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ABSTRACT 

Much as there was a seismic shift in how people obtained political information 

once regulations surrounding political parties were enacted in the 1960s and the 

television news media came to dominate the landscape, the expansion of the Internet over 

the past 20 years has the potential to again change the nature of mass communication, and 

thus the inclination of voters to participate in elections.  I have used data from the 2008-

2009 American National Election Studies (ANES) Time Series survey to ask whether 

access to the Internet influences the likelihood of voting or political donation among 

American citizens.  Results show that having access to the Internet did not make a person 

more likely to vote, but did increase the likelihood of a person donating money to a 

campaign.  Policy implications include (but are not limited to) impacting campaign 

fundraising strategies, proposals for reversing the declining trends of electoral 

participation among voters, and policies surrounding the securing, regulating, and 

expansion of the Internet. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Though its most visible use is as a way of accessing information, the Internet’s 

primary function is to allow people to more quickly and easily share ideas, with the 

primary goal of influencing behavior.  Websites, email, instant messaging and social 

networks can all be used to rally people around a common cause and motivate them into 

real-world action.  President Barack Obama’s 2008 presidential campaign utilized the 

reach of the Internet more strategically than any political movement before, soliciting 

millions of dollars in online donations and generating broad grassroots activist networks 

throughout the country.  In the wake of this success, politicians across the country are 

now scrambling to ensure that online campaigning is a central part of their election 

strategies.   

In the midst of this movement, there remain many questions about the nature of 

potential voters who are online.  While 78% of Americans count themselves as Internet 

users, either from residential broadband access or access via work, smartphone, or public 

library, there remains a large group that is cut off from the this resource, and much is 

unknown about the level of disparity in behaviors and inclinations between those with 

access and those without (Horrigan).  I proposed to ask whether having access to the 

Internet influences the likelihood of political participation, here measured as either 

political donations or voting.  I hypothesized that those with Internet access would be 

more likely to participate in the political process. 
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The policy implications of this study could be vital to political strategists seeking 

to rally voters or raise funding, as well as influential in plans designed to increase the 

proportions of households with high-speed Internet access, such as the Federal 

Communication Commission’s (FCC) recent National Broadband Plan.  If such a plan 

were to be implemented, care should be taken to ensure that the additional “pipes” added 

are done so in a way to prevent any potential gerrymandering that could occur by 

surreptitiously providing one party’s voters more chances to access the Internet than 

another.  Overall, with the Internet likely set to play an ever-increasing role in our 

political process, it is vital to begin to understand what influences it has on voter 

participation. 

CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

The foundation of any democracy resides in the hands of its citizens, who are 

empowered to determine their collective course through a fair and equitable voting 

process.  The inclination of American citizens to actively participate in democratic 

processes – defined here as voting and/or contributing money to a political campaign – 

has long been believed to hinge primarily on education and income, with scholars 

associating higher levels of both with increased likelihood of political participation 

(Verba, Nie and Kim).  While other personal factors are also of significant influence – 

including age, gender, ethnicity, and partisanship among others – education and income 

remain the bedrock of explanatory theory surrounding voter participation (Timpone).   
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However, these theories do little to address the continually falling levels of 

American voting levels over the same period.  This is due to the fact that they often 

ignore other motivating factors, particularly societal ones (Aldrich).   These omissions 

include the style and venue through which political candidates and office holders 

communicate with the public as well as how and where the public obtains information, 

and with what purpose they seek out information - whether to better understand reality or 

merely confirm their own beliefs.   

Much as there was a seismic shift in how people obtained political information 

once regulations surrounding political parties were enacted in the 1960s and the 

television news media came to dominate the landscape, the expansion of the Internet over 

the past 20 years has the potential to again change the nature of mass communication, and 

thus the inclination of voters to participate in elections.  Later in this paper, I use data 

from the 2008-2009 American National Election Survey to ask whether access to the 

Internet influences the likelihood of voting among American citizens.  This has policy 

implications for campaign fundraising strategies as well as plans geared towards 

reversing the declining trends of electoral participation among voters, particularly 

younger voters who tend to be heavier Internet users (Teen & Young Adult Internet Use).  

