
 

Work Sample 

Context: The following work sample is a policy memo written November 27, 2017 for the 

SPA-362: Leadership Development Lab class at American University in Washington, D.C. It 

defines and analyzes the issue of low civic engagement among youth in America, addresses past 

solutions, and recommends actions to improve civic engagement in the future. 
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To: Professor Manuel 

From: Rachel Ferrari 

Date: November 27, 2017 

RE: Civic Engagement  

 

Executive Summary 

Underlying the more glamorous aspects of politics, like dramatic presidential elections 

every four years and tense family debates at Thanksgiving, is the concept of civic engagement. 

This component is absolutely crucial for the system to work correctly, but it is also something 

that many people fail to recognize or even fully understand-- it involve more than just voting; it 

also encompasses political knowledge, political trust, and various forms of participation (Norris 

217). Anecdotally, people today often report feeling apathetic about politics or like they are 

unable to effect change in the current system, and studies have found that the United States faces 

low civic engagement both as a whole and among certain groups with key factors being age, 

education level, and wealth. As a result, people who are young, uneducated, and/or of low 

socioeconomic status tend to be less involved politically, which is paradoxical, since the 

demographics who are least likely to be civically engaged are actually the ones who stand to gain 

the most from it. This holds widespread implications in society; therefore, this is clearly a key 

issue that must be addressed for the very basis of the political system to continue to function 

effectively. 

For the purposes of this policy memo, the question is not just whether people are 

engaging civically, but rather who is engaging, how they’re engaging, and most importantly, why 

they are engaging in that particular way. Understanding those elements will help in piecing 

together the puzzle of civic engagement in order to formulate a possible solution for low overall 

involvement in the United States.  

 

Background and Issue Summary 

Civic engagement is defined as having three elements: political knowledge, political 

trust, and political participation (Norris 217). Every action from voting to protesting to reading 
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about and discussing issues can be considered engagement in some form. In theory, it would 

seem to be fairly easy to participate in one or more ways; however, in the United States, there 

appears to be an epidemic of non-engagement in the political system, as studies have shown low 

civic engagement to be a major problem in the US.  

This issue is twofold: there is both low overall voter turnout and low participation in civic 

organizations and civil society in the United States. To illustrate, just 55.7% of voting-age 

population turned out in the 2016 presidential election (Desilver), with midterm and municipal 

elections often faring even worse (“Voter Turnout Data”). Compared to most developed nations, 

these numbers are very low for voter turnout; countries such as Belgium and Sweden have an 

average turnout rate of over 80% (Desilver). It is clear to see that there is a large disparity 

between US voter turnout rates and those in the rest of the world.  

In terms of civil society, one Pew Research study found that in the previous year, just 

“48% of adults had directly taken part in a civic group or activity,” including things like joining a 

civic association, writing to a representative, going to a political meetings, attending a rally, 

volunteering for campaigns, or organizing protests (Smith 2). Clearly, there is a need for more 

citizen involvement in both the voting process and civil society, as Americans are failing to get 

engaged on multiple levels. 

In addition, while overall engagement rates are low across the country, some 

demographic groups are disproportionately affected by low civic engagement. Research has 

shown strong trends in regards to demographic patterns and certain influential factors that 

contribute to the specific makeup of the civically engaged community in the United States.  

For example, socioeconomic status is one key social factor that has been found to be 

closely linked to civic engagement. The 2013 Pew Research study on the demographics of civic 

engagement found that, overall, the rich and educated tend to be the ones who participate in 

traditional political activities the most, with 61% of those with an annual income over $150,000 

participating in some way, versus just 29% of those who make under $10,000/yr (Smith 18). A 

similar effect can be seen with level of education attained. According to the survey, 50% of those 

with at least a college degree actively participate, while only 21% of high school drops 

participate (Smith 18).  
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On the other hand, this finding is coupled with the fact that when it comes to 

online/social media participation specifically, the correlation is diminished and the demographic 

breakdown of participants is more balanced (Smith 4). In addition, while students’ general lives 

may be strongly influenced by economic status, their parents’ class does not directly determine 

their academic ambitions and levels of civic engagement. Rather, “youth conceptualize civic 

engagement as a choice[…] Though young people may lack the capacity to change the social 

structure, they are self-reflexive, representing an awareness of their positions that goes beyond 

simple reproduction, while falling far short of transformative agency” (Morimoto 528). In other 

words, civic engagement is not dependent on status or other demographic measures, but it is also 

not necessarily entirely independent either; students have the ability to recognize the social 

pressures acting on them to behave a certain way, and it leaves open the opportunity for some to 

make the choices necessary to break out of that mold. 

There are also external (i.e. non-demographic) factors that influence engagement. Voter 

ID laws tend to have a negative effect on engagement, particularly voter turnout, which points to 

a conclusion that more restrictive laws, by nature, turn away those who have less of an interest in 

exerting their right to vote.  One report on youth voting and civic knowledge by The Center for 

Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement (CIRCLE) found that “for young 

people without college experience, the existence of a photo ID law in their state predicted lower 

turnout in 2012” (“All Together Now” 11). The constitutional justification and effectiveness of 

voter ID laws has been hotly debated in the past few years, but clearly, there are negative 

consequences relating to lower turnout among young people, who may not understand the more 

complex system or may be discouraged from registering by the addition steps necessary. Other 

countries avoid this problem altogether by instituting automatic voter registration and/or 

compulsory voting, leading to higher voter turnout on average (Desilver).  

