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Canadians and their 
non-voting political activity
by Leslie-Anne Keown

The job of a citizen is to keep his mouth open – Günter Grass

One in three non-retired 19- to 
64-year-olds was pol it ical ly 
active in 2003. They searched 

for political information, volunteered 
for a political party, joined a political 
party, and/or wrote a newspaper or 
politician to express their views. These 
forms of non-voting participation in 
the democratic process are often 
examined to assess the health of a 
democracy and the civic engagement 
of its citizens. 

Researchers argue that the factors 
which influence whether or not an 
individual wil l  participate in the 
polit ical arena can be classif ied 
into four main categories: socio-
demographic characteristics such as 
age and education; attitudes towards 
the extent of perception of control 
over life chances (mastery); direct 
experiences with the democratic and 
political process as a youth (often 
called political socialization); and 
whether one actively follows news and 
what medium is used to do so. 

This article uses the 2003 General 
Social Survey to consider what factors 
influence Canadians to take part in 
non-voting political activity. In order 
to identify the relative importance 
of these different factors on the 
probability of engaging in this type 
of political activity, a multivariate 
statistical analysis was conducted. 

This  analys is  a l lows the unique 
contribution of each factor on the 
l ikel ihood of participating to be 
identified. Only non-retired Canadians 
between the ages of 19 and 64 were 
included in the study. 

Most common form of non-
voting political activity is 
searching for information
This article considers four forms of 
non-voting political participation. 
These include searching for political 
information, volunteering for a politi-
cal party, joining a political party, and/
or writing to a newspaper or politician 
to express one’s views.  Overall, one 
in three Canadians engaged in at least 
one of these four activities (Chart 
1). The most common activity was 
searching for political information.  
Volunteering for a political party or 
being a member of a political party 
were less common, perhaps because 
these kinds of activities are more 
common when  nominations for 
candidates are underway or an actual 
election is being held. 

Younger adults and men are 
more likely to participate in the 
political domain
Several socio-demographic character-
istics have a significant impact on 
whether or not someone is more likely 

than another person to participate in 
the political arena. Age is important, 
once other factors in the model are 
held constant (Table 1).  Younger 
adults aged 19 to 24 were 1.2 times 
more likely to engage in non-voting 
activity than older Canadians aged 
45 to 64.1  Those aged 25 to 44 
were the least likely to participate, 
w i th  the i r  odds of  invo lvement 
being 1.3 times lower. This finding 
is somewhat different than results 
of other researchers and may simply 
reflect the choice of activities being 
considered in this study.2

Gender was also a signif icant 
indicator of political involvement 
among non-retired Canadians aged 19 
to 64. Men were 1.5 times more likely 
to engage in non-voting activities 
than women. This is not surprising 
given the higher involvement of 
men in the formal arena of electoral 
politics.

The language most commonly 
spoken at home is also influential. 
Speaking English produces odds 
about 1.3 times higher than speaking 
a language other than English or 
French. There was no significant 
difference in the likelihood of non-
voting political participation between 
those who spoke English and those 
who spoke French, once other factors 
in the model were controlled for.
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Postsecondary education is the 
most important influence on 
participation in the political 
sphere
H o w e v e r,  t h e  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t 
personal characteristic to influence 
involvement in non-voting political 
activity is level of education. Over 
half (51%) of those with a university 
education had been active in the 
political arena in the previous year 
whereas fewer than one-fifth (18%) of 

those with no more than high school 
indicated they had engaged in such 
activity (Chart 2).

So, after taking account of the 
effect of other influences, it is not 
surprising that non-retired 19- to 64-
year-olds with some postsecondary 
education or a college diploma were 
1.9 times more likely to engage in 
political activity than those with a 
high school education; meanwhile, 
those with a university degree were 

3 .2  t imes more l ike ly  to do so. 
Researchers think that higher levels 
of education influence the likelihood 
of political activity because well-
educated individuals are assumed to 
be more familiar with the workings of 
the democratic system and therefore 
to be more comfortable operating in 
the political environment.3

R e l i g i o u s  a t t e n d a n c e  a l s o 
influenced political activities, with 
f requent  at tendees at  re l ig ious 

 Odds ratios

Demographic characteristics
Women 1.00
Men 1.49 *
Age group
19 to 25 years 1.22 *
25 to 44 years 0.76 *
45 to 64 years 1.00
Marital status
Not married 1.00
Married (including common-law) 0.96
Household income
Less than $30,000 1.09
$30,000 to $60,000 1.00
More than $60,000 1.08
Refused, not stated 0.97
Place of birth
Born in Canada 1.00
Born outside Canada 0.84
Language of preference
English 1.00
French 0.91
Other 0.76 *
Region of residence
Atlantic 0.84
Quebec 1.01
Ontario 1.00
Prairies 1.07
B.C. 1.01
Urban/Rural
Urban 1.00
Rural 0.91
Level of education
High school or less 1.00
Some postsecondary/College diploma 1.89 *
University degree 3.19 *

Table 1  Education and a history of civic involvement influence participation in political
              activityCST

* Significantly different than reference group shown in italics at p <.05.
Source: Statistics Canada, General Social Survey, 2003.

