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Young Americans’ Indifference to Media
Coverage of Public Affairs

Stephen Earl Bennett, University of Cincinnoti

A:hough young Americans are
ormally less engaged in politics

than their elders (Converse with
Niemi 1971), today’s youth are more
withdrawn from public affairs than
earlier birth cohorts were when they
were young (Bennett 1997). One
indicator of youthful disregard for
politics is their avoidance of expo-
sure to mass media coverage of pub-
lic affairs {Pew Center 1996, 1997;
Times Mirror Center 1990). Polls
conducted during the 1990s indicate
that adults under 30 are considerably
less likely than those over 30 to read
newspapers and to watch TV news-
casts, and slightly less inclined to
listen to the news on radio. The Pew
Research Center’s April 1996 poll,
for example, found that 3% of per-
sons under 30 claimed to have read
a newspaper the day before they
were interviewed (compared with
76% of individuals over 3(), 45% of
young people said they had watched
a TV news show yesterday (as did
86% of persons over 30), and 37%
of the young had listened to the
news on radio yesterday (versus 56%
of people over 30).!

Stephen Earl Bennett is a Fallow of the
Center for the Study of Demacratic Citizen-
ship ot the University of Cincinnati. He
studies Americon political behavior, partic-
uvlarly public opinion and political commuy-
nication. He is the author of Apathy in
America, 1960-1984 (1984} ond, with
Linda L. Bennett, the coauthor of Living with
Leviathan: Americans Coming to Terms
with Big Government {1 990}. With Stephen
C. Craig, Bennett recently coedited After
the Baom: The Politics of Generafion X
{1997). Bennett is currently working on the
impact of Americans’ exposure fo mass
media on demacratic citizenship, and is
analyzing Americans’ offitudes about gov-
ernment and politicians between 1945 and
1943,

The young are also less likely than
older persons to have dispositions
that motivate them to use the news
media. The Pew Center’s February
1997 poll shows, for example, that
individuals under 30 are less likely
than those over 30 to say they look
forward to reading a daily newspa-
per (12% vs. 32%) and to report
enjoying TV newscasts (14% vs,
30%]).

This is a study of young adults’
disconnection from mass media cov-
erage of public affairs. (“Young
adults” are aged 18 to 29.2) This ar-
ticle describes two facets of youthful
avoidance of the media’s political
coverage: (1) level of exposure to
print and electronic news and entet-
tainment media, and (2) amount of
attention to different kinds of media
stories. After a brief analysis of the
factors affecting youthful avoidance
of political media, the article ex-
plores a significant consequence of
youthful disconnection from media
coverage of public affairs: ignorance
of contemporary American politics.
The data come from polls conducted
for the Pew Research Center for
The People and The Press in April
1996 and February 1997, and the
1996 National Election Study.?

Evidence that many Americans
under 30 eschew media coverage of
public affairs and are inattentive to
political news should worry democra-
cy’s supporters. Although scholars
are at loggerheads over what citizens
should know about public affairs, few
disagree that democratic citizens
need information to make informed
judgments (e.g., Converse 1990; Cas-
sel and Lo 1997; Delli Carpini and
Keeter 1996; cf. Page and Shapiro
1992). Since the overwhelming ma-
jority of Americans acquire public
affairs information from the media,
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one consequence of avoiding media
coverage of politics is ignorance
(Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996).
Although he was writing about
uninformed young Californians in
the 1980s, Benjamin Stein’s assess-
ment of their seemingly blissful in-
nocence of historical and political
facts remains true. “[I]n a state of
.. . astonishing ignorance, young
Americans may well not be prepared
for even the most basic national re-
sponsibility—understanding what the
society is about and why it must be
preserved.” Stein believed that igno-
rant young people “are not prepared
to continue the society because they
basically do not understand the soci-
ety enough to value it” (1983, 19). If
young adults’ disconnection from
media coverage of public affairs is
symptomatic of general political apa-
thy and ignorance, then American
democracy’s future is worrisome in-
deed.#