However, technology has been shown to have a positive effect on civic engagement, as 

one of the key characteristics of the Internet is participatory culture (Norris 23), meaning that 

online, everyone has an equal voice, regardless of their income or living conditions. This can 

narrow the gap between non-rich, non-educated users and the more privileged who tend to be 

more engaged politically in the traditional sense. It accomplishes this by encouraging people to 
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learn about civics and participate in new ways, especially when political discussion and debate is 

included.  

For example, Pew Research found that “39% of adults recently contacted a government 

official or spoke out in a public forum via offline methods,” while “34% did those things via 

online methods” (Smith 3). Clearly, there is a growing number of people utilizing technology to 

be civically engaged, and those speaking out publicly do so in at about the same rate online as 

they do offline. It is also important to note that this survey data was gathered in 2013, so as 

society has become increasingly dependent on technology, the number of those using the Internet 

for political purposes has likely grown substantially since then. In terms of the digital 

engagement of young people specifically, one study discovered that “when it comes to actively 

seeking out information about political, environmental, human rights or other participatory 

issues, over half (54%) of 12- to 19-year-olds who go online at least once a week have visited at 

least one such website” (Livingstone 294). This shows that people of all ages are increasingly 

turning to digital media as a channel for gaining political knowledge.  

Another study on civic engagement specifically targeted teachers and high school 

students to gather information about the ways that young people are active in their communities. 

The common themes of many of the responses were characterized by “a sense of compulsion for 

youth to volunteer as the primary means of civic engagement” (Morimoto 525). This study 

highlights volunteerism as the most common form of civic engagement for students, which is 

significant because it shows that even though they are still young and may not be able to vote or 

drive, they still find ways of participating in their own way.  

 

Key Stakeholders 

The primary stakeholders in this issue are youth and the rest of the unengaged population, 

since they are missing out on their rights as citizens by neglecting their civic duties. In some 

cases, they don’t even realize the power that they are collectively giving up as a group, especially 

when many of them face tough circumstances that could be remedied by advocacy for 

government action. Therefore, it is in their best interest that this problem is addressed in order to 

correct those injustices and boost engagement levels among those demographics. 
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By extension, the general American public is also a stakeholder in this issue, since it is 

negatively impacted by apathy among citizens and systematic inattention to important societal 

issues. When an entire section of the population is ignorant about government and the world 

around them, everyone else suffers for it. It also means that there are fewer people willing or able 

to be involved when there is legitimate need for things like protests and collective action. Thus, 

fixing the issue is also in the best interest of the entire public, even those not included in the 

at-risk demographics or those who feel they are not directly impacted by it. 

Finally, the US government and its leaders are also strongly affected by this issue of civic 

engagement. Most directly, elections are decided by voter turnout, and they determine who is in 

power for years at a time. As a result, those individual leaders have an interest in making sure 

that their constituents continue to be engaged and get out the vote. On the flip side, some 

dishonest leaders may actively seek to disadvantage and disenfranchise an ignorant public, so it 

is important that the American people keep an eye on civic engagement in order to safeguard the 

right to be involved and hold the government accountable. 

  

Appraisal of Past Solutions 

Some efforts have been made to remedy this issue in the past. One such idea is the 

concept of opt-out voter registration/compulsory voting, where citizens are automatically 

registered to vote unless they explicitly say that they want to be removed from the list. This 

covers the portion of the population who does not have the time to register or does not have the 

wherewithal to do so. The benefits of this approach are that it is automatic, accessible to all, and 

government-run (a good thing in countries with open and accountable governments). However, it 

has mainly been incorporated in European countries only. It is not widespread in the US, and it is 

very unlikely to be added any time soon, seeing as the effectiveness and the constitutionality are 

still widely being debated. Finally, a change that large would take an overwhelming consensus to 

enact into law, and would require bypassing a lot of bureaucratic red tape. 

One less overly-ambitious solution is TurboVote, a non-governmental private effort to 

use technology to make voting easier. The pros include the fact that it is digital, consumer 

friendly, and knowledgeable about individual elections and information specific to certain 
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locations. However, it is not well known by general public, and has a limited scope, since it only 

applies to voting. Today, it has declined in popularity and is not a widespread solution, though it 

had good intentions. 

 

 

Conclusion 

In summary, the US suffers from low civic engagement overall, as well as among certain 

groups disproportionately. Past solutions, both large and small, have attempted to correct this 

issue, but few have inspired lasting transformative changes. It is common knowledge that people 

are unhappy with the current system, but it seems that broad systemic change first must start with 

education at the basic level. One way to do that is to make civic knowledge more accessible and 

consumer-friendly, in order to educate the public and reach out to the demographic groups who 

are often forgotten or deemed unreachable by others. It is from that foundation that future 

generations may become interested in politics, government, and current affairs, through the 

platform of online civic engagement and digital knowledge acquisition. 

Evidently, civic engagement is a multi-faceted and often overlooked issue that must be addressed 

soon in order to avoid a crisis of ignorance and inaction among American citizens with regards to 

civic engagement and political participation.  
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