It may also impact policies and proposals for securing, regulating, and expanding the 

Internet – if access has a notable impact on voter participation, then the Internet may need 

to be treated less like a private luxury and more as a public good. 
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Media, the Public, and Politics 

Prior to the mid-1960s, the public’s primary source of information about elections 

and political candidates were political parties.  These “political machines” prioritized 

direct, peer-to-peer advocacy of their candidates, most of who were chosen by the party 

elites.  Candidates were forced to accept the party’s dominance in these matters, as they 

lacked ways to actively communicate to the public other than through party mechanisms, 

which included conventions and caucuses, as well as organized local grassroots activism 

(McKay). 

However, by the late 1950s and early 1960s, a number of reforms that had long 

sought to end the dominance of machine politics finally gained significant traction and 

began to weaken the dominance of the party system, eroding cohesion of party 

membership and weakening the organizations themselves.  The Pendleton Civil Service 

Reform Act had gradually expanded to cover the majority of government jobs by the 

early 1900s, thus removing a significant amount of the “spoils” that the parties could 

offer as incentives for loyalty (Zarka).  Smaller reform measures designed to “weaken the 

link between parties and electors” were passed as well – i.e.: removing party labels on 

ballots and mandating elections to be city-wide rather than ward-by ward (McKay).  

Social reforms – including welfare and social security – also played a vital role, as they 

reduced the reliance of poor and lower middle class workers on local political parties for 

financial or employment assistance (McKay).  The most important accomplishment was 

in the growing use of political primaries, which helped weaken the party bosses’ control 

over candidate choices, and forced them to involve the American public.  The use of 
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primaries only expanded gradually, and was less common in local elections, but it set 

precedence for the electorate having a role to play in candidate selection that would 

eventually trickle down to the local level as well, weakening party control throughout the 

United States (McKay). 

This declining reliance on political parties was quickened by the further 

expansion of television into American homes and the rising dominance of TV newscasts 

as primary sources of information.  This meant that candidates no longer needed to 

petition solely to party leaders for nominations and support, but could appeal directly to 

voters themselves (McKay).  Candidates were further encouraged to bypass the party 

elders due to changes in fundraising laws that limited the amounts that individuals could 

donate to a campaign, which meant that more individuals would have to be convinced to 

give money in the search for campaign funds.  The confluence of all these factors led the 

media (with a growing emphasis on television, though newspapers would still play an 

important, though declining, role for several decades) to replace political parties as the 

chief method of communication for political candidates and source of information for 

voters (Wattenburg). 

This change in communication strategies by candidates and the public’s shift in 

preferred information sources have been widely reviewed as one of the leading causes of 

lower political knowledge and lower voter participation in America (Kerbel; Gentzkow).  

Many theories cite the media’s emphasis on the “race” aspect of elections, which focuses 

on the ideas of winners and losers at the expense of providing substantive candidate 

information, as off-putting to many citizens.  I tend to distrust this explanation however, 
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as the fact that the public still relies heavily on television news contradicts this theory, 

and serves as an illustration of the problems inherent in the self-reported nature of the 

surveys conducted in this area. Television, even the news divisions, is a ratings-driven 

enterprise.  If people truly disliked the media’s focus, they would go elsewhere for 

information, and newscasts would be forced to respond to the desires of the television 

watching audience by changing tactics and providing more informative newscasts and 

analysis.  However, none of this has happened.  More believable as an explanation for the 

growing cynicism and disdain with the political process is the expanding reliance upon 

pointless negative campaigning (Kenney and Kahn).  While studies have shown valid 

criticisms to be effective in changing voter opinion and increasing turnout, they have also 

found overly negative ads to drive down electoral participation. 