Exposure to News and
Entertainment Media

Table t depicts Americans’ expo-
sure to several electronic and print
news and entertainment media in
1996 and 1997, broken down by four
age categories: 18-29 years old,
30-44 years old, 45-64 vears old,
and 65 years old and older. (These
categories denote important phases
of the life-cycle for most people.)
Most of the data come from the Pew
Center’s April 1996 poll. The re-
mainder come from the Center’s
February 1997 poll. (Not all the me-
dia outlets plumbed in these polls
are included in Table 1.} The data
enable us to determine if there are
substantial, age-based differences in
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TABLE 1
Media Exposure by Age, 1996-97
18-29 3044 45-64 65+
Years Old Years Old Years QOld Years Old
How Qften Watch National TV Newscasts®
Never 18% 15% 11% 11%
Hardly Ever 20 16 12 7
Sometimes 40 36 23 18
Regularly 22 33 54 64
How Often Watch Local TV Newscasts®
Never 7% 5% 6% 4%
Hardly Ever 8 g 5 3
Sometimes 34 24 18 16
Regularly 51 62 71 77
How Often Watch Cable News Netwark?®
Never 28% 24% 26% 29%
Hardly Ever 16 15 12 9
Sometimes 36 36 h | 29
Regularly 20 25 31 33
How Often Watch C-span®
Never 53% 51% 52% 60%
Hardly Ever 22 20 16 13
Sometimes 21 23 24 20
Regularly 4 5 8 7
How Often Watch TV Magazine Shows Like 60 Minutes?®
Never 14% 11% 7% 9%
Hardly Ever 18 17 12 10
Sometimes 48 as 36 27
Reqgularly 20 33 45 54
How Often Watch The News Hour with Jim Lehrer?
Never 83% 76% 69% 66%
Hardly Ever 11 13 10 10
Sometimes 5 8 14 15
Regularly 1 3 6 9
How Often Watch MTV®
Never 43% 63% 76% 74%
Hardly Ever 21 21 12 10
Sometimes 23 11 g 10
Regularly 13 5 3 4]
Bow Often Watch TV Shows Like A Current Affair®
Never 24% 27% 24% 33%
Hardly Ever 24 23 21 17
Sometimes a8 34 33 27
Regularly 14 16 22 23
How Often Watch Daytime TV Talk Shows?®
Never 44% 60% 67% 70%
Hardly Ever 22 18 14 14
Sometimes 14 15 12 10
Regularly 15 7 7 8
How Often Read a Daily Newspaper®
Never 6% 9% 9% 12%
Hardly Ever 12 11 8 4
Sometimes 41 23 16 9
Regularly 41 56 67 75
How QOften Read News Magazine®
Never 25% 24% 28% 42%
Hardly Ever 18 22 19 15
Sometimes 42 41 386 22
Regularly 14 13 18 21

Source: @ Pew Center (1398)
® Pew Center {1997)
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exposure to print and electronic
news media outlets.

There are basically three patterns
in the data. First, when it comes to
electronic and print news media,
Americans under 30 are less likely to
watch, listen, or read than are those
over 30. Age differences are particu-
larly pronounced for the news media
that have traditionally been most
heavily relied upon for information
about government and public affairs:
daily newspapers and (local and na-
tional) TV newscasts, and TV “mag-
azine” shows such as 60 Minutes.
(Since the Pew Center’s February
1997 poll shows that 80% of the
public perceive shows like 60 Min-
utes Lo be news programming, that is
how they are treated here.) Age dif-
ferences in exposure are smaller for
newer media outlets such as C-Span
and less popular outlets such as the
News Hour with Jim Lehrer or CNN.

An even clearer indication of age-
related differences in news media
exposure comes when eight news
media exposure variables—national
and local TV newscasts, CNN, C-
Span, The News Hour, news maga-
zines, TV magazines such as 60 Min-
utes, and a daily newspapers-are
combined into an index of exposure
to electronic and print news media.
(Although one might argue that [is-
tening to NPR would expose people
to substantial political content, the
Center’s question did not focus on
news programming per se.) The data
come from the Pew Center’s April
1996 poll. The index ranges from §
{exposure t¢ none) to 32 (regular
exposure to all). The mean score on
the News Media Exposure Index for
persans aged 18 to 29 was 19.5 (s =
4.4 [N = 405]), compared with an
average of 21.4 for those aver 30
(s = 4.5 [N = 1,325]). A one-tailed
difference of means test showed that
the difference in exposure to news
media for those under and over 30
was statistically significant at p =
<.001 (t = —7.45 [df = 1,728]).
When it comes to news media,
young Americans are less likely to
watch, listen, or read than are those
over 30 years of age.

