and contributing time or money now and in
the future.
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Interest in joining political parties was highest among the newspaper reading
sample, but only two students out of the entire sample group actually belonged to a
political party (the provincial and federal Liberal parties). By comparison, only one nonreading participant expressed any interest in joining a political party. However, these
findings parallel those found in studies conducted by the Institute for Research in Public
Policy which found that only 2% of young Canadians aged 18 to 27 years had joined a
political party (O'Neill, 2001, p. 11 ; Howe & Northrup, 2000).
Both groups expressed interest in contributing either time or money to a political
party, if it was for the 'right cause'. Only a few participants had actually contributed
money to a political party, but several said they would consider giving a monetary
contribution in the future. Nearly all of the reading participants had or would consider
volunteering for a political party. Approximately half of the non-reading participants
would consider contributing time to a political party at a future date. More of the reading
participants had contacted their provincial or federal representatives and also appeared
more willing to write politicians in the future.
After further scrutiny of the interview transcripts, the regular newspaper reading
group seemed to be involved in more than one political activity, but non-readers also
exhibited involvement and interest, just to a slightly lesser extent. For example, out of
twenty participants, only NR5 sat on the council of a university association. However,
more reading than non-reading participants expressed a willingness to join an issuesrelated organisation. Before increasing their level of political involvement, many nonreaders specifically requested additional practical political information. In terms of the
connection between differing news media habits and forms of political participation, it is

impossible to generalise thesefindingsto other groups of young citizens. But he value of
this study remains in the detailed perceptions of the interviews participant's political
communication preferences. To fully appreciate these patterns, other civic activities must
be explored.
Other Forms of Political Participation
As stated throughout this thesis, many political activities are often examined apart
from voting, political party membership and conventional news media habits. Participants
were asked if they had done, or would consider doing, any of the following activities:
signing a petition, boycotting a product or attending a demonstration. During the
past twelve months, more non-reading participants reported attending a demonstration
and also tended to express slightly higher levels of interest in attending future
demonstrations. Nearly all twenty participants reported signing some sort of petition and
most reported boycotting a particular product or corporation.
To further determine if some political activities were perceived as more effective
if directed at different levels of government, respondents were asked if voting, other
political activities such as contacting politicians, or volunteering would be a better way to
solve issues facing the country as well as the community. In response, the majority of
participants from both groups believed voting, possibly in combination with other
political activities, would be the best way to solve issues facing the country. While most
readers emphasised the importance of voting, R5 remarked 'it is important, but a little
more passive and harder to make your voice heard.' These latter sentiments mirrored
comments from other participants who similarly replied that "Activism is an important
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aspect like demonstrating or protesting.. .an important part of changing things is making
other people aware" (Rl).
In terms of solving problems facing the community, most respondents chose
volunteerism as the best course of action. Regardless of newspaper reading habits, most
participants believed that volunteering is more effective at this level. As NR2 explained if
you, "Get yourself out there people will have to listen to you because it is on a smaller
scale". However, a few participants in each group acknowledged that a combination of all
three activities would send a stronger, co-ordinated message to local government. Nearly
all readers and non-readers strongly/somewhat agreed that 'political activity is important
and interesting'. But both groups of students agreed it is easier to make a difference by
volunteering in their community than volunteering in politics.
Undoubtedly, the assumption that citizens who regularly read newspapers are
more knowledgeable and engaged in political life greatly oversimplifies complex and
inter-related phenomenon. Beyond the newspaper dichotomy, these university
respondents communicated their political preferences in a number of different ways. Like
a dinner buffet, the young people who were interviewed appear to pick and choose how
they gather political information and participate in civic life. Evidence from this
particular group of university students reinforces the argument that educational
attainment, along with other interpersonal experiences, impacts young people's political
communication patterns, more so than any particular news habit.
As discussed in Chapter Two, researchers have spent many years documenting the
important influence that media, families and education play in shaping a young adult's
political communication patterns. But studies tend to explore these influences in isolation
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of each other rather than as a set of complementary factors. In this study I wanted to
better understand how the participants perceived these factors as a possible influence on
their news media habits and civic engagement.
Perceived Influences on Political Communication Preferences
The interview transcripts revealed that both reading and non-reading participants
attributed their political communication preferences to a variety of mediated and
interpersonal experiences. According to this small group of undergraduate students,
family appears to be one of the most important influences on their political
communication preferences.
As alluded to throughout this thesis, the news media habits and political
involvement of parents appears to play a powerful role in shaping a young person's
political communication preferences. Among the twenty young adults interviewed, most
remembered discussing politics at the dinner table or watching news with their parents.
More than anything else, most respondents viewed family discussions as having an
important influence on their political preferences, confirming the lifelong work of
political socialisation scholars such as Steven Chaffee. For example, while R4 remembers
parents yelling at the television and discussing politics, RIO mentioned that especially
during elections, her dad always explained the machinations of the political process and
the different roles and responsibilities of politicians. Several non-readers also reported
memories of family political discussions. NR7 remembered her parents: "paid a lot of
attention especially during elections and took time to explain what was happening".
Besides their level of political interest, participants were also asked if their
parents were currently involved in politics. This question was supposed to gauge whether
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the respondents reflected their parents' political communication preferences. As
mentioned earlier in the chapter, NR5 emerged as the best example of this complex
correlation. While he did not feel voting was an effective way of communicating one's
opinions, NR5 did remember his parents discussing the important role of citizens in the
political process. As stated earlier in this chapter, while his father was actively involved
at the local level, NR5 communicated his political preferences by volunteering for a
student association and voting exclusively at the municipal level.
Half of all the participants reported his/her parents being actively involved in
politics, whether that was through voting or volunteering. Besides influencing their news
media habits, every respondent mentioned that their parents influenced their political
perceptions. For example, R5 reflected during the interview:
I think the number of young people who don't vote or don 7 think voting is
important is astounding... and I wonder where that comes from.... and I
think its got to start with the family ...I mean its not conceivable in my
family that you wouldn 7 vote....
According to this group, political discussions with their parents seemed to have a
lasting impact on the participants' general civic engagement. But it is important to note
that the political communication patterns of parents did not predict the participant's
specific news media habits or involvement in particular political activities. That said, the
anecdotes drawn from the interview transcripts suggest the importance of further research
regarding the apparent relationship between the civic engagement of young adults and
their parents' political communication.
Both readers and non-readers also acknowledged how different aspects of
education such as elementary school, secondary school, university courses, university
professors or teachers outside university, played a role in shaping their political
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communication preferences. Few studies directly ask young adults if schools and/or
curriculum did an adequate job preparing them to be engaged citizens in the political
process. Each participant was asked if schools needed to spend more time teaching the
basics about getting involved in politics, activism and the issues of the day (Bennett,
1997; Hibbings & Theiss Morse, 1996).
More readers than non-readers credited elementary and/or secondary school with
having an impact upon their political preferences. But nearly all twenty respondents
believe that schools need to do a better job preparing youth for active involvement in
civic life. As R5 eloquently remarked, "Schools do a poor job, you don't learn about your
responsibility. You learn a lot of history, you learn about different positions people play
in government but you don't necessarily learn about your responsibility and about the
privilege of democracy...." Similarly, NR3 remarked that, ".. the courses taken in
university, the mass media course I took made me a little bit more involved let's say it's
required that you take a political science course because I think taking the courses in high
school I was too young to care...." These findings seem to confirm suggestions from
other researchers that educational institutions need to improve how they teach the
responsibility of citizenship (Bennett, 1997; Hibbings & Theiss Morse, 1996). Surveys
conducted with larger numbers of young Canadian adults would help clarify these
perceptions and possibly prompt recommendations from the larger population.
While the newspaper reading participants seemed to acknowledge the influence of
more education-related factors on their political communication preferences, the nonreading respondents tended to credit more interpersonal factors, such as friends,
employers, or church. For example, NR5 acknowledged that his friends influenced his

political perceptions, but he did not elaborate on how they influenced his political
communication preferences. Overall, very few participants mentioned friends as an
important influence on their political preferences. However, this does not mean that these
factors did not actually influence the participants' political communication preferences,
just that they perceived these factors to be non-influential.
Similarly, inquiries regarding encounters with politicians, political parties,
public speakers, community groups or activist organisations were also explored
during the interviews. Once again, non-readers tended to select more of these factors than
were the reader participants. Only a small number of participants in each group
acknowledged the impact of various public speakers. Even though non-reading
participants mentioned interpersonal factors more often during the interviews, the
newspaper reading group tended to acknowledge the media as an important influence.
Respondents were asked if newspapers, television, books, magazines and films
influenced how they perceived politics. While more reading participants acknowledged
newspapers as an influence on their political communication preferences, this groups was
twice as likely as their non-reading counterparts to mention the impact of books.
Nevertheless, a majority of respondents in each group mentioned television as an
influence on their political perceptions, but during the interviews, there was no follow up
inquiry pertaining to whether these factors influenced the participant in a positive or
negative way.
Once again, it is important to stress that these findings are not necessarily an
accurate barometer of how different mediated and interpersonal factors actually impact a
young person's political communication practices. The responses do, however, provide a
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unique window into the role that a wide variety of factors play in shaping the political
communication preferences of these young adult participants.
Suggestions to Facilitate Greater Political Communication
Not only do many scholars lament the disappearance of young people from the
political process, they tend to focus on what youth fail to do in political life. Therefore,
the interviews provided an excellent opportunity to inquire whether political institutions
could employ different strategies to facilitate greater involvement among younger
generations. At the end of each interview, participants were asked to rate the
effectiveness of a series of suggestions made in previous studies to entice young people
to become more involved in politics. The suggestions were similar to ones used in a
variety of previous American surveys with college youth (Institute of Politics, 2000;
Freyman & McGoldrick, 2001; Kaiser Family Foundation, 2000).
Participants were asked to evaluate each suggestion along a likert scale, ranging
from 'very effective' to 'not at all effective', and then explain why they chose that
particular answer. A few of the suggestions, such as holding more televised debates, or
conducting more town hall meetings at the university, received largely mixed results
from both readers and non-readers. As NR6 noted, "Debates are just a forum to gain
votes and not necessarily address issues."
Specifically, some respondents mentioned animal rights and education as those
issues most likely to 'get students more involved in polities'. According to other surveys,
issues such as education, health care, electoral reform, and the environment concern
Canadians of all ages (Berdahl, 2001; Calgary Herald. 2001, p. A3). Not surprisingly,

most participants specifically mentioned the rising cost of postsecondary tuition as the
most important issue among students. Even so, R6 noted:
Issues that students find are important to them they will participate
in... the problem is...just that people [students] are happy with the status
quo. They like things the way they are or, they don't dislike it enough to
really do anything about it other than complain.
Additionally, participants from both groups suggested Internet petitions as a
useful political communications tool among younger citizens. Another suggestion
popular among the respondents was the idea of a loan forgiveness program that would
require students to work for the government at least three to five years after completing
their university degree. However, this idea received largely mixed reviews from both
groups. While many respondents greeted this suggestion with scepticism, some
interpreted it as buying political support. However, two suggestions received
overwhelming support from participants. First, that the government should create a nonpartisan political action network and secondly, that they should construct a website that
contained practical information pertaining to civic engagement.
Additionally, nearly the entire 'reading' sample as well as a majority of nonreaders agreed that the creation of an arms-length, government funded political action
network might facilitate greater student involvement in politics. Modelled after the Youth
Employment Centre, the sole purpose of the network would be to market non-partisan
political and community information that would enable citizens to 'make a difference' in
the public sphere of their choice, whether that was political or civic and at the federal,
provincial or local levels. For example, the network would provide relevant contact
information for those citizens who wish to get involved in a particular organisation or
activity. Even though it received favourable reviews, a few respondents worried that the
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government would find some way to utilize the network as a partisan vehicle. As R6
wryly noted, "The people that are interested are the people that are going to participate in
those sorts of organisations.. so that isn't going to make more people participate."
Furthermore, all except one participant supported the creation of an information
website that would provide practical information, as long as it was marketed correctly. As
discussed earlier in this chapter, because university students access the Internet on a daily
basis, a website may reach those young adults either intentionally or accidentally. This
certainly gives credence to the creation of a carefully marketed website that would
contain relevant and practical information pertaining to a wide variety of activities
directed to different public spheres. Even so, some respondents believed the website
would only be effective among those actively seeking this sort of information. Similarly,
R6 assessed the website strategy by reflecting:
... it would be effective if people knew about it... urn how you got that
information out there just making the transition easier and I think you can
do that through technology... A website that had those sort of programs
and told you how to get involved and where you could go... had
contacts...was marketed well and could get the attention... [would be
successful]
Perhaps R5 best summarised why these two suggestions received support from most
participants. As she remarked during her interview, "I just like all the ideas about
facilitating the process...it seems like student life and political life are perhaps a separate
thing and that students don't necessarily know how to get in there."
Overall, the young adult participants in this study learned about and then
communicated their political preferences in a variety of ways. Political stakeholders such
as governments, politicians, political parties, news media and interest groups should
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further explore these suggestions in hopes of improving the political communication
process among all segments of Canadian society.
Limitations of Research Findings
While the value of this small study will be addressed in the following chapter, it is
necessary to address the applicability of these research findings. As the Introductory
chapter stated, the purpose of this thesis was to explore the relationship, not the causality,
between regular newspaper reading and political participation among this small group of
Canadian university students. This thesis approached these limitations in a similar
manner to Harvard University's Pippa Norris, who once cautioned that:
... cross sectional surveys carried out at only one point in time make it
difficult to resolve the classic chicken-and-egg direction of causality. Is
there a selection bias? Does political interest cause us to turn on Meet the
Press or Nightlinel Or is there a media effect? Does watching these
programs make us more politically interested?.. Or do people who don't
trust others and are not engaged in community simply prefer, as a matter
of personal choice, to stay home and watch TV? We cannot tell from
cross-sectional survey data. (2000, p. 44)
Therefore, this study was interested in those young adults most likely to
participate in political life: regular newspaper readers and educated youth. As a result, the
exclusive public sphere of the University of Calgary became a logical starting point in
uncovering the complex connections between news media habits and political
participation by individuals.
To fully understand the nuances that emerged from the interview data, it is also
important to briefly review the recruitment process, as discussed in Chapter Three. When
each student signed up for an interview, they were asked to identify whether or not they
considered themselves a 'regular' reader of the newspaper, which was defined in this
study as three or more times per week. Therefore, each reader and non-reader interview
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was based upon the participant's self-reported reading habit. It was thought that this
caveat would result in more students signing up to be interviewed, rather than attempting
to recruit ten students who N E V E R read the newspaper.
Ironically, the recruitment process was based on the very assumptions that the
study sought to test; that those who regularly read newspapers participated more in civic
life and would therefore be more willing to take the time to discuss their news media
habits and political engagement. As a result, this recruitment rationale skewed the case
study sample in that all except one of the students reported reading the newspaper
anywhere between once a month to as much as twice a week, depending upon the
participant.
But the examination of newspaper 'reading' is a tricky concept to study in the first
place. Asking each respondent the length and frequency with which they consumed a
particular medium is the best way a researcher can access its actual use by the
participants. With that said, using terms such as reading, attention, and exposure cannot
necessarily capture the participant's comprehension of a particular issue or how the news
media specifically influences a person's political preferences.
Nevertheless, a qualitative study provides the opportunity to clarify how
newspaper reading fits within the participant's political communication repertoire. A l
qualitative researchers must rely on the clarity of each question, and the willingness of
participants to respond as truthfully as possible. The main goal of this study was to better
understand how this particular group perceived news media and politics along with their
engagement in different public spheres. It is important to explore how a group of young
citizens learn about the political process and how they actually engaged themselves in
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civic life. This study confirms that these two concepts are indelibly inter-connected in the
democratic process.
That said, how other segments of Canadian society utilize news media and
participate in a myriad of parallel public spheres would further clarify the subtle yet
intriguing patterns found in this study. For example, similar qualitative interviews with
university undergraduates across the country would illustrate relevant cross-sectional
patterns, while building a conceptual framework with which to better understand how
certain mediated, institutional, and interpersonal factors combine to produce different
political communication preferences. With that said, this study begins to frame a complex
and contemporary Canadian based argument. As well, the interviewfindingsfrom this
group of young adults seems to confirm Pippa Norris' argument that:
Through repeatedly reading or watching news about politics and public
affairs, broadly defined, people gradually acquire practical information
that helps them to make voting decisions, that prompts them to get
involved in community organizations, and that encourages them to trust
the political process. Through the virtuous circle, the news media further
activate those who are already most active. (2000, p. 318)
Ideally, the findings from this thesis will encourage other graduate students,
academics and concerned observers to further explore the political communication
preferences of other young Canadian adults. Hopefully, future qualitative and
comparative research will clarify whether this group of young educated adults is the norm
or rather the exception, regarding civic engagement in contemporary Canadian
democracy.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION & RECOMMENDATIONS
This thesis explored the political communication preferences of a small group of
young adults attending the University of Calgary. Often the benchmark against which
civic activity tends to be examined, this thesis examined whether a regular newspaper
reading habit predicted political participation. Among this particular group of university
students, the differences between the newspaper reading and non-reading participants
seem to be one of intensity rather than direction (Berdahl, 2001, p. 23). In other words,
the research findings indicate that variations in the participants' news media habits,
political perceptions and civic engagement appear more subtle than substantial.
While many scholars' voice concerns that young people are disengaged and
abandoning conventional sources of news and political participation, these worries appear
unfounded among this particular group of young educated adults. For example, the
interview participants willingly engaged in voting, consumed news media on a regular
basis, and engaged in a variety of civic activities. Nevertheless, it is necessary to
highlight some of patterns, preferences, and questions that emerged from the interview
data.
News Media Consumption
The interview participants reported a steady interest in, and regular attention to,
conventional news sources such as newspapers and television news. All except one
participant reported believing that 'it is important to stay informed of politics and current
events'. However, it is unclear if the interview participants are the exception to the trend,
or if other segments of society remain as steadfast in their interest and attention to news
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media as well as similar forms of political engagement. Clearly, further research among
other pockets of young Canadian adults is required to clarify these findings.
Although previous research examined news media habits in isolation from each
other, this study explored a myriad of news media habits and political activities in hopes
of achieving a more in-depth understanding of this group's political communication
preferences. This study found that respondents gathered political information in a number
of different yet complementary ways including regular consumption of free print
publications and regularly tuning in to Canada's public broadcaster.
Another common denominator among all participants was their access to, and use
of, the Internet. While usually for school-related purposes, each participant admitted to
riding the information superhighway almost every day of the week, but the regular
newspaper reading participants were more likely to seek out news on the Internet via
established news media home pages. While this difference between the two groups
regarding on-line preferences seems intriguing, it is difficult to determine the reasons
underlying the newspaper reading participants higher consumption of on-line news.
Further research is required to determine if other pockets of Canadian youth utilize this
information technology in similar ways to gather news.
Additionally, while the reading participants read newspapers more frequently, the
non-readers tended to consume more television news. Those participants who never read
newspapers often supplemented newspaper reading with other news habits such as
watching television news at night or during the morning. Not surprisingly, almost every
respondent regularly watched nightly national news.

98
Interestingly, almost half of the participants' regularly watched or listened to
Canada's public broadcaster. According to the participants, Canada's public broadcaster
appears to play an important and respected role in delivering the news, but it is unclear if
these sentiments mirror those of other Canadian youth. Recent surveys do show that a
majority of Canadians support the C B C , which does not make this particular group of
young adults very different from older generations (Bibby, 2001, p. 245).
It is important to note that the existence of the CBC also clearly demarcates
Canada's news media from the largely commercial American media environment.
Therefore, the use of, and support for the CBC, as reported by this study's participants,
should encourage future political communications research outside the American context
(Norris & Sanders, 2001, p. 12). This group of Canadian university students interviewed
for this thesis utilised news media and participated in the political process at greater
levels than American youth (Institute of Politics, 2000; Freyman & McGoldrick, 2001).
Even so, most of the participants expressed scepticism regarding the media's role
in the political process. While a few respondents used neutral language to characterise the
connection between media and politics, many described the relationship as entertainmentoriented, corrupt, or biased. Nevertheless, there a many ways to interpret the respondents'
high levels of scepticism.
For example, the participant's level of education could be one reason for the
cynicism expressed towards news media and politics. These feelings seem to support the
argument that higher levels of educational attainment have resulted in a citizenry
increasingly critical of political institutions (Nevitte, 2000; Inglehart, 1997). Another
plausible explanation is that young citizens are more cynical than older generations
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because they have been raised in a media saturated society that consistently frames
politics in negative terms (Patterson, 2000, p. 13). These feelings also appear similar to
those older Canadians, who are increasingly dissatisfied with unresponsive politicians,
political parties and governments (Howe & Northrup, 2000; Nevitte, n.d.).
Connecting News Media Consumption to Political Participation
The concept of a news media hierarchy, where newspaper reading leads to greater
levels of political knowledge and civic engagement could not be adequately explored
among this small group of educated youth. Based on this study and the educational
attainment of the participants, it remains unclear if newspapers are key to producing
interested and engaged young citizens. Regular newspaper reading did not predict the
level of political participation among this particular sample of young university students.
While the non-reading participants watched more television news programming than their
reading counterparts, this did not seem to affect how they participated in political life.
Among those respondents old enough to vote, most cast a ballot during the federal and
provincial elections, while half of all those interviewed reported voting at the local level.
Regardless of a regular newspaper reading habit, television consumption does not appear
to erode the participant's ties to community or their interest in politics (Putnam, 2000;
Hart, 1996).
Similar to previous studies, the findings from this thesis seem to affirm the
argument that television introduces youth to political life, whether participants' watched
the news during dinner or remembered viewing the election night coverage with their
parents (Chaffee & Yang, 1990; Stempel III & Hargrove, 1996). Even though the
newspaper-reading participants did express slightly higher levels of efficacy and
willingness to contribute either money or time to political parties, this small study cannot

make definite generalizations regarding these subtle differences. For example, while
those participants who regularly read newspapers tended to express slightly higher levels
of political efficacy overall, it is unclear if this means anything in terms of actual political
engagement, as all participants appeared involved in a variety of meaningful civic
activities. Regardless of their newspaper reading habit, most participants expressed an
interest in politics and considered voting an important duty of citizenship. They also
participated in a number of civic activities both within and outside of the political
process.
While causality cannot be determined, it is clear that news media are important
conduits of political information for these participants. For example, although both
groups expressed similar levels of interest and attention to news, they tended to utilize
different news media on a more regular basis. Overall, the results from this study are in
line with Pippa Norris' theory of the virtuous circle that those citizens interested in
politics tend to seek news from more than one source and are therefore more likely to
participate in civic life. As Norris explains that:
A virtuous circle represents an iterative process gradually exerting a
positive impact on democracy. The causal steps in this process cannot be
demonstrated, any more than we can examine the lifelong socialization
process whereby the family, workplace, and community shape political
attitudes. The effects are understood as diffuse, operating cumulatively
over a lifetime of exposure to the news, rather than being specific to the
impact of particular media messages. Nevertheless, this theory provides a
reasonable interpretation that makes sense of the consistently positive
association between use of the news media and civic engagement... (2000,
p. 318)
Rather than researchers focusing on a particular news media habit in isolation of others,
the results from this study should encourage researchers to examine a citizen's entire
information gathering repertoire. Although this increases the complexity of the research

agenda, it potentially provides a richer and more comprehensive picture of a citizen's
political communication preferences.
Because of the participants' diverse yet steadfast news media consumption,
further inquiry should focus on the quality and content of those most popular political
news formats (Patterson, 2001). Similar to the civic journalism movement in the United
States, the commercial behemoths that dominate the current news media environment
need to be held to a higher standard in terms of what and how they report politics.
Because the definition of news has become more porous in recent years, along with the
plain fact that news media are the central conduit between government and citizens,
requires scrutiny regarding the quality of information communicated to citizens
(Swanson, 2000). Even though these above recommendations are based on the
extrapolation of the interview data, they provide intriguing and important topics for
future research.
Perceived Influences on Political Communication
The results from this study demonstrate that the participant's political
participation appears to be a by-product of both interpersonal and mediated experiences.
Besides media, many other interpersonal factors shaped the political communication
preferences of this particular group of university students (Norris, 2000; Almond &
Verba, 1965). Based on the interview findings, family communication patterns, such as
watching television news, reading the newspaper and discussing politics left a lasting
impression upon the young participants (Barnhurst, 2000, p. 23). While the perceived
importance of these factors did not directly influence specific news media habits, those
who remembered family discussions were more likely to be involved in a wide array of
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political activities. That said, researchers should further examine the impact of family
discussions, parental political interest and civic involvement within the Canadian context.
According to the young adult respondents, schools need to improve how they
teach Canadian citizenship. As discussed in several interviews, school curriculum should
focus more on the individual responsibilities of citizens, rather than focusing exclusively
on an abstract model and processes. Scholars should continue to explore how educational
stakeholders can better communicate the pragmatic details yet complexity of the
relationship between news media, citizens and the political process.
Another finding from this study was that the relationship between education, news
media consumption and political participation is an incredibly complex phenomenon
because it depends upon a number of factors too vast to explore in this small study.
Not only does political interest and civic engagement require concerted and co-ordinated
effort, but according to the research findings, a certain amount of serendipity must
happen between a variety of interpersonal and mediated communication influences
including parents, schools, political institutions and news media. Perhaps future studies
will consider these intervening variables when studying the political communication
process (Jennings & Niemi, 1974, p. 321).
Based on the interview findings, educational attainment appears to be a more
powerful predictor of general news media consumption and political engagement among
this group of young adults, than the existence of a regular newspaper reading habit.
Interestingly, the university setting was chosen in hopes that education would be held
constant, but the interview results only served to highlight the importance of educational
attainment in cultivating interested and involved citizens.
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Because educational attainment remains one of the most important factors,
scholars need to explore how and where other groups of youth communicate their
political preferences (Biais, Gidengil et. al, 2001, p. 5). Most likely, the level of
educational attainment among the interview participants was the main reason they read
newspapers, watched television news and engaged in different civic activities. Future
discussions with citizens of varying educational and demographic backgrounds will help
clarify if and how the participants differ from their Canadian peers in terms of their news
media habits, perceptions and ultimate engagement in political life.
Political Perceptions of Participants
Regardless of their newspaper reading habits, nearly all participants voted in the
federal and provincial elections and perceived these particular levels of politics to be
more relevant to their lives than municipal politics/government. Among this group of
young adults, fewer participants voted at the municipal level than any other election. In
terms of understanding why, most participants felt uninformed about local issues and the
process of voting at the municipal level. Future research might want to explore if these
sentiments and level of involvement are similar among other groups of Canadian youth.
Interestingly, while many respondents felt uninformed concerning municipal
politics, many of the participants felt most efficacious at the local level. According to the
participants, volunteering, not voting is more effective in exacting political change at the
local level. When asked if the voting process could be made easier, several readers
responded that it was already easy to vote. By comparison, many non-reading participants
felt they needed more information before increasing their level of political involvement.
These findings also substantiate the need for research regarding how citizens engage in
politics at different levels of government.
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That is to say, studies often focus on voter turnout during federal elections but fail
to examine a person's participation in other civic activities. According to the interview
participants, voting by itself does not provide an accurate picture of young Canadians'
contemporary political communication patterns. Just as their news media habits reflect an
unparalleled level of diversity, the young participant's political preferences manifested
themselves in a variety of ways.
For example, while more non-reader participants attended a demonstration, nearly
all respondents reported signing a petition, boycotting a product, and volunteering.
According to the interview respondents, these aforementioned activities are considered
equally legitimate forms of political expression. In the future, scholars may want to
approach political participation as a multi-dimensional construct, with voting as only one
very important way of communicating political preferences (Eveland & Scheufele, 2000,
p. 221; Almond & Verba, 1965).
Overall, there were few differences between the two groups in terms of other civic
activities. Reading participants more so than their non-reading counterparts expressed
greater interest in writing political representatives and joining political parties. Most of
the respondents appeared interested and active in the electoral process, particularly at the
federal/provincial levels. While interest in joining a political party was generally higher
among the reading participants, many non-readers still expressed interest in contributing
their time to a party in the future. These sentiments are not unlike those of older
Canadians, as indicated in recent surveys (Berdahl, 2001; Bibby, 2001).
Both groups of respondents strongly agreed that politicians and political parties
are not concerned with the views or opinions of students. This finding echoes previous
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surveys, which highlight how citizens of all ages feel ignored by governments and
politicians (Bibby, 2001; Howe & Northrup, 2000). Perhaps this finding needs further
consideration by institutions such as news organisations, governments and political
parties. The question emerging from this data is, do governments and political parties
understand how to effectively communicate with citizens, in particular young adults, or is
it simply a matter of miscommunication? Future research can aid in answering this
critical question.
Suggestions to Improve the Political Communication Process
The participants also provided a number of potential communication strategies to
engage younger people in the political communication process. According to this group,
political parties, news organisations, governments, and interest groups should better
inform young citizens about relevant issues as well as provide practical tips on how and
where to vote. Respondents believe that institutions need to do a better job
communicating how youth can impact policy decisions and the political process by
actively participating in civic life.
As discussed in the previous chapter, most participants supported the creation of
an arms-length government funded political awareness/ information network, which
would allow citizens of all ages, but marketed to youth, to learn more about how to
actually engage in the political process. Governments, political parties and political
organisations should intensify efforts to access youth where they gather their information;
via a non-partisan website (or university homepage), free print publications, or even in
high schools. For example, billboards could post the 'catchy' website address that youth
and citizens alike could easily remember for future use.
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Another popular suggestion among the interview respondents was setting up a
one-stop mass marketed website for each city, region and/or province with relevant
political information. For example, the Calgary website would contain political/civic
information pertaining to the local area; similar websites would exist in every city region
across the country, including each federal/provincial constituency. More specifically, the
website could provide background on each political party and representative as well as
provide instructions on how to vote in the federal, provincial, and local elections. As the
high level of support among the participants suggests, different levels of government
should improve their co-ordination with each other to better communicate with citizens.
As an example, links or contact information should be provided for other issuerelated or political organisations that exist in a young person's community. The same
easily accessible website could explain the mandate and activities of particular
organisations by providing details regarding the different ways young citizens could
participate, volunteer, aid in public awareness, or contribute money. To reach those
citizens without access to on-line sources, perhaps public libraries and government
offices (local, provincial, and federal) could provide access to this political information
through brochures. Another popular strategy would be providing this information to
every educator/school board in the country responsible for teaching government and/or
citizenship (Hibbings & Thess-Morse, 1996). In other words, there are many ways
political institutions such as governments, political parties and schools can solicit greater
political participation among all Canadians.
While the participants considered only a few suggestions as potentially effective,
it is clear that governments need to better understand how to engage citizens of all ages in
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greater political dialogue. By communicating the practical information needed for
political engagement, citizens will be more likely to align both their personal interests
and time with certain activities. Perhaps future research will explore which public spheres
that other groups of citizens, in particular young adults, are participating in to better
understand the strengths and weaknesses of contemporary democracy.
Contemporary Citizenship
Only future surveys/interviews with specific segments of Canadian society,
divided by age and education, can confirm these preliminary findings. But the research
findings do not support the postmaterialist theory of citizenship in that this group of
younger citizens does not appear to participate in politics in new and different ways.
Rather, this group of young educated adults did not stray far from the flock of older
Canadians. That is to say, the majority of participants voted, expressed interest in politics
and engaged in numerous civic activities. The student participants expressed a strong
commitment to democracy and understood the importance of staying informed through a
wide variety of news sources. Unlike the findings found in American surveys, this small
sample of Canadian youth appear to integrate newspaper reading with a number of other
political communication preferences. Rather than abandoning civic society, this particular
group of young Canadians appears ready, willing, and able to effectively participate in
political life.
The findings from this study also demonstrate that political communication
researchers need to move beyond the traditional 'good' or 'bad' dichotomy, often used in
examining political communication. More specifically, a person's news media habits and
political participation should not be compared to ideal standards of citizenship such as
newspaper reading and voting. This flawed conception of citizenship also implicitly
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assumes the presence of a single and uniform public sphere, which is clearly unrealistic.
Additionally, "Because citizens are increasingly interested in politics, they are more
attentive, and there is greater media exposure, the chances are that the behaviours of
elected officials will continue to be scrutinised very closely" (2000, p. S89). Therefore,
the interview findings seem similar to Neil Nevitte's argument that:
Citizens' levels of political participation, broadly conceived, are rising not
falling. Moreover, interest in politics is on the rise not declining. Rising
levels of political participation and interest are signs of democratic health
not sickness. What is at issue is the style of political participation: Citizens
are turning less to political parties, and relying more on direct action
strategies of participation. (2000, p. S90)
Once again, the apparent dissatisfaction with political parties is not unique to
these participants, according to recent Canadian research (Bibby, 2001, p. 245; O'Neill,
2000). Therefore, the findings from this study suggest, but cannot confirm, that political
institutions have failed to meet the heightened expectations of an increasingly educated,
less deferential society (Nevitte, 2000, p. s88). Perhaps citizens that populate other public
spheres outside an institutional setting such as the university, or are of other ethnic and
educational backgrounds will reveal strikingly different political preferences and media
habits. According to the interview participants' news media, governments, and political
parties have an excellent opportunity, through careful communication, to engage greater
numbers of younger Canadians in the political process.
This study went far beyond the confines of newspaper reading, voting and joining
political parties to better understand the complex factors underlying the political
communication preferences of young Canadian adults. In doing so, this thesis discovered
that this particular group of youth communicated their political preferences using more
than one particular news media source or civic activity. While these findings are most

likely due to the multiplying media environment, it does not necessarily reflect or
substantiate claims that this group of youth exhibited postmaterial social values, as
argued by Inglehart and other advocates of postmaterial change.
Concluding Thoughts
As mentioned in Chapter 3, the selection bias in terms of interviewing young
undergraduate students was done to reveal the political communication preferences of
those most likely to become involved in traditional and unconventional activities.
Because statistics and surveys tell only part of the story, this qualitative study provides a
useful and in-depth addition to the positivist literature that exists within Canadian
scholarship (Howe & Northrup, 2000; O'Neill, 2001). It is important to remember that,
"Too often, anecdotal evidence has been accepted as it if were proof that the patterns
observed were typical among young people" (Bennett & Rademacher, 1997, p. 39).
The reason for conducting these interviews was to further explore the complex
connections between news media habits and civic engagement with hopes that scholars
and policy makers might consider expanding their research based on the questions raised
in this qualitative study (Yin, 1994, p. 110). To advance our thinking about media effects,
postmaterialism and generational change, subsequent studies should continue to explore
the relationships between news media and political participation among different
segments of Canadian society (Eveland & Scheufele, 2000, p. 231). By directly asking a
small group of university students how, where and why they communicate their political
preferences, the findings from this study effectively sets the stage for further inquiry
regarding contemporary Canadian definitions of citizenship, democracy, and political
communication.
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