However, others object to this stance that having the media as a communication 

venue has had a primarily negative effect on voters.  A 1985 study by McLeod and 

McDonald posits that in contrast to the general belief that people are mere receptors of 

what the media puts out, they instead actively use the media (and various sources of it) to 

gain information and build or reinforce a viewpoint.  In doing so, they argue that the 

media can help increase voter participation by increasing access to information (McLeod 

and G.McDonald).  The responsibility lies with the consumer to be honest and productive 

in how they gather information and what they do with it. 

As the rise of television media precipitated a shift in voter participation by 

changing the nature of mass communication, so may the expansion of the Internet result 

in a similar shift.  Access to the Internet offers a far greater wealth of direct information 
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to citizens than they have ever had before, and gives candidates a way to talk directly to 

voters without the need for the media as an intermediary.  Both of these factors could 

change the way that people deal with information about candidates and elections, which 

has the potential to stem or even possibly reverse the declining trend of participation that 

the last 50 years has seen. As the Internet becomes an increasingly dominant form of 

media (which it is trending to do, according to the Pew Research Center), it is vital to 

attempt to understand how having access to such a large amount of information from a 

wide variety of sources as well as the ability to easily mobilize like-minded citizens 

online could influence political participation in the electoral process either through voting 

or financial donations to candidates and parties (Internet's Broader Role in Campaign 

2008). 

Internet and Political Participation: Previous Studies 

 A number of scholars have sought to quantify what effect, if any, the Internet has 

on political participation, and the results have typically fallen into two distinct camps.  

Pippa Norris posits that if the Internet does have an influence on voters, it will be in one 

of only two possible ways: mobilization or reinforcement (Norris).  Mobilization theory 

states that the Internet will expand the participating electorate.  The idea is that the 

Internet lowers the bar of entry to substantive, informed participation by making it easier 

for citizens to understand issues and engage with other citizens and government 

representatives in a much more immediate and fulfilling fashion than has traditionally 

been available.  This makes it easier for citizens to feel effective and vital to the political 

process, and therefore more likely to vote.  For example, a study Kwan Min Lee found 
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that young people who use the Internet for informational purposes tended to have higher 

levels of political efficacy, which has traditionally been thought to be a factor in deciding 

to vote (Lee; Timpone). 

Mobilization is contrasted with reinforcement theory, which believes that the 

Internet will have little effect on voter participation as a whole, and will merely buttress 

and invigorate those who are already politically active (Norris).  This is partly due to the 

matter of access – those who are most likely to have Internet access and the skills to use it 

have tended to be the more affluent and educated, which means they are typically more 

likely to be politically invested.  Thus the Internet merely reaffirms existing culture 

divides.  Norris’s own research using Pew Research data supports this stance, as does the 

work of Bruce Bimber (Norris). 

Bruce Bimber conducted several of the first substantial studies of the Internet’s 

effect on political participation, and typically came down in the reinforcement camp.  In 

his earliest research from the late 1990s, Bimber found little evidence of a relationship 

between Internet access/use and political participation (Bimber, The Internet and Citizen 

Communication with Government: Does the Medium Matter?; Bimber, The Internet and 

Political Transformation: Populism, Community, and Accelerated Pluralism).  A later 

study of his that utilized American National Election Survey (ANES) data still found no 

correlation between Internet use and voting, but did find a small but notable relationship 

between Internet access and political contributions (Bimber, Information and Political 

Engagement in America: The Search for Effects of Information Technology at the 

Individual Level).  As part of this latter study, Bimber posited that while many have high 
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hopes for the Internet to have transformative effects on the political process, historical 

precedence shows that new media and communication innovations have not resulted in 

substantial increases in civic engagement, and that current data suggested that the rise of 

the Internet appeared to be moving along the same lines. 

While Bimber’s research methodology was thorough and reliable and conducted 

only about 10 years ago, there are several issues we can raise regarding his conclusions.  