The second pattern in Table 1 oc-
curs for several media outlets: talk
radio shows, The Rush Limbaugh
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TABLE 2
Attention to Types of News Stories by Age, 1996
18-29 3444 45-64 65+
Years Old Years Cld Years Old Years Qld
How Closely Follow News about Paolitical Figures and Events in Washington
Not at All Closely 14% 1% 10% 13%
Not Too Closely 34 27 25 21
Somewhat Closely 41 49 47 43
Very Closely 11 13 18 23
How Closely Follow Mews about International Affairs
Not at All Closely 15% 12% 9% 11%
Not Too Closely 3 27 23 20
Somewhat Closely 42 49 50 44
Very Closely 12 12 18 25
How Closely Follow News about Lacal Government
Not at All Closely 19% 10% 8% 8%
Not Tea Closely 29 21 16 16
Somewhat Closely 38 47 47 41
Very Closely 14 22 29 34
How Closely Follow News about People and Events in Your Own Community
Not at All Closely 8% 3% 7% 8%
Not Toa Closely 16 14 1t 12
Somewhat Closely 49 47 46 a7
Very Closely 27 35 36 43
How Closely Follow News about Religion
Not at All Closely 26% 21% 23% 17%
Not Too Closely 35 33 25 23
Somewhat Closely 27 34 30 34
Very Closely 12 12 22 26
How Closely Fallow News about Health
fNot at All Closely 10% 6% 6% 9%
Not Teo Closely 16 14 12 9
Somewhat Closely 45 51 42 39
Very Closely 77 ?? 7 ??
How Closely Fallow Sports News
Not at All Closely 19% 24% 26% 30%
Not Too Closely 21 22 21 16
Somewhat Closely 29 28 29 3o
Very Closely A 26 24 24
How Closely Fallow News about Entertainment
Not at All Closely 10% 12% 14% 19%
Not Teo Closely 21 30 32 33
Somewhat Closely 44 46 41 a7
Very Closely 25 12 12 11

Source: Pew Center (1996)

Show, National Public Radio pro-
grams, TV shows such as .4 Cuwrrent
Affair, business magazines such as
Forbes ot Foruune, and the grocery
store tabloids. (The data are not
shown to save space.) There are no
significant or consistent age differ-
ences for these media.

The third pattern in Table 1 oc-
curs for only two entertainment me-

dia: MTV and daytime TV talk
shows such as The Oprah Winfrey
Show. When it comes to these enter-
tainment outlets, young adults are
mare likely to watch than are per-
sons over 30. Although about two-
fifths of adults under 30 say they
never watch MTV, for example, the
proportion rises to nearly two-thirds
for those aged 30 to 44, and to
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three-quarters for citizens 45 years
old and older.

When the two items were com-
bined inte an Entertainment Media
Exposure Index that ranges from 2
(very low exposure) to § (very high
exposure), the average score for
those under 30 was 4.1 {s = 1.7
[N = 403]), compared ta 3.1 for per-
sons over 30 (s = 1.4 [N = 1,325]).
A one-tailed difference of means test
finds the difference between young
adults and Americans over 30 is sig-
nificant at p = <001 {t = 10.68 [df
= 575.6]).

As the Pew Center notes (1996,
4-5), the fact that young Americans
are more likely than their elders to
report watching entertainment TV
outlets belies their claim that they
are too busy to expose themselves to
mass media in general, which they
allege explains why they seldom rely
aon news outlets. Something other
than lack of spare time is behind
young people’s tendency ta avoid
exposure to news media.

Attention to Types of Media
Stories by Age

Another indicator of youthful dis-
connection from politics and public
affairs comes from Americans’ re-
ports of how much attention they
pay to different types of media sto-
ries. In April 1996, the Pew Center’s
poll asked respondents “how closely
they follow” different types of “news
either in the newspaper, on televi-
sion, or on radio . . . very closely,
somewhat closely, not very closely,
or not at all closely.” Table 2 depicts
Americans’ reports of how closely
they follow media coverage of differ-
ent types of news, broken down by
the same age categories depicted in
Table 1. (Once again, not all the
types of news staries plumbed in the
poll are shown in the table.)

As before, the data reveal three
patterns in the relationship between
age and how closely people follow
different types of media stories. For
our purposes, the most important is
the clear relation between age and
attention paid to news about govern-
ment and public affairs. Whether the
question asked about news about
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“figures and events in Washington,”
“international affairs,” or “local gov-
ernment,” young people report pay-
ing less attention than do those over
30.