Attendance at religious services
Not regular attendee 0.86 *
Regular attendee 1.00
Mastery (perceptions of control over life’s chances)
Low level 0.73 *
Average level 0.76 *
High level 1.00
News and current affairs information
Regularly follow news and current affairs
No 1.00
Yes 1.75 *
Use only TV to follow news and current affairs
No 1.00
Yes 0.56 *
Parental Influence
Father’s education
Less than university 1.00
University degree 1.33 *
Mother’s education
Less than university 1.00
University degree 1.26 *
Parents did volunteer work when respondent was in
secondary school
No 1.00
Yes 1.34 *
Political socialization in school
Respondent belonged to youth group when in secondary school
No 1.00
Yes 1.21 *
Respondent participated in student government when in 
secondary school
No 1.00
Yes 1.67 *

 Odds ratios
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Chart 1  One in three non-retired Canadians
              participate in some non-voting political
              activity

CST

34

27

13

5

3

Overall non-voting political participation

Search for political information

Write politician/ newspaper to express views

Member of a political party

Volunteer for a political party

% of non-retired Canadians aged 19 to 64

Source: Statistics Canada, General Social Survey, 2003.

services 1.2 times more likely to 
participate. Previous research has 
found that regular attendance at 
religious services both highlights 
opportunities for political partici-
pation as well as providing a place 
where individuals can connect with 
their community and help respond 
to its needs.4

Marital status, income, place of 
birth, region of residence, and living 
in a rural or urban area were not 
significant influences on non-voting 
political behaviour, once other factors 
were controlled for. 

Having a sense of mastery 
associated with political 
participation
The model results show that sense 
of mastery – that is, the extent of a 
person’s perception of control over 
his or her life chances5 — is also 
an important indicator of political 
activity. A higher level of mastery 
increases the probability of being 
involved in the political arena when 
compared to those with an average 
or low sense of mastery, even once 
the influence of education and other 
factors is controlled for.  This is 
supported by other research which 
has found that when individuals 
feel that they can influence certain 
issues, they are more likely to become 
involved than when they do not 
feel the possibilities for change or 
action are within the realm of their 
control.6

Children follow in their parents’ 
footsteps
The extent of a person’s exposure 
to civic or political activity when 
they were young – a process called 
political socialization – influences 
whether or not they participate in 
the political arena as an adult.7 These 
youthful experiences include having a 
parent who participated in community 
activities. Just as children may follow 
their parents into the family business 
or into similar professions, parents 
lay the groundwork for their children’s 
po l i t i ca l  pa r t i c ipa t ion  th rough 
their education and volunteering 
activities. 

Chart 2  Postsecondary education encourages
             participation in the non-voting political
             arena

CST

18

34

51

High school or less Some postsecondary/College Diploma University

Source: Statistics Canada, General Social Survey, 2003.

% of non-retired Canadians aged 19 to 64

Highest level of education attained
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Forty-one percent of Canadians 
whose parent had been a volunteer 
participated in the political arena 
(Chart 3) .   Control l ing for other 
influences, the model shows that 
ind i v idua l s  whose  pa rents  had 
volunteered in the community when 
they were in secondary school were 
1.3 times more likely to engage in 
political activities than individuals 
whose parents did not volunteer. 

Level of parental education was 
also an important factor. If either 
parent had a univers i ty  degree, 
then the odds of participating in 
non-voting political activity were 
approximately 1.3 times greater than 
if parents had less education. If both 
parents had a university degree the 
effect was even greater, with the 
odds of political participation rising 
to 1.7. Higher parental education is 
thought to be important because 

the well-educated are more likely to 
participate in political activities, to 
follow and to discuss political issues, 
thus creating opportunities for their 
children to observe and model such 
behaviour.8

Not only  do chi ldren tend to 
follow in their parents’ footsteps, 
but their own experience with extra-
curricular activities in secondary 
school  a l so  serve  as  a  fo rm of 
political socialization that increases 

The 2003 General Social Survey (GSS) on social engagement 

surveyed about 25,000 Canadians aged 15 and older living 

in private households in the 10 provinces. It was developed 

to explore the measurement of social capital and develop 

a better understanding of how social networks and norms 

of trust and reciprocity contribute to individual and social 

outcomes. For this purpose, the survey collected information 

on a wide range of activities, such as social contacts with 

family, friends and neighbours; involvement in organizations, 

political activities and volunteer work; and the informal 

care they provide or receive. It also explored the values 

and attitudes and the level of trust in people and in public 

institutions. Overall, the survey provided comprehensive 

information on the many ways that Canadians engage in 

civic and social life.