First, Bimber’s earliest studies were conducted when the Internet and World Wide Web 

were still very much in their infancy and access penetration was not very deep.  As such, 

his conclusions may not apply as well to the world of today.  Similarly, Bimber’s phone 

sample used in his early studies is very limited in its time frame, and the ANES data used 

in another study was primarily from 1998, a midterm election year.  A study by Tolbert & 

McNeal conducted in 2003 (to be discussed below shortly) described midterm elections 

to be naturally of less interest to voters than presidential ones, and concluded that while 

the Internet may not generate interest or participation on its own, when higher levels of 

interest do exist, it can help translate that interest into action (Tolbert and S.McNeal).  

Lastly, Bimber’s belief that the Internet is to television as television was to newspaper 

and radio ignores the nature of the Internet as a wide ranging, in-depth medium that 

involves user participation much more than television or newspapers do, and is thus 

likely to have a far different effect on user knowledge and engagement (Larson). 

 More recent studies tend to land on the side of mobilization theorists.  Caroline 

Tolbert and Ramona McNeal pooled ANES data from 1996, 1998, and 2000 to use in 

assessing the effects of Internet access on individual likelihood to vote.  They found that 
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in both 1996 and 2000, voters with Internet access were significantly more likely to vote.  

Additionally, they found a statistically significant positive relationship between using the 

Internet as a venue for news and voting.  Tolbert and McNeal concluded that Internet 

access does indeed have a positive effect on voter turnout, and that there was a growing 

gulf in voting likelihood between those with Internet access and those without (Tolbert 

and S.McNeal).  This research was built upon in 2007 by Karen Larson, who utilized 

2004 ANES data and reached a similar conclusion, and also found a notable correlation 

between Internet access and political contributions (Larson).   

 Other researchers have done related experiments surrounding the ideas of Internet 

access and higher levels of real-world participation, with many finding Internet access 

and/or high levels of Internet use to be associated with higher feelings of empowerment 

(similar to political efficacy) and occasionally higher levels of real-world action.  A study 

by Lori Weber, Alysha Loumakis, and James Bergman using Survey 2000 data found a 

strong relationship between Internet engagement and civic engagement (though one that 

tended to side with the reinforcement theorists), but it has generally been criticized for 

having selection bias due to its use of an opt-in online survey that resulted in a non-

random sample (Weber, Loumakis and Bergman).  Drawing a somewhat similar 

conclusion, analysis conducted by Markus Prior argues that Internet access will merely 

enhance already existing attitudes – if a user wants to be engaged, the Internet will help 

them become more engaged, but if they have a high preference for entertainment over 

news, the Internet will help them better avoid news information (Prior).   
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Shanto Iyengar and Simon Jackson conducted an experiment evaluating the 

effects of information technology on voter engagement by comparing a control group 

against a group with access to CD-ROM based campaign “handbooks”, which are 

somewhat analogous to the “action kits” that are posted online by campaigns in order to 

help people more readily mobilize in real life (Kann, Berry and Gant; Iyengar and 

Jackman).  Although the sample was small and the time frame limited, they were able to 

conclude that there was a positive relationship between the use of the CDs and political 

awareness, which they attribute to the more responsive, hands-on nature of using 

computers to learn over the more passive television form (Iyengar and Jackman).  

Similarly, “action kits” have seen widespread adoption as a way to engage online website 

visitors into real-world, measurable action (Kann, Berry and Gant). 

The United States is not the only place that is investigating the connection 

between Internet access and political participation.  Wainer Lusoli has conducted several 

studies into Internet use and elections in the European Union (EU), and has tenuously 

concluded that the Internet may have an effect on political attitudes, though he has not 

been able to tie this directly into voting or political donations (Lusoli, Ward and Gibson, 

(Re)Connecting Politics? Parliament, the Public, and the Internet; Lusoli, A Second-

Order Medium? The Internet as a Source of Electoral Information in 25 European 

Countries).  Kimmo Gronlund’s study of Finland from 2007 provides extra fuel for the 

reinforcement standpoint, as he concludes that while there is a correlation between 

Internet use and an informed citizenry (which has been historically associated with higher 

voter turnout), the link is weak, and mainly concentrated amongst voters who are already 
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politically knowledgeable and active (Gronlund).  European researchers tend to be 

limited by a lack of robust data, but are still seeking answers to the same questions 

surrounding the Internet and elections that Americans are. 