Even clearer indication of young
adults’ lack of attention to media
stories about politics can be had
when the items asking how closely
respondents follow media stories
about national, international, and
local politics are combined into an
Attention to Political News Index.
The Index ranges from 3 (very little
attention to public affairs news) to
12 (very high attention). Young peo-
ple’s mean score on the index was
7.5 (s = 2.1 [N = 405]), compared
to an average score of 8.3 for per-
sons over 30 (s = 2.1 [N = 1,323]).
A one-tailed t-test shows the differ-
ences 1n young Americans’ mean
score and that of persons aver 30 is
statistically significant at p = <.001
{t = 6.96 [1,728]).

Young people are also less likely
to follow media stories about reli-
gion, “people and events in your
own community,” and, especially,
health. Heightened attention to
stories about health among older
age categories makes sense, as
does greater heed to news about
one’s lacal community, since older
persons usually have resided in the
same area for a longer time. Less
attention to media coverage of reli-
gion may reflect the growing secu-
larization of American society at
the time young people were grow-
ing up. Americans’ reports of how
they spend time reflect greater in-
terest in religion among the elderly
{Robinsan and Godbey 1997), and
the data in Table 2 mirror that pat-
tern. Nonetheless, the age gap in
how closely Americans follow ac-
counts of these topics is less im-
portant for our purposes than that
for media coverage of government
and public affairs.

The second pattern evidenced in
Table 2 occurs for a wide range of
media stories, including “business
and finance,” “consumer news,” “sci-
ence and technology,” “culture and
the arts,” and “famous people.” Far
these, there is no relationship be-
tween age and how closely people
say they follow media coverage.
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{Agatn, the data are not shown to
save space.)

The third pattern occurs only for
two types of news: sports and enter-
tainment. Here young adults are
more likely than those over 30 to
report paying very close attention to
media coverage. The “reverse” age
gap in heed paid to stories about
“news about entertainment” is par-
ticularly noteworthy. Young people
are twice as likely as those over 30
to report following media coverage
of entertainment news very closely.
When the two items were combined
into an Attention
to Entertainment
and Sports News
Index, which
ranges from 2
(very low) to 8
{(very high), the
mean score for
young adults was
56(s= 16N =
403]), compared
to an average of
J1{(s=16[N=
1,325]) for per-
sons over 3). A
one-tailed t-test
showed the dif-
ference was sig-
nificant at p =
<001 (t = 5.79
[df = 1,728}). Reports of how much
attention people pay t¢ news about
sports and entertainment dovetail
nicely with relationships between age
and reports of how people spend
time {Roebinson and Godbey 1997).

The Pew Center’s April 1996
poll shows a clear-cut pattern of
youthful indifference to news about
national, international, and local
public affairs. Even though Ameri-
cans over 30 are hardly paragons
of virtue, they are more likely to
report following media stories
about public affairs “very closely”
than are young people. On the
other hand, adults under 30 are
more likely than those over 30 to
reporct following very closely media
accounts of sports and, especially,
entertainment news. As do citizens
aver 30, young Americans pay
closer attention to some types of
media coverage than to others.
They are especially attentive to the

The 1996 NES found,
for example, that only
13% of young adults
said they followed
what goes on in gov-
ernment and public
affairs “most of the
time,” while half ad-
mitted they paid only
limited heed to events
in the public sector.

media’s entertainment coverage,
and particularly disinclined to pay
attention to news about local, na-
tional, and international public af-
fairs.

A Brief Explanation of
Young People’s Detachment
from Media Coverage of
Politics

The reasons for young Americans’
tendency to remain aloof from me-
dia coverage of public affairs are not
hard to find. One
cluster of factars,
which has been un-
derstood for some
time (Converse with
Niemi 1971}, consti-
tutes the “start-up”
problem that con-
fronts young people
who are still com-
pleting formal
schooling, seeking a
life-mate, and cop-
tng with residential
mobility. Attending
school, being single,
and moving fre-
quently probably
detract somewhat
from exposure to
media coverage of
public affairs. The 1996 NES shows,
however, that the correlations be-
tween each and the amount of atten-
tien paid to pelitical media are
rather weak,

One factor that does contribute to
eschewing exposure to political me-
dia among young adults is lack of
firm attachment to a political party.
Yoaung adults are less likely than
their elders to be strong adherents
of a political party. The 1996 NES
found that only 21% of respondents
who were under 30 said they were
strang partisans, while 46% claimed
to be Independents. On the other
hand, 34% of individuals 30 and
alder reported being strong parti-
sans, and 31% asserted they were
Independents. Just as one would
predict, strong partisans among
adults uader 30 are more likely to
read a newspaper and watch network
TV coverage of politics than are po-
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litical independents and those wha
are weakly attached to one of the
major parties.