The target population is based on a sample of just over 

13,000 respondents and represents over 13.5 million non-

retired Canadians aged 19 to 64.  The reasons for restricting 

the study population are:

a) those 19 and older, as people in this age group are most 

likely to be eligible to fully participate in the political 

process and to do so voluntarily;

b) those under the age of 65, as seniors have very different 

patterns of engagement due to a number of factors such 

as mobility restrictions and extended leisure time; 

c) individuals who are employed, attending school or engaged 

in household work or caring for family members (that is, 

not retired from the workforce), as they are subject to 

more time constraints than retired persons. 

Political participation/participation in the political 

arena: The four forms of political participation considered in 

this study are searching for political information, volunteering 

What you should know about this studyCST
for a political party, belonging to a political party, and writing 

to a newspaper or contacting a politician to express your 

views. An individual had to report engaging in at least one 

of these activities to be classified as participating in the 

political arena.

Forms of participation where the explicitly political nature 

of the activity could not be determined are not included.  

These excluded activities are boycotting products or services 

(which may be done for ethical as well as political reasons) 

and participating in a march or demonstration. For instance, 

an individual who took part in a walk to raise funds for breast 

cancer may have reported that they had participated in a 

march or demonstration.

Voting is considered by many to be the benchmark measure 

for political participation and civic engagement. However, 

since elections are only held periodically, measures that 

look at more constant forms of political behaviour are often 

chosen instead. In addition, eligibility to vote could not be 

determined using the GSS, thereby limiting the usefulness 

of the voting measure.

Of course, there are many forms of political participation 

that citizens may engage in that are outside the realm of the 

questions asked in the General Social Survey. These forms 

of participation are no less important  

Multivariate analysis

The statistical analysis uses odds ratios to identify various 

characteristics associated with the likelihood of participating 

in the political arena. The results indicate whether there is 

a statistically significant relationship between the various 

characteristics included in the model, while holding the 

effects of the other variables constant.
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Chart 3  Almost half of all individiuals involved
             in student government as an adolescent had
             participated in a non-voting political activity

CST

27
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39

Parent volunteered during respondent's
adolescence

Active in student government Belonged to youth group

Not involved

Involved

Source: Statistics Canada, General Social Survey, 2003.

% of non-retired Canadians aged 19 to 64

the likelihood of participating in the 
political arena in later years. Almost 
half (47%) of those Canadians who 
participated in student government 
or belonged to a youth group also 
engaged in non-vot ing pol i t ica l 
activities as an adult. 

Controlling for other influences, 
individuals who participated in youth 
groups such as Guides, Scouts or 
4-H clubs were 1.2 times more likely 
to take part in at least one form of 
political engagement as an adult. 
Additionally, they were 1.7 times 
more likely to participate if they had 
been involved in student government. 
Not only do these findings reflect the 
importance of political socialization 
but they also suggest that individuals 
may self-select to participate in 
political activities at a relatively 
young age.9

Being plugged into the news 
increases the likelihood of 
political involvement
A previous study that also used data 
from the 2003 General Social Survey 

suggested that there is a relationship 
between Canadians’ civic engagement 
and their habits of following news and 
current events.10  This study confirms 
that finding. Controlling for other 
factors, Canadians who follow the 
news on a weekly or daily basis are 
1.8 times more likely to participate 
in the political arena then those 
who follow the news less frequently. 
On the other hand, those whose 
sole source of news information is 
television were 1.8 times less likely to 
engage in non-voting political activity 
than those who included sources such 
as the newspaper or Internet in their 
news media consumption. 

This result supports previous work 
which has found that knowledge of 
current affairs is one of the most 
important  e lements  inf luencing 
invo lvement  in  po l i t i ca l  a f fa i rs 
b e c a u s e  k n o w l e d g e  f o r m s  t h e 
necessary basis on which to predicate 
act ion.  In addit ion,  the form in 
which this information is received 
is important, since television is the 
news medium that is least likely to 

have a motivating influence on future 
action.11

Summary
In 2003, about one third of non-
retired Canadians between the ages 
of 19 and 64 participated in political 
activities. Those with a university 
degree were much more likely than 
others  to part ic ipate.  L ikewise, 
knowledge of current affairs and 
news facilitated involvement, with the 
source of news playing an important 
role in whether or not someone 
took part. A feeling of control over 
one’s l ife chances (mastery) was 
also associated with the likelihood 
of pol it ical  engagement. Final ly, 
adolescent experiences affected 
whether a person was likely to be 
politically active. Having parents with 
a high level of education and a history 
of volunteer activity influenced a 
person’s current involvement in non-
voting political activities. Similarly, 
a person’s own history with youth 
groups and student government while 
in secondary school were significant 
indicators of non-voting political 
engagement in adulthood. 

Leslie-Anne Keown is an analyst 
with Canadian Social Trends.

1. Readers interested in exploring political 
engagement of young adults on a broader 
scale should consult the following article: 
Milan, A. 2005. “Willing to participate: 
Political engagement of young adults.” 
C a n a d i a n  S o c i a l  Tr e n d s .  N o .  7 9 . 
Catalogue No. 11-008-XIE. p. 2-7.

2. Calavita, M. 2003. “Within the context 
of many contexts: Family, news media 
e n g a g e m e n t ,  a n d  t h e  e c o l o g y  o f 
individual political development among 
Generation Xers.” The Communication 
Review. Vol. 6. p.23-43.; Glanville, J. 
1999. “Political socialization or selection? 
Adolescent extracurricular participation 
and political activity in early adulthood.” 
Social Science Quarterly. Vol. 80, no. 2 
p.279-290; O’Neill. B. 2006. Human 
capital, civic engagement and political 
participation: Turning skills and knowledge 
into engagement and action. Report for 
Canadian Policy Research Networks. 
http://www.cprn.com/documents/44366 
en.pdf  (Accessed March 9,  2007) . ; 

CST



40 Canadian Social Trends  Statistics Canada — Catalogue No. 11-008

Ya t e s ,  M .  a n d  Yo u n i s s ,  J .  1 9 9 8 . 
“Community service and political identity 
development in adolescence.” Journal 
of Social Issues. Vol. 54, no. 3. p.495-
512.

3. Calavita. 2003.; Glanville. 1999; O’Neill. 
2006; Yates and  Youniss. 1998.

4. Glanv i l le .  1999;  Jenn ings ,  M.  and  
Stoker, L. 2004. “Social trust and civic 
engagement across time and generations.”  
Ac ta  Po l i t i ca .  Vo l .  39.  p .342-379; 
Pu t nam,  R .  2000.  Bow l i ng  A lone . 
New York: Simon & Schuster.

5. Readers wanting to explore the concept pf 
mastery further should consult: Milan, A. 
2006. “Taking charge: Perceptions of 
control over l i fe chances.” Canadian 
Soc ia l  Trends .  No .  81 .  Ca ta logue 
11-008-XIE p. 10-15.

6. Calavita. 2003; Glanville. 1999; O’Neill. 
2006 ; Yates and Youniss. 1998. 

7. G l a n v i l l e .  1 9 9 9 ;  N i e m i ,  R .  a n d 
Hepburn,  M.  1995.  “The reb i r th  o f 
political socialization.” Perspectives on 
Political Science. Vol. 24, no. 1. p. 7-
17. 

8. Egerton, M. 2002. “Higher education 
and civic engagement.” British Journal 
of Sociology. Vol. 53, no. 4. p.603-620; 
Hauser, S. 2000. “Education, ability and 
civic engagement in the contemporary 
United States.” Social Science Research. 
Vo l .  29.  p .556-58. ;  Rosen tha l ,  S. , 
Feiring, C. and Lewis, M. 1998. “Political 
volunteering from late adolescence to 
young adulthood: Patterns and Predictors.” 
Journal of Social Issues. Vol. 54, no. 3, 
p.477-493; Stolle, D. and Hooghe, M. 
2004. “The roots  of  soc ia l  capi ta l : 
altitudinal and network mechanisms in 
the relation between youth and adult 
indicators of social capital.” Acta Politica. 
Vol. 3. p. 442-441.

9. Eger ton.  2002;  McFar land,  D.  and 
Thomas, R. 2006. “Bowling young: How 
youth voluntary associations influence 
adult political participation.” American 
Sociological Review. Vol. 71, no. June. 
p. 401-425.; Rosenthal, Feiring, and 
Lewis. 1998.

10. Keown, L.A.2007. “Keeping up with the 
news: Canadians and their news media 
diet.” Canadian Social Trends. No. 83. 
Catalogue No. 11-008-XIE. p.12-18.

11. Jennings, M. and  Zeitner, C. 2003. 
“Internet use and civic engagement.” 
Public Opinion Quarterly. Vol. 67. p.311-
334; Putnam.2000; Shah, D., McLeod, J. 
and Yoon, S. 2001. “Communication, 
context, and community: An exploration of 
print, broadcast, and Internet influences”. 
Communication Research Vol. 28, no.4. 
p.464-506.