Remaining Questions 

 Despite the recent trend of research supporting the idea that there is a relationship 

between Internet access and political participation, there is still little consensus on the 

nature of that relationship (reinforcing or mobilizing), and the rapid pace of technological 

change means that any conclusions drawn may not hold true for very long.  The Internet 

of today, where people are constantly connected to information and social networks 

through phones, tablets, and laptop computers is a far cry from the Internet and 

technology culture of the late 1990s and early 2000s.  Whether earlier conclusions still 

hold true is a valid concern.  While past trends could be continuing, it is possible to 

imagine that so much connectivity could lead to distraction or cause people to disengage 

from issues as a way to protect themselves from the constant onslaught of information 

and opinions.  Similarly, it could be that access to the Internet is becoming so widespread 

that its impact on political participation at the aggregate level is being diluted by the 

growing inclusion of significantly less-politically-engaged individuals.  As the Internet 

keeps evolving, we cannot rest on past work as accepted truths, but must continually 

reassess ourselves in response to new advances.  To that end, I have used 2008 ANES 

Time Series data to perform a more current evaluation of whether access to the Internet 

has an effect on voter turnout or tendency to make a political donation.   
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CHAPTER 3: HYPOTHESES AND METHODOLOGY 

In seeking to determine whether Internet access affects political participation, I 

have looked at two distinct measures of participation: voting and financial contributions 

to a campaign.  The 2008 ANES Times Series survey contains data on both of these 

measures.  More specifically, I sought to discern whether a person is more or less likely 

to vote if they have access to the Internet, and more or less likely to donate to a political 

campaign if they have access to the Internet.  I predicted that individuals with Internet 

access would be more likely to participate in the political process, and that this 

participation would manifest itself through a higher propensity to vote and/or donate to 

political campaigns. The null and alternative hypotheses for these questions were as 

follows: 

Impact of Internet Access on Voting 

H0: Respondents with Internet access have the same likelihood of voting in the 

2008 Presidential election as respondents without Internet access. 

H1: Respondents with Internet access have a greater likelihood of voting in the 

2008 Presidential election than respondents without Internet access. 

Impact of Internet Access on Making a Financial Donation to a Campaign 

H0: Respondents with Internet access have the same likelihood of donating to a 

political campaign in the 2008 Presidential election as respondents without 

Internet access. 
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H1: Respondents with Internet access have a greater likelihood of donating to a 

political campaign in the 2008 Presidential election than respondents without 

Internet access. 

 While the dependent variables of “voted” and “made financial contribution” have 

several categories as measured in the ANES (in order to provide reasoning behind why 

the respondent took or did not take the action), I operationalized them as dichotomous 

variables for the purposes of this study – voted/did not vote and made a financial 

contribution/did not make a financial contribution.  This allowed me to use a probit 

model to determine the impact of the independent variables.  This strategy was in the 

spirit of previous studies in this area, notably Tolbert & McNeal’s 2003 analysis, and 

Larson’s 2005 research paper (Tolbert and S.McNeal; Larson) 

CHAPTER 4: DATA DESCRIPTION 

First established in 1948, the American National Election Study (ANES) has been 

conducted biyearly ever since by the University of Michigan with the goal of providing 

high-quality survey data for analysis concerning the “questions about vote choice, 

turnout, and related matters” that surround various elections (Lupia, Krosnick and 

Luevano).  Data are collected regarding political participation and public opinions 

through in-person interviews in the two months prior to an election, and then the same 

panelists are re-interviewed within two months after the election.  The sample pool for 

this iteration of the survey was considered to be citizens who are 18 years old as of 
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October 31, 2008, live in the United States (excluding Alaska and Hawaii), and speak 

English or Spanish as their primary language.   

The 2008 ANES Time Series Study was conducted between September 2008 and 

December 2008.  It contains a total of 2,323 pre-election interviews and 2,102 post-

election interviews, resulting in a re-interview rate of 90.5%.  Staff at RTI International 

conducted the interviews, and respondents were not told ahead of time that they were 

participating in the National Election Survey so as to help minimize self-selection bias 

within the sample.  The surveys took an average of 73.2 minutes for the pre-election 

wave and roughly 91.1 minutes for the post-election segment.  While African-Americans 

and Latinos were oversampled in this iteration of the survey (accounting for 577 and 512 

of the pre-election interviews, respectively), the use of weights upon the dataset still 

allows users to establish a representative cross-section sample of the United States and 

extrapolate results to the population at large (Lupia, Krosnick and Luevano). 

The ANES is frequently used by researchers and academics for political studies 

due to its longevity, the consistent nature of its questions across multiple iterations of the 

survey, and the high level of detail about panelists and their opinions that is acquired.  To 

facilitate research into the impact of the Internet on voters, in 1996 the ANES began 

asking the question “Do you have access to the Internet or the World Wide Web”.  In 

more recent years, additional questions about the amount of time spent online and the 

nature of information viewed have been added as well.  Other studies cited previously 

have made extensive use of ANES data while investigating the effects of Internet access 

on political participation of the US populace, including some of the most significant 
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researchers in the field, such as Bruce Bimber, Caroline Tolbert, and Ramona McNeal, 

whose various studies have produced conflicting results about the effects of Internet 

access upon political participation. 

There were some limitations to this dataset however.  While ANES strives to 

eliminate as many potential sources of inaccuracy as possible, it still remains subject to 

the standard problems associated with self-reported data.  Respondents may accidentally 

be inaccurate in their answers due to having a different interpretation of the 

question/answer options (questions concerning levels of partisanship are often hazily 

defined, for example), or just have a faulty memory or misunderstanding of what’s being 

asked.  Additionally, some panelists may purposefully deceive the interviewer, either out 

of embarrassment over revealing certain types of information (household income level is 

a common example) or pressure to conform with actions that society would deem “good”, 

such as voting.  While there is little that can be done to account for such inaccuracies, it is 

important to be aware of their presence.   

Also, while the 2008 ANES Time Series Study does contain data about panelist’s 

place of residence, it lacks additional information about those communities that could 

have an impact on political participation such as the level of direct democracy (i.e.: 

primaries vs. caucuses, propensity for direct voter initiatives) in the area or the other 

contests that appeared alongside the presidential race on the ballot.  Such local color may 

influence interest and level of knowledge of government issues as well as impact 

opinions and a person’s desire to participate in elections.  While these are not 

overwhelming shortcomings for the question addressed here, other studies conducted 
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with this data should be aware of this limitation and account for it in their research if they 

deem necessary. 

CHAPTER 5: MODEL SPECIFICATION 

The general form of the models I used is specified below; specifics on where the 

variables are taken from and how the independent variables were operationalized are 

discussed in the next section. 

1)  Voted = B0 + B1Internet_Access + B2Asian + B3African_American + B4Latino + 

B5Strong_Democrat + B6Strong_Republican + B7Pure_Independent + 

B8Political_Interest + B9Efficacy + B10Household_Income + B11Age + 

B12Education + B13Female + B14Other_Race + є 

2) Donated_to_Campaign = B0 + B1Internet_Access + B2Asian + 

B3African_American + B4Latino + B5Strong_Democrat + B6Strong_Republican 

+ B7Pure_Independent + B8Political_Interest + B9Efficacy + 

B10Household_Income + B11Age + B12Education + B13Female + B14Other_Race 

+ є 

CHAPTER 6: VARIABLES 

Variable Format 

Voted Dichotomous variable: =0 if did not vote, =1 if voted 

Donated_to_Campaign Dichotomous variable: =0 if did not donate, =1 if donated 

Internet_Access Dichotomous variable; =0 if no access to Internet, =1 if has 
access to Internet 
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Asian Dichotomous variable based on racial groups; reference is 
non-Hispanic whites; =0 if did not identify as Asian, =1 if 
identified as Asian  

African_American Dichotomous variable based on racial groups; reference is 
non-Hispanic whites; =0 if did not identify as African 
American, =1 if identified as African_American 

Latino Dichotomous variable based on racial groups; reference is 
non-Hispanic whites; =0 if did not identify as 
Latino/Hispanic, =1 if identified as Latino/Hispanic 

Other_Race Dichotomous variable based on racial groups; reference is 
non-Hispanic whites; =0 if identified as White, African 
American, Asian, or Latino/Hispanic, =1 if identified as any 
other group 

Strong_Democrat Dichotomous variable drawn from ANES 7-point scale of 
self-assessed partisanship with reference group of weak 
partisanship; =0 if did not cite Strong Democrat; =1 if cited 
Strong Democrat 

Strong_Republican Dichotomous variable drawn from ANES 7-point scale of 
self-assessed partisanship with reference group of weak 
partisanship; =0 if did not cite Strong Republican; =1 if cited 
Strong Republican 

Pure_Independent Dichotomous variable drawn from ANES 7-point scale of 
self-assessed partisanship with reference group of weak 
partisanship; =0 if did not cite Pure Independent; =1 if cited 
Pure Independent 

Political_Interest Three point scale based on ANES response set.  =1 “Not 
much interested”, =2 “Somewhat Interested”, =3 “Very much 
Interested” 

Efficacy Five point scale based on average of ANES response set to 
questions “Public officials don’t care much what people like 
me think”, “I feel that I have a pretty good understanding of 
the important political issues facing our country”, 
'Sometimes, politics and government seem so complicated 
that a person like me can't really understand what's going 
on”, and “People like me don’t have any say in what the 
government does”; =1 Strongly Agree, =5 Strongly Disagree 

Income 25 point scale based on ANES response set; =1 “None or less 
than $2,999” =25 “$150,000 or greater” 

Age 73 point scale based on ANES response set; =17 at age 17, 
=90 for age 90 or older 

Education 8 point scale based on ANES response set; =0 no High 
School diploma/equivalency, =7 Advanced Degree 

Female Dichotomous variable for gender; =0 if male, =1 if female 
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CHAPTER 7: DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS 

Table 1 
Survey Weighting Information 

 

Number of Strata 9 

Number of Primary Sampling Units (PSUs) 90 
Number of Observations 664 
Population Size 473.2851 

 
 
 Per the ANES codebook, variable V080102 is defined as the Post Cross-Section 

Sample Weight.  These weights were defined after the Post-Election wave and Post-

Stratification, centered at mean 1.0.  Variable V081206 is defined as the Stratum, and 

variable V081205 is defined as the Primary Area Number, which was used as the Primary 

Sampling Unit (Lupia, Krosnick and Luevano).  

 
Table 2 
Descriptive Statistics of Dependent Variables 

 

 Mean Linearized Std. Error Min Max 

Voted .7212479 .0248348 0 1 
Donated_to_Campaign .1211139 .024318 0 1 

 
 
 Both dependent variables have large sample sizes, and are skewed fairly heavily 

in one direction.  Despite the fact that the vast majority of people did vote and did not 

donate to a campaign, sample sizes remain large enough that both the “on” and “off” 

groups have sufficient sample with which to make inferences. 
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Table 3 
Descriptive Statistics of Basic Individual Controls 

 

 Mean Linearized Std. Error Min Max 

Female .5307604 .0280612 0 1 
Age 47.06823 1.239807 18 93 
Education 4.124328 .1234277 0 7 
Household_Income 14.15612 .490002 1 25 

 
 
 The sample skews female, though according to the ANES Methodology guide, 

appropriate weighting should ensure proper extrapolation to the population (Lupia, 

Krosnick and Luevano).   

 
Table 4 
Descriptive Statistics of Racial Characteristics of Respondents 

 

 Mean Linearized Std. Error Min Max 

Asian .0345779 .0127607 0 1 
African_American .1172374 .0207057 0 1 
Latino .0612136 .0146524 0 1 
Other_Race .0166927 .0064195 0 1 

 
 
 Over 70% of the sample consists of non-Hispanic whites, here represented in the 

control group.  

Table 5 
Descriptive Statistics for Party Affiliation 

 

 Mean Linearized Std. Error Min Max 

Strong_Democrat .1610099 .0205015 0 1 
Pure_Independent .1240751 .0188256 0 1 
Strong_Republican .1204399 .0197343 0 1 

 
 

 There are more strong democrats in the sample than strong republicans, which 

could be a possible consequence of the African American oversample that was done as a 



21 
 

part of the survey, or an indication of the nation’s general mindset during the 2008 

election. 

Table 6 
Descriptive Statistics for Political Involvement 

 

 Mean Linearized Std. Error Min Max 

Efficacy 3.611694 .0461206 1.5 5 
Political_Interest 2.232318 .039331 1 3 

 
 

 Both variables indicate that people are more interested than not in the political 

process, and that a slight majority feel empowered by the system. 

 
Table 7 
Descriptive Statistics for Independent Variable of Interest 

 

 Mean Linearized Std. Error Min Max 

Internet_Access .7340797 .0342168 0 1 

 
 
 A majority of respondents did report they possessed access to the Internet.  This 

percentage is larger than those reported in past studies (Tolbert and S.McNeal; Bimber 

1998, 1999, 2001). 

CHAPTER 8: ANALYSIS RESULTS 

 In conducting this analysis, I utilized the probit method, which is a maximum 

likelihood estimator commonly used when dealing with binary dependent variables.  This 

methodology was appropriate here as I was attempting to ascertain predicted probabilities 

from our regression, and probabilities can by their nature only have values between 0 and 

1.  Despite its mathematically different approach to dealing with the binary nature of the 
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dependent variable, the logit model could also be employed here, as the results from 

probit and logit regressions are statistically very similar.  However, since there is little 

numerical difference in the regression procedures, I chose to use probit due to its simpler 

method of interpreting coefficients. 

In that I asked two distinct questions within the scope of this research, I had two 

distinct hypotheses as well.  In response to the question of whether possessing Internet 

access has an impact on likelihood to vote or likelihood to donate to a campaign, I 

proposed the following hypotheses: 

Impact of Internet Access on Voting 

H0: Respondents with Internet access have the same likelihood of voting in the 

2008 Presidential election as respondents without Internet access. 

H1: Respondents with Internet access have a greater likelihood of voting in the 

2008 Presidential election than respondents without Internet access. 

Impact of Internet Access on Making a Financial Donation to a Campaign 

H0: Respondents with Internet access have the same likelihood of donating to a 

political campaign in the 2008 Presidential election as respondents without 

Internet access. 

H1: Respondents with Internet access have a greater likelihood of donating to a 

political campaign in the 2008 Presidential election than respondents without 

Internet access. 

 The form of the regression models I ran are as follows; variable definitions are 

listed in Chapter 6: 
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1) Voted = B0 + B1Internet_Access + B2Asian + B3African_American + B4Latino + 

B5Strong_Democrat + B6Strong_Republican + B7Pure_Independent + 

B8Political_Interest + B9Efficacy + B10Household_Income + B11Age + 

B12Education + B13Female + B14Other_Race + є 