Without question, the most impor-
tant reason for young Americans’
lack of exposure to political report-
ing in the media is indifference to
political affairs. The 1996 NES
found, for example, that only 13% of
young adults said they followed what
goes on in government and public
affairs “most of the time,” while half
admitted they paid only limited heed
to events in the public sector. By
contrast, a quarter of Americans 30
and older said they followed political
affairs most of the time, and only a
third reported being largely inatten-
tive to politics. The 1996 NES re-
veals a robust relation between
young adults’ general interest in
public affairs and an index tapping
exposure to newspapers and TV
newscasts (r = .38).

Apathy ameng the young is not
new, of course, and it also stems
from some of the same start-up
problems that inhibit youthful expo-
sure to political media. Nevertheless,
multivariate OLS regression egua-
tions estimated on the April 1996
Pew Center poll and the 1996 NES
show that psychological involvement
in public affairs carries the bulk of
the predictive freight in accounting
for young people’s tendency to ex-
pose themselves to political media,
and to pay much attention to politi-
cal news when they do.? In short,
until ways are found to overcome
political apathy among the young, it
is bootless to expect them to expose
themselves te the media’s public af-
fairs coverage.

A Consequence of Young
Americans’ Avoidance of
Exposure to Political Media

Young people’s abstention from
exposure to the media’s political
coverage may be interesting in and
of itself, but unless the tendency has
some practical consequences, it falls
into the “So what?” category. Sadly,
from the perspective of democratic
theory and practice, evidence that
avoiding media coverage of politics
contributes to political ignorance can
he readily found. Data from the Pew

Center's April 1996 poll and the
1996 NES show that the less young
people rely on political media and
the less attention they pay tc media
staries about public affairs, the more
politically ignorant they are.®

The procedures used to assess the
data were the same for the April
1996 Pew Center poll and the 1994
NES. Looking first at the former,
hoth the Exposure to Political Media
Index and the Attention to Palitical
News Index were recoded in to three
categories (low, medium, and high).
The same procedure was emplayed
with a TV News and Newspaper Ex-
posure Index created for the 1996
NES.? First, drawing on the 1996
Pew Center poll and loaking at just
respondents aged 18 to 29, mean
scores on a four-item Knowledge of
Current Events Index' were ob-
tained for respondents with low, me-
dium, and high political media expo-
sure and low, medium, and high
attention to media coverage of pub-
lic affairs. For the 1996 NES, a twen-
ty-item Knowledge of Public Affairs
was constructed, following proce-
dures very similar to those devel-
oped with the 1988 and 1992 NES’s
(Benpett 1995).!! Then, again look-
ing at just those aged 18 to 29, mean
scares on the Knowledge of Public
Affairs Index were obtained for per-
sons with low, medium, and high
political media exposure.

Regardless of which paoll one uses
or whether one includes measures of
news exposure or attention, the re-
sults are the same: Young adults
who are less likely to rely on politi-
cal media or pay attention to news
of public affairs are less knowledge-
able than those whao are mare likely
to watch, listen to, or read political
stories and pay close attention to
media coverage of public affairs. The
pattern occurs for the Pew Center’s
April 1996 poll and the 1996 NES.
For brevity's sake, consider just the
Pew Center's data. Youthful respon-
dents who were low in exposure to
political media had a mean Knowl-
edge of Current Events Index score
of 1.2 (s = 1.O [N = 77]}, compared
with a meanof 1.7 (s = 1.1 [N =
277)) for those who were medium on
the Political Media Exposure Index,
and an average of 2.3 (s = 1.2 [N =
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51]) for those who were high on the
Political Media Exposure Index.
Similarly, young pecple who paid
little attention to media coverage of
public affairs had a mean Knowledge
of Public Affairs Index score of 1.0
(s = 0.9 [N = 65]), compared with a
mean knowledge score of 1.7 (s =
1.1 [N = 275]) for those who paid
medium attention, and an average of
2.5(s = 1.0 [N = 65]) for those who
paid high attention to political news.

