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Introduction

It is well established that young people are less engaged with politics than
older adults. From turnout to political interest, young people are often
absent from political discussions and activities (Blais and Loewen, 2011;
Delli Carpini, 2000; Howe, 2010; Wattenberg, 2008). Yet in the 2008
American presidential election and the 2015 Canadian federal election,
young people were mobilized. Turnout for 18 to 24 year olds was higher
in Obama’s first election than in any since 1972 among this age group,
and the election that brought Trudeau to office boasted a dramatic 18 per
cent increase among the same age cohort. Clearly, young people can be
inspired and mobilized to take part in politics; the key is to better understand
how that can happen if the election itself is not particularly inspiring.

Scholars have long sought to understand what drives lower political
engagement among young people. Howe (2010) suggests that this is
related to political inattentiveness, less social integration and stronger
peer influence that tend to increase indifference to politics. In 2007,
O’Neill published a study claiming that young Canadians are not indifferent
to politics, but they are different; they take part in non-traditional political
activities and demonstrate, volunteer and are members of groups and orga-
nizations. In general, a variety of different effects have been considered as
causes of turnout decline, including generational differences, such as levels
of deference, and lifecycle effects, such as being less engaged in political
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life due to personal circumstances, and period effects, such as major events
that affect political orientations of a cohort (Blais et al., 2004). Blais and
Rubenson (2013) suggest that generational value change is a key factor.

In this article we consider the issue from a different angle. With the
observed increases in turnout for exciting elections, one possibility is that
young people are motivated by their social environment. In the 2008 US
and 2015 Canadian elections, the turnout increases for young people
were higher than for older voters (actually fewer older adults voted in the
US), suggesting that young people may respond to political discussion in
their social networks differently than older cohorts. Thus, in this article
we build upon these ideas by moving the discussion of youth political
engagement into the realm of social networks.

We know, from existing research, that social environments can have a
profound impact on one’s political attitudes, beliefs and behaviours (see, for
example, Fitzgerald and Curtis, 2012; Huckfeldt and Sprague, 1991;
Jennings and Niemi, 1981). The ideas and values encountered in each
social situation, and especially how they are translated into political atti-
tudes and preferences, are important sources of information as citizens
develop their own opinions. What we do not know is whether social net-
works fulfill the same role for young people as they do for older adults.
Is there a generational difference? Does political discussion matter more
or less for young people? Although there is some research that examines
the social networks of young people (Harrell et al., 2009; Quintellier
et al., 2012), no previous work has addressed this issue with comparable
data and measures for both cohorts.

In this article, we consider whether the relationships between political
discussion, political disagreement and political engagement differ signifi-
cantly by age cohort using a single, national online survey of Canadians.
We consider the possibility that young adult engagement may vary by activ-
ity and that they may respond differently to different types of networks. Our
findings provide some clarification on the issue as they suggest that discus-
sion affects young adults differently than older adults but there is little evi-
dence of generational variation in the effects of disagreement.

Social Network Effects

There is a rich body of literature that documents how one’s social context,
including networks, discussion and diversity, influences political behav-
iour. Social context has been found to affect political participation and
engagement (Buton et al., 2012; Harell et al., 2009; Ikeda and Richey,
2005; Kenny, 1992; Knoke, 1990; Lake and Huckfeldt, 1998; Leighley,
1990; McClurg, 2003, 2006a, 2006b; Pattie and Johnston, 2009); vote
choice (Gidengil et al., 2007; Huckfeldt and Sprague, 1991; Sokhey and
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McClurg, 2012; Zuckerman et al., 1994) and partisan development
(Campbell et al., 1960; Jennings and Niemi, 1981; Zuckerman and Kroh,
2006; Zuckerman et al., 2007).

In each case, the primary mechanism at work is discussion. Through
discussion, people become aware of and informed about political issues.
Being informed and holding political opinions can in turn lead to a
variety of types of political activities.

However, political discussion is not always a neutral enterprise.
Discussing political issues with others can and likely will introduce an indi-
vidual to conflicting attitudes and opinions. What are the effects on political
engagement of having a heterogeneous discussion network? To date, the
findings are mixed. On the one hand, some researchers have found that
political engagement can increase in the presence of disagreement. For
example, the work of Cox and Munger (1989) and that of Blais (2000)
suggest that greater political competition increases the closeness of elec-
tions, which in turn spurs turnout. Scheufele and colleagues (2004) find
that political participation and hard news media use increase with social
network heterogeneity, and McLeod and colleagues (1999) report positive
effects on participation in public forums. Leighley (1990: 466) finds that
discussant conflict stimulates different forms of political participation and
Pattie and Johnston (2009) also find that political disagreement can be moti-
vating for many forms of political engagement.

On the other hand, there is also evidence that conflict in political dis-
cussion (heterogeneity or disagreement) can lead to a decrease in political
engagement. Early research into political behaviour found that cross-
pressures delay vote decisions and dampen political enthusiasm and
engagement (Campbell et al., 1960; Lazarsfeld et al., 1944). More recently,
Mutz (2002, 2006) finds that ambivalence towards politics increases when

Abstract. Disaffection of youth from politics is a well-documented phenomenon in many coun-
tries. In this article, we consider whether the social networks of young people have the same influ-
ence on political engagement as they have been found to have for older adults. We use a single
dataset to test the effects of discussion and disagreement on the political engagement of young
people (30 and under) and older adults. We find that social network discussion has a stronger
effect on the engagement of young people but that disagreement has no clear differential effect.

Résumé. La désaffection des jeunes envers la politique est un phénomène bien documenté dans
de nombreux pays. Dans le présent article, nous examinons si les réseaux sociaux des jeunes exer-
cent sur l’engagement politique la même influence qui a été observée chez les adultes plus âgés.
Nous utilisons un seul ensemble de données pour tester les effets de la discussion et du
désaccord sur l’engagement politique des jeunes (30 ans et moins) et des adultes âgés. Nous con-
statons que la discussion sur les réseaux sociaux a un effet plus marqué sur l’engagement des
jeunes, mais que le désaccord n’a pas d’effet différentiel évident.
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discussion is conflictual and argues that social accountability or conflict
avoidance can lead to a withdrawal from political activities in such
situations.

Other research provides a more nuanced view of the effects of network
heterogeneity. McClurg (2006a), for example, finds that network conflict
has a depressing effect on political activity when people are in the minority
of public opinion in their neighbourhood. This is consistent with Noelle-
Neumann’s “spiral of silence” interpretation (1974) of public opinion. If
someone whose opinions are not in line with the majority of the population
encounters political disagreement they are less likely to engage due to the
perceived lack of social support and fear of isolation. Complementing
this work, Nir suggests that conflict within social networks has nonlinear
effects (2011). Disagreement in oppositional networks (those in which
network members are mostly in conflict with the respondent) demobilizes
political engagement. However, respondents with mixed networks, where
there is competition between different viewpoints but the respondent has
at least some support, tend to be mobilized toward engaging in politics.

Fitzgerald and Curtis argue that disagreement in family environments
should have a different effect, as social accountability concerns should be
weaker (2012: 131). In their research, partisan conflict between parents
has an encouraging effect on political interest when the electoral context
is less competitive. Thus, how and whether one experiences social pressure
may be the key to understanding the effects of network conflict on political
behaviour.

Beyond the context in which heterogeneous discussion occurs, some
research also points to individual-level variation. Nir (2005), for example,
finds that being exposed to cross-pressures can help certain people (those
who are less ambivalent) make early vote decisions. Also supporting the
possibility of individual-level variation is the work of Djupe and colleagues
(2007) who find that practising civic skills in church is influenced by sim-
ilarity to the church group for women, but not men. Scheufele’s work
(1999) also finds that demographics and personal predispositions are
related to public opinion expression.1

Are Social Network Effects Different for Young People?

Despite the considerable breadth of the research discussed above, studies of
social network effects have yet to explore whether the relationships between
social network discussion and disagreement and political engagement differ
by age cohort. To be sure, certain research studies have focused on young
people, such as the work of Harrell and colleagues (2009) and Quintelier
and colleagues (2012), using surveys of young people in Belgium and
Canada, and research done by Dostie-Goulet (2009). The findings in
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these studies, however, provide only incomplete evidence as no direct com-
parisons are made to other age groups and they do not theorize about how
the effects of political discussion and conflict may differ between young
people and older adults. Thus, this article aims to build upon existing
research by explicitly comparing the relationships between young
people’s political engagement and network discussion and conflict to
those of older adults.

Of course, our theoretical starting point is not a tabula rasa. Extant lit-
erature provides reason to think that age might be a factor in the effects of
social network discussion and conflict. For example, Howe (2010) demon-
strates that political knowledge has a more dramatic positive effect on
turnout for young people than older adults. As one of the functions of polit-
ical discussion is to provide information, this finding suggests that discus-
sion in social networks may be more beneficial for encouraging political
engagement in young people compared to older adults. Young people
tend to have lower levels of knowledge to begin with, so they simply
may have more to gain from receiving information.

Findings for social network conflict also suggest that young people
may be more positively affected by their social networks than older
adults. Quintelier and colleagues (2012) and Harrell and colleagues
(2009) both find that political diversity has a motivating effect on the polit-
ical activity of young people, contrary to the depressing effect found for the
general population by some others. The work of Fitzgerald and Curtis
(2012) is also relevant as the respondents in their dataset have a mean
age under 30 and they report neutral or motivating effects of parental par-
tisan conflict (but never negative). It is therefore possible that the social
network experiences of young people may be different from those of
older adults. If the social accountability mechanism, or the fear of isolation
due to unpopular political expression, is weaker for young people, then the
potential for network heterogeneity or conflict to have a depressing effect
on political engagement will be much less. Given lower expressions of
political duty and efficacy among younger adults (Blais and Rubenson,
2013), being differentially affected by political heterogeneity is not hard
to imagine.

The analyses in this article are designed to consider the relationship
between social networks and political engagement for young people, in
comparison with the effects among older adults.

Hypotheses

We consider a number of different hypotheses in this article. First, we are
interested in any differences in the nature of the engagement-political dis-
cussion relationship in each age cohort. Given the discussion above, we
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expect that political discussion will have a positive relationship with polit-
ical engagement and that the relationship will be stronger for young people.

H1: Political discussion will be more strongly related to political
engagement among young people than older adults.

We also expect that social network heterogeneity will affect political
engagement positively and more strongly for young people, given the
research findings for young people and in spite of the mixed findings for
adults.

H2: Political disagreement will be positively and more strongly related
to political engagement among young people than older adults.

Our dependent variable, political engagement, is a broad term. There
are many different ways that individuals may engage in the political
realm, from being interested to voting to working for a party to giving a
monetary contribution. Work by Pattie and Johnston (2009) suggests that
the specific type of political activity being considered matters for the
effects of disagreement. As noted earlier, there is also research that indicates
young people participate differently in politics than older adults (O’Neill,
2007; Turcotte, 2015). Dalton (2015) takes this a step further and suggests
that there are different views of what makes a good citizen. Young people’s
political participation is not the same as that of older adults because it
reflects a different conception of good citizenship.

In order to investigate whether social network discussion and conflict
affect youth political engagement, then, we need to be sure that we evaluate
a number of different dependent variables. We conceptualize political
engagement as a hierarchy of increasingly public and committed activities
within the political sphere. We first consider simple expressions of political
interest, as it requires little effort on behalf of the respondent and is not nec-
essarily partisan. Our second measure of political engagement is an expres-
sion of party identification that reflects an attachment to a particular party
and necessarily conveys engagement with the political sphere and some
of the debates within it. Finally, we consider political engagement
through different forms of political activity. We make a distinction
between public and partisan activities (for instance, displaying a campaign
lawn sign or attending a political rally) and those that are not (anonymously
posting a comment online or voting). Our rationale is that there is a quali-
tative difference in the degree of commitment between those activities that
are non-partisan and those that are partisan, and the public component
follows from Campbell’s model of peer influence (discussed below) in
which he expects influence to be stronger when the attitude is “‘visible,’
that is, it should have a behavioral manifestation” (1980: 326). Further,
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differentiating types of participation also allows us to investigate some of
the considerations in O’Neill (2007), including that young people partici-
pate differently and take part in individual activities more than group
ones. While we might suspect that encouragement to participate is most
likely to create a difference in the more public and partisan activities, we
are mindful that if young people do not prefer such activities, then mobili-
zation may lead to more individualized and less traditional activities. Our
expectations are therefore that there will be variation between younger
Canadians and older adults and that these will vary by the type of
engagement:

H3: The effects of H1-2 will vary by the type of political engagement.

Finally, we address one additional potential source of variation: the
discussion group itself. Campbell (1980) develops a theory of group influ-
ence in which the importance of the group and attitude being influenced to
the individual, as well as the visibility and importance of the attitude to the
peer group, strengthens the influence of the group. He develops this theory
based upon ideas from Festinger and colleagues (1950). The key idea is that
peer influence is not guaranteed; there must be relevance for the attitude
being developed and holding compliant attitudes must matter (and be
visible) to the group. Campbell finds that political attitudes are influenced
by peers, although less so than (more visible) racial attitudes. He also
finds that the amount of influence is positively related to the political
involvement of the group (the attitude’s importance) for political efficacy
and political trust, but not partisanship.

Similarly, if disagreement is expected to affect individuals through the
mechanism of social accountability, it follows that in contexts where social
accountability pressures are low any dampening effect of heterogeneity
on political engagement will also be low. As Fitzgerald and Curtis
explain, “In contrast to less intimate settings, social accountability consid-
erations should be lowest within the private context of the family.
Discussion among family members should be more frank and less inhibited
by norms of social decorum than exchanges with less familiar acquain-
tances. Within this safer social environment, the informing mechanism of
disagreement—which pushes discord’s effects in a positive direction—
should be enhanced” (2012: 131).

Following this logic, we suspect that there may be differences in the
relationships of discussion and disagreement with engagement across the
types of social networks. In particular, we look at discussions with family
and household members, friends and work colleagues. These types of
social networks involve different degrees of discussant choice, familiarity
and permanence.
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We also have reason to suspect variation by age. According to Howe
(2010), there is a greater period of adolescence in modern society, which
increases the influence of peers on individuals. Given the importance of
peers to young adults there may be differences in the degree of social
accountability pressures in friend networks across age cohorts. However,
following Campbell (1980), if politics is not considered to be a domain
of importance to one’s friends, then such influence may be muted.

We expect household discussion to affect both young and older adults
similarly, as socialization begins at home and there is evidence that the
political activity of other household members is influential (Buton et al.,
2012; Fieldhouse and Cutts, 2012). For work networks, from Mutz and
Mondak we know that “the workplace is the leading context for exposure
to cross-cutting political discourse” (2006: 151) and that such exposure is
related to political tolerance and awareness of rationales for opposing
views. In terms of the sheer number of hours spent with such colleagues,
the impact of discussion and disagreement may be strongest for older
adults, for whom such contact is likely to be more intense. However, if
young people consider their work colleagues to be peers, then their influ-
ence may be quite strong as well.

Given the variety of effects indicated in the literature, we do not have
firm expectations for which networks will affect young people more or less
than older adults. We do, however, believe that it is an important question to
explore. Therefore, our hypothesis is quite general:

H4: The effects of H1 and H2 will vary by discussion network type.

Data and Methodology

To evaluate these hypotheses, we use a dataset collected through an online
survey of 2620 Canadians from February 1 to 26, 2013, by Harris/Decima.
The survey was designed to be nationally representative of region, gender
and language in Canada and includes an oversample of 1002 young
adults (30 and under). All analyses for this project use demographic
and propensity weights. This dataset enables us to test, using identical
questions and methods, whether the relationships between discussion and
disagreement and engagement differ by age cohort. Although we cannot
demonstrate causality, we can provide evidence suggestive of the direction
and intensity of the relationship as a first (and important) step in better
understanding the importance of social networks for the politicization of
young people.

Our dependent variables for this article are five different measures of
political engagement. The first, political interest, is a general measure of
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cognitive engagement with and attention to the political sphere, which has
been used in other studies (see, for example, Fitzgerald and Curtis, 2012).
Our measure is built from a question that asks “How interested are you in
FEDERAL politics? (very interested, somewhat interested, not very inter-
ested, not at all interested, don’t know, prefer not to say).” Our second
dependent variable is partisanship. Rather than focus on party identification
as an indicator of support for a specific party, we conceptualize it as a form
of political engagement. That is, we contend that if one identifies with a
party then he or she has chosen to situate him or herself in the political
arena and has chosen a “side,” so to speak. To this end, we are not con-
cerned with the direction of one’s identity so much as whether or not the
individual reports having one. The partisanship measure included in our
survey, commonly used in comparative work on partisanship, presents an
initial question before providing specific party options. This “closeness to
a party” measure asks: “Do you usually think of yourself as close to any
particular FEDERAL political party? (yes, no, don’t know, prefer not to
say).”

The final dependent variables are measures of political activity.
Respondents in our dataset were asked to “indicate how often you partici-
pate in the following POLITICAL activities? (regularly, sometimes, rarely,
never, don’t know, prefer not to say) Vote in elections, Give money to a
candidate or political party, Try to convince friends to vote for or against
a particular candidate or political party, Work for a candidate or political
party during a campaign, Put campaign signs in your yard or window,
Attend meetings or election rallies for a candidate or political party,
Leave comments on political blogs or online news articles about politics,
Use social media (including Twitter and Facebook) to comment on politics,
including “liking” and joining groups.” Our first measure of political activ-
ity is voting. We then divided the remaining activities to create two separate
measures of political activity: partisan campaigning (give money to a can-
didate or party, work for a candidate or party, put campaign signs in yard or
window, attend meetings or rallies2) and online engagement activities
(leave/post comments online, use social media to comment). We make
this distinction mindful of the argument of Quintelier and colleagues
(2012) that the mobilizing effects of network diversity will overcome neg-
ative effects for non-partisan activities. Our five political engagement var-
iables range in the degree of commitment to the political arena, as discussed
earlier, from political interest to non-partisan activity to party identification
to partisan activity.

Our independent variables of network discussion and conflict come
from questions that probe relationships with close friends, work colleagues,
and household members.3 For each discussion network, we have measures
from the following question: “In general, among all of your close friends/
work colleagues/household members, how often do you discuss politics?
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(often; sometimes; rarely; never; don’t know; prefer not to say).” We code
this variable 0 to 1 for increasing frequency of discussion. Our measure of
disagreement asks: ‘When you discuss politics with people in each of these
groups [close friends/work colleagues/household members], how often do
you tend to disagree? (often, sometimes, rarely, never, don’t know, prefer
not to say).4 We code this variable 0 to 1 for increasing frequency of dis-
agreement. We combine responses for each of household, friend and
work colleague networks into a single measure of disagreement for each
of the disagreement types to investigate hypotheses 1–3, and use the disag-
gregated variables for H4. While we recognize that each of these measures
is subjective and depends upon the respondent’s own recollections, we
follow Mutz in asserting that “it makes…theoretical sense to argue that
respondents will experience cross-pressures to the extent that they recog-
nize that their network members hold differing political views” (2002: 843).

Discussion, Disagreement and Engagement

We begin our empirical consideration of the research questions of this article
by exploring the distributions of the key dependent and independent vari-
ables by age cohort. We first consider distributions of discussion and dis-
agreement and then present the various indicators of political engagement.
Do young people engage in less political discussion, experience less political
conflict and are they less engaged than older respondents? Table 1 presents
descriptive statistics that bear on these questions.5 The mean cumulative
measure of discussion across all three social networks for young people is
0.43 (on a 0-1 scale). By contrast, the mean score for the same measure of
discussion among adults over the age of 30 is 0.49. This 6-point difference

TABLE 1
Discussion, Disagreement and Engagement Types by Age Groups

All 18–30 31–99

Discussion 0.47 0.43 0.49
Disagreement 0.44 0.41 0.46
Political Interest 0.61 0.53 0.65
Party Identification 0.40 0.35 0.43
Turnout 0.91 0.83 0.95
Party Campaigning 0.16 0.13 0.18
Online Engagement 0.19 0.27 0.14
Friend DK 20.8% 20.7 20.8
Work DK 39.9 32.1 42.9
Household DK 17.4 19.0 16.6

Bold type indicates difference of means between young people and older adults is significant at
p < 0.001.
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is significant at p < 0.001. Similarly, the average score for network disagree-
ment among adults under the age of 31 is 0.41 (again, on a 0-1 scale) and the
comparable value for older respondents is 0.46. This 5-point gap is signifi-
cant at p < 0.001. Simply put, our data clearly indicate that younger adults
discuss politics less and have fewer disagreements about politics than
older adults.

Table 1 also presents a comparison of our measures of political engage-
ment by age cohort. On average, older cohorts (above the age of 30) are
more interested in politics (by 12 points), more likely to hold a partisan
identity (by 8 points), more likely to vote (by 12 points) and are more
likely to engage in party campaigning (by 5 points) than respondents
under the age of 31. Each of these differences is statistically significant at
p < 0.001. By contrast, younger respondents are more likely to participate
in forms of online political engagement (by 13 points) as compared to
respondents over the age of 30. This difference is statistically significant
at p < 0.001. These means reflect the predominant narrative that younger
voters are somewhat less engaged than older voters. However, the online
engagement result suggests that opportunities for engagement through tech-
nological advances have been largely picked up by younger citizens.

Another preliminary question is whether young people simply have
fewer overtly political social networks than older adults. To provide a
simple indicator of this, we consider the number of reported “don’t
knows” for the partisan leanings of their discussion network, by network
type and age cohort. For the sample as a whole, 20.8 per cent of respondents
report not knowing the partisan identifications of their friend network, 39.9
per cent indicate not knowing this within their work network and 17.4 per
cent for their household discussion network. There are no substantive dif-
ferences between young and older adults in the incidence of not knowing
partisan identifications for both the friend and household discussion net-
works. However, there does appear to be a significant difference based
on age within the work network. In particular, older respondents are
more likely than younger adults to report not knowing the partisanship of
their work network.

These descriptive data suggest that young people engage in less polit-
ical discussion, report less conflict and do not have markedly less politi-
cized social groups except for the work network. Thus, there are some
differences and some similarities between the social experiences of young
and older adults.

How Does Discussion and Disagreement Affect Political Engagement?

To investigate the relationships between political discussion and disagree-
ment and types of political engagement, we first estimate models using
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the whole data set—all respondents aged 18 and older—to provide a base-
line against which to compare cohort effects. All models control for educa-
tion, gender and sense of duty to turn out6 and separate out discussion and
disagreement. Table 2 shows the results from these regressions (OLS for
each form of engagement except turnout where we utilize a logistic
regression).

In the first instance, it can be observed that in each model the coeffi-
cient for political discussion is significant and in the expected positive
direction: more political discussion within the social network correlates
with greater amounts of political engagement across our five indicators of
engagement. We also find that the coefficient for network disagreement
is only significant for turnout. Those who experience disagreement about
politics within their network are more likely to turn out. This finding pro-
vides support for the idea that disagreement mobilizes political engagement.
However, although insignificant, the coefficients for three of the remaining
four measures of engagement are negative. This suggests that the mixed
findings in the literature may be realized elsewhere as well.

We also expect that the effects of discussion and disagreement may
increase based on the substantive nature of these forms of engagement
(H3). Based upon average marginal effects (displayed in Table 3), the rela-
tionship with political discussion is strongest for political interest and par-
tisan engagement and smallest for non-partisan engagement, which does
not follow the hypothesized pattern.7 By contrast, the only significant
effect for political disagreement is found for turnout. Experiencing polit-
ical opposition within one’s discussion networks is not significantly
related to expressing interest in politics or becoming a partisan but is
related to turning out. However, there is also no significant relationship
for the other forms of engagement, so our full expectation is not
supported.

TABLE 2
Baseline Models: Relationship of Network Discussion and Disagreement
with Political Engagement

Political Interest Party ID Turnout Party Campaigning Online Engagement

Discussion 0.47*** 0.47*** 1.82** 0.45*** 0.48***
Disagreement 0.01 −0.07 1.64** −0.025 −0.03
University 0.05*** 0.06** 0.49** 0.028* 0.00
Female −0.08*** −0.07*** −0.22 −0.015 −0.04**
Duty 0.13*** 0.13*** 2.51*** 0.04*** 0.01
Constant 0.33*** 0.14*** −0.06 −0.06** −0.03
N 2220 2255 2255 2255 2255
R2 0.25 0.08 0.24 0.12 0.10

* p < .1; ** p < .05; *** p < .01
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Are There Cohort Differences?

To assess the effects of discussion and conflict on younger Canadians’
political activity in a multivariate context we ran regressions for each of
our dependent variables (OLS for all but turnout, which was a logistic
regression) with our key independent variables and interaction terms. We
included a variable to indicate those aged 18 to 30 and then interacted
that variable with our two measures of discussion and disagreement. We
also included education, gender and sense of duty to turn out as control var-
iables, as above.8

H1 suggests that social network discussion will have a greater positive
relationship on engagement among young adults as compared to older
adults. The results in Table 4 provide support for this assertion. In the
first instance, the core relationship of the discussion term remains positive
and significant suggesting that more political discussion among older
Canadians has the positive, mobilizing relationship we expect. Beyond

TABLE 3
Average Marginal Effects of Baseline Models: Network Discussion and
Disagreement with Political Engagement

Interest Party ID Turnout Party Campaigning Online Engagement

Discussion 0.47*** 0.47*** 0.10** 0.45*** 0.48***
Disagreement 0.01 −0.07 0.09** −0.03 −0.029

* p < .1; ** p < .05; *** p < .01

TABLE 4
Effects of Discussion and Disagreement on Engagement with Youth
Interactions

Political
Interest Party ID Turnout

Party
Campaigning

Online
Engagement

Discussion 0.43*** 0.43*** 1.03 0.40*** 0.40***
Disagreement 0.02 −0.07 2.11** 0.01 −0.05
Youth (18–30) −0.10*** −0.07 −1.09** −0.04 −0.07*
Youth x Discussion 0.21*** 0.21 1.63 0.28*** 0.53***
Youth x Disagreement −0.09 −0.04 −1.27 −0.18* 0.03
University 0.05*** 0.06** 0.47* 0.03* 0.01
Female −0.08*** −0.07*** −0.28 −0.02 −0.03*
Duty 0.12*** 0.13*** 2.40*** 0.04*** 0.03*
Constant 0.36*** 0.16*** 0.47 −0.05* −0.04
N 2220 2255 2255 2255 2255
R2 0.26 0.08 0.26 0.13 0.17

* p < .1; ** p < .05; *** p < .01
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this, for the models with the dependent variables of political interest, party
campaigning and online engagement, the mobilization effect of political
discussion is significantly stronger among our respondents under the age
of 31 in comparison to those over the age of 30. This is an important
finding as it shows that independent of the levels of political discussion
by cohort, the positive relationship between political engagement and
network political discussion is stronger among younger voters. This sug-
gests that there is something unique about being a younger person who dis-
cusses politics.

We next consider whether the political disagreement relationship is
greater among older adults than young adults, and whether it is in a different
direction (H2). The results of our baseline analyses showed that disagree-
ment had a positive relationship with turnout. The results in Table 4
support this result, as the base term remains significant and positive in
that regression and the interaction term is not significant. There is no signif-
icant difference in the relationship of disagreement and turnout among
younger Canadians. However, there is one interaction term that is statisti-
cally significant: younger respondents who experience more network dis-
agreement are less likely to be involved in party campaigning. Of the
four other (insignificant) coefficients, three are also in the negative direc-
tion. This is an interesting finding because it speaks to the debates and con-
flicting findings about the effects of disagreement, and suggests that there
may indeed be a demobilizing effect of disagreement, as Mutz (2002) sug-
gests and contra Fitzgerald and Curtis (2012).

Finally, we take up consideration of H3, that the effects of discussion
and disagreement will become greater as the type of engagement becomes
more public and partisan. In order to evaluate this, we report the average
marginal effects of each of our political discussion and disagreement inter-
actions from Table 4 (see Table 5).

By delving into the type of engagement, the value and nuance of
network discussion becomes clearer. The marginal effect size for the
young people*discussion interaction term is comparable in magnitude for
each of political interest and party campaigning, suggesting that the

TABLE 5
Average Marginal Effects of Baseline Models: Network Discussion and
Disagreement Interactions with Political Engagement

Political
Interest

Party
ID Turnout

Party
Campaigning

Online
Engagement

18–30* Discussion 0.21*** 0.21 −0.09 0.28*** 0.53***
18–30* Disagreement −0.09 −0.04 −0.07 −0.18* 0.03

* p < .1; ** p < .05; *** p < .01

874 CAMERON D. ANDERSON AND LAURA B. STEPHENSON

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0008423918000161 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0008423918000161


relationship between political engagement and political discussion among
young people is stronger than for older people but similar across these
forms of political engagement. By contrast, the average marginal effects
for the youth*discussion term for online engagement is about two times
larger. This suggests that young people who discuss politics are much
more likely to be engaged in online comments and social media interaction,
and reflects our earlier descriptive results.

In addition, where significant, the effect of political discussion among
young people somewhat follows the pattern predicted as the significant rela-
tionships for the interaction term is smallest for political interest (0.21),
somewhat larger for party campaigning (0.28) and largest for online
engagement (0.53). There is no significant effect, however, for party iden-
tification or turnout.

We find little evidence for H3 with respect to disagreement as only
party campaigning is affected by the youth*disagreement interaction
term. Reporting more disagreement in one’s networks is related to lower
levels of party campaigning, but it has no significant relationship with
any other type of engagement. We therefore see no pattern with respect
to partisanship or public visibility.

Disaggregating Networks

In the above analyses we considered the aggregate social networks of indi-
viduals, including friends, work colleagues and household members. The
results suggest that the relationship between political discussion and
engagement varies across age cohorts for four of our five measures.
However, the effects of disagreement on engagement only varied by age
for one measure of engagement, party campaigning. These results are some-
what disappointing given our expectations. However, it is possible that
there are differences between younger and older adults across types of dis-
cussion networks. In this section, we evaluate that possibility, in line with
our fourth hypothesis, by running the same multivariate models as pre-
sented in Table 4 separately for each type of discussion network. The direc-
tion and significance of the average marginal effects from these analyses are
summarized in Table 6.

The results suggest some interesting dynamics across types of discus-
sion networks. First, the overall enhanced positive relationship for discus-
sion among young people is most prevalent within the household
discussion network (4 of 5 engagement measures) and least for friend
and work networks (2 of 5 engagement measures). For household discus-
sion networks, more discussion has a stronger relationship with young
people’s political interest, their party identification, incidence of party cam-
paigning and online engagement. Based on a comparison of the average
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marginal effects between these network types, it would appear that discus-
sion within the work network has the greatest effect on young people’s
interest in politics in comparison to household networks (0.16 vs. 0.12).
This said, household discussion exhibits the most consistent effects
among the three network types across these measures of engagement and
has the greatest effects on online engagement: 0.42 versus 0.37 (friends)
and 0.22 (work). In sum, the most consistent relationships between discus-
sion and engagement among young adults are found when that discussion
occurs in a household network.

Although the weaker findings for friend networks are contrary to our
expectations, the strong household effects are not unexpected given existing
research. We also find the effects of discussion in work networks particu-
larly interesting. Whereas the literature suggests friends might have partic-
ularly strong influence over young people, there is no study of work
networks. The effect on political interest, specifically, is in line with the
work of Mutz and Mondak (2006), such that exposure to cross-cutting
information (more common in work environments) is expected to increase
political interest. This result may be particularly evident given that young
people report more politicized work networks than older adults (Table 1).
We can speculate that the differential ability to choose discussion partners
in work networks compared to friend networks may be related to the type of
political engagement that is related to each type of discussion (party cam-
paigning for friend discussion, political interest for work discussion). It
may also relate to the heterogeneity of the individuals in the network,
such that one’s work environment is likely to bring young people into
contact with older individuals with greater and different life experiences
than one’s friend network. However, investigating these ideas is beyond
the scope of our current study. Overall, our results suggest that political

TABLE 6
Average Marginal Effects of Youth and Network Discussion/Disagreement
Interactions by Network Type

Political
Interest Party ID Turnout

Party
Campaigning

Online
Engagement

Friends
Discussion 0.05 0.02 0.03 0.15** 0.37***
Disagreement −0.02 0.01 −0.05 −0.10 0.10
Work
Discussion 0.16** 0.08 0.07 0.07 0.22**
Disagreement −0.07 0.11 −0.05 −0.10 0.04
Household
Discussion 0.12** 0.17* 0.05 0.18** 0.42***
Disagreement 0.08 −0.03 −0.02 0.03 0.22**

* p < .1; ** p < .05; *** p < .01
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discussion in any forum appears to have some positive relationship with
engagement for young people.

Regarding disagreement, the results are notably limited. When disag-
gregated by network type, there is only one instance where network dis-
agreement has a stronger effect among young adults as compared to older
adults. The incidence of online engagement among young adults is height-
ened when they disagree about politics with household members. This
finding may indicate that the online engagement activities of young
adults are motivated by disagreement in the household, which somewhat
echoes Fitzgerald and Curtis’s finding (2012) that political interest is
increased when parents prefer different parties.

Implications and Future Directions

We began this study with the hope of clarifying how social network discus-
sion and conflict impacts young people in comparison to older adults. Based
on the extant literature, we know that political discussion is a motivating
factor for political engagement. By contrast, the literature reports mixed
findings regarding the effects of disagreement on engagement. With this lit-
erature providing our empirical starting point, we considered the core ques-
tion of this article: are there systematic differences between age cohorts in
terms of the relationships of discussion and disagreement with political
engagement?

Our findings, while interesting, are mixed. On the positive side, the
overall effect of political discussion is confirmed for both age cohorts.
Political discussion mobilizes across all of our measures of political engage-
ment. Likewise, our expectation that discussion should have greater effects
on the engagement of young people is supported. Political discussion is
related to more political engagement, and these effects are often greater
for young people. Beyond this, our results for separate networks confirm
existing understandings of the importance of household political discussion
and lead us to speculate that work environments might be important arenas
for inspiring general political interest among young people. Therefore,
when seeking to increase engagement among young adults, simply facilitat-
ing political discussions is an excellent starting point.

Turning our attention to the effects of network conflict, our results
indicate fewer age cohort differences. While we had no specific directional
expectations, we did find that political interest is lower when disagreement
is experienced by young people, compared to older adults. However, this
effect does not appear to be driven by a specific type of network, and
online engagement is related to more household disagreement. Thus, dis-
agreement seems to have an inconsistent relationship with political engage-
ment for young people.
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The results of this article suggest that political discussion is a relevant
factor in engagement for young people. As young people report less discus-
sion and less disagreement than older adults, perhaps providing more
forums for discussion among groups of all types is a simple way to increase
youth political engagement.

Endnotes

1 The measure used is based on a question about the likelihood of expressing an opinion.
2 We chose not to include the “convince friends to vote” activity as it may not specifically

relate to partisan activity.
3 We define the “work network” as discussion or disagreement that occurs within a full or

part-time employment environment. All work network analyses only include respon-
dents who report full or part-time employment.

4 All analyses only utilize respondents who report some frequency of network discussion
(that is, something more than no discussion at all).

5 All analyses and comparison of means in Table 1 were conducted using unweighted data
because we are comparing subsamples of the respondent population. All regression anal-
yses for the remainder of the article use data weighted for age, gender, region and pro-
pensity to complete the survey.

6 “Duty to turn out” uses responses to the question “For you personally, is voting first and
foremost a duty or a choice?”We include the duty measure as a control in all our models
to ensure that our estimates of the effects of social network discussion and disagreement
are purged of the influence of an individual’s sense of duty to be engaged with politics.
This also addresses Klofstad’s finding (2009) that the positive effects of civic talk are
only significant for those who are predisposed to engage in civic activities, creating a
more difficult test.

7 Average marginal effects can be interpreted as the average change in the value of the
dependent variable for a change in the specified independent variable, holding all
other independent variables constant. Average marginal effects allow us to directly
compare the effect sizes across models.

8 Education is measured as university graduate or not. Gender is a dummy variable indi-
cating female (=1). Again, we include duty to turn out as an important factor in engage-
ment more generally and to ensure a higher bar for our tests.
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