Lest it be thought that these re-
sults are artifactual, QLS regressions
on the April 1996 Pew Center poll
and the 1996 NES found that, along
with education, gender, race, and
either marital status or family in-
come, exposure to political media
and attention paid to media cover-
age of public affairs were statistically
significant predictors of political in-
farmation levels among those aged
18 to 29.'2 Given previous research
showing that scholars obtain differ-
ent results depending on the use of
media “attention” and “exposure”
indicators (Price and Zaller 1993},
the discovery that both types of mea-
sures had the same impact on young
people’s political information levels
is noteworthy.

In short, there is a price for young
people's avoidance of exposure and
attention to mass media coverage of
pelities: ignorance of public affairs.
If it is true that, as Cassel and Lo
put it, “political [knowledge] is cen-
tral to empirical thearies of demac-
racy [because] the electorate must be
informed to maintain popular con-
trol” of political elites (1997, 317),
the data presented here raise doubts
about many young Americans’ capa-
bilities as demaocratic citizens.

It is wrong to equate youth and
political ignorance. As the Times
Mirror Center’s report on “The Age
of Indifference” (1990) shows, adults
under 30 were at least as well in-
formed about public affairs as their
“elders” from the early 1940s
through the 1970s. It is equally mis-
taken to put all the blame for their
ignorance on young Americans. Par-
ents, schools, the media, and public
officials share responsibility with the
young for what has been described
here.
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Conclusions

Polls conducted for the Pew Re-
search Center in April 1996 and Feb-
ruary 1997 and the 1996 National
Election Study show that individuals
between 18 and 29 years of age are
less likely than those over 30 to read,
listen to, ar watch political news sto-
ries, and less likely to pay close atten-
tion to media coverage of public af-
fairs. On the other hand, young adults
are more likely to expose themselves
to and pay close attention to media
caverage of sports and entertainment.
This finding casts a pall on young peo-
ple’s claim that they don’t follow poli-
tics in the media because their lives
are too full to leave time for exposure
to the media in general. Finally, the
Pew Center’s 1996 poll and the 1996
NES show that one consequence of
young pecple’s avoidance of media
coverage of public affairs is lack of
political knowledge. The less persons
under 30 pay attention to political me-
dia, the less they know about govern-
ment and public affairs.

Should we be concerned if sizable
portions of young Americans eschew
exposure and attention to media cov-
erage of politics and, as a result, are
maostly innocent of basic facts about
political life? We should if we believe
that democracy depends upon an in-
formed citizenry and that being knowl-
edgeable about public affairs is a key
ingredient of democratic citizenship.

Notes

I. Lest ane think this pattern has always been
sa, a Gallup poll taken in 1965 found that 67%
of those aged 21-34 reported reading a newspa-
per “yesterday,” compared with 30% of the
same age grouping in 1990 (Times Miror Center
1990, 207. The 1965 Gallup poll found that 52%
of Americans aged 21-34 reported watching the
news an TV “yesterday,” compared with 41% in.
a 1990 Times Mireor poll. On the other hand,
listening to the news on radio “yesterday™ did
not change between 1965 and 1990, with 58% of
the 21-34 year olds saying they had heard a ra-
dia newscast the day before being interviewed in
1965, and 57% saying so in 1990.

2. Are the patterns we see in this study a
function of the life-cycle phase where individuals
between 18 and 29 are taday, or are we seeing a
birth cahort tendency? Lnfortunately, as de-
mographers have shown {see, for example,
Glenn 1977), it is impossible to separate life-
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Although democratic philosophers
once expected that increased educa-
tional opportunities would produce a
better informed, more competent pub-
lic (Thampson 1970}, the vast expan-
sion of educational attainment that
oceurred in the U.S. after World War
II has not resulted in a more knowl-
edgeable public (Delli Carpini and
Keeter 1996). This is true despite sur-
vey data over several decades showing
that education rescnates with many
salubrious political qualities, including
political information (Converse 1972,
Hyman, Wright, and Reed 1973; Nie,
Junn, and Stehlik-Barry 1996}.

When a society substantially in-
creases educational oppartunities, it is
natural for younger birth cohorts” ex-
posure to formal schooling to increase
much more than that of older persons.
Even though the rate of increased ex-
posure to higher education has slowed,
the 1996 NES shows that individuals
under 30 repaort higher educaticnal
attainment than the same age group
did in 1972, the first year 18-20 year-
olds throughout the country were eligi-
ble to vote in a presidential election.
In 1972, 19% of those aged 18 to 29
had not completed high school, 41%
were high school graduates, 25% had
begun but not completed college, 13%
had received a baccalaureate degree,
and 2% had attained an advanced uni-
versity degree. In 1996, 12% of young
respondents had not finished secand-
ary school, 36% were high school

cycle fram cohort effects with cross-sectional
surveys such as thase used here.

3. The Pew Center’s palls are conducted by
telephone and are intended to represent voting-
age Americans. Those interested in techmical
details of Pew Center polls should cansult the
press release associated with each monthly poll.
Far April 1996, see Pew Center {1996). For the
February 1997 poll, see Pew Center {1997). The
Center recammends weighting for both data
sets. To obtain these reports, contact the Pew
Center at {202) 293-3126, The Natianal Election
Studies are conducted partly by telephane and
partly in-person, and are designed to represent
vating-age Americans living in the continental
4§ states. Every NES publishes a detailed analy-
sis of its methodological superstructure. The
1996 NES was particularly complex, and also
requires weighting. The Pew Center data were
released directly to me. [ am indebted to Center

graduates, 379% had some college ex-
perience, 15% had a baccalaureate
degree, and 9% had advanced degrees.

Nevertheless, greater exposure to
higher education among today’s young
has not produced a birth cohort very
interested in public affairs or inclined
to expose themselves to paolitical me-
dia. As a result, today's youth are
poorly informed about political affairs
at home and abroad. We return,
therefore, to the concern raised by
Ben Stein in the early 1980s: Are
young Americans so “turned off and
tuned out”—to borrow a phrase from
another time—that they do not appreci-
ate why their society is worth keeping?

Reports of college students who
claim they cannot condemn the Nazis
for the Holocaust chill one’s blood.
Are we seeing in these reports another
part of the same “iceberg” revealed
here? If sa, we would be well advised
to take immediate steps to rectify the
situation. A good place to begin is
with civics education in the schoals
(Dry 1996; Hibbing and Theiss-Morse
1996; Mann 1996; Merelman 1996).
Still, enhancing civics education must
be part of a multifaceted effort {Ben-
nett 1997). The APSA’s Task Force on
Civics Education (Carter and Elshtain
1997; “Task Force” 1997} is a step in
the right direction, but if we are to
reach today's young citizens, the mass
media, political parties, and public of-
ficials must help in the effort.

Director Andrew Kohut and Mark Cattrell, for-
merly with the Center. The National Election
Studies are conducted by the University of
Michigan’s Center for Palitical Studies, and re-
leased by the Inter-University Consortium for
Political and Social Research. Mark Carrozza
helped me abtain the 1996 NES daca. I am re-
spansible for all analyses and interpretations.

4. According to an anonymous reviewer, igno-
rance is nat ipso facto deleterious for demac-
racy. As the reviewer puts it, “[tJhe fact that the
average young person is politically ignorant is of
no consequence as long as enough young people
are politically motivated.” The 1996 NES found
that not only were young adules cansiderably
less likely than those aver 30 to report they had
vated, even those who did were less knowledge-
able about public affairs than were voters over
3. If those young adults who did vote had been
as politically knowledgeable as vorers over 30,

PS September 1998



concern ghout apathy and ignorance among the
young might lose much of its sting. Sadly, evi-
dence of bath greater apathy and ignorance
among the young reinforees caneern for democ-
racy’s future.

3. In the April 1996 poll, the question about
frequently reading a daily newspaper had anly
two categories: “yes” {coded 4) and "no” (coded
1). The ather seven items were coded | for
“never,” 2 for “hardly ever.,” 3 for “sometimes,”
and 4 for “regularly.” Cronbach’s coefficient al-
pha tor the eight-itern News Media Exposure
[ndex was .66.

fi. The Index has a Cronbach's coefficient 4i-
pha of 70

7. Detailed analysis of three QLS regression
equations estimated on the April 1994 Pew Cen-
ter poll {one each for the two indices described
above) and the 1996 NES are beyond this arti-
cle’s seope. Essentially the same predictar vari-
ables were included in each OLS equation: edu-
cation, family income, gender, race, and
measures of partisan strength and political inter-
est. The results were the same: political interest
was the primary determinant of exposure to po-
litical media, far outstripping all ather predie-
tors. Although indicators of model fit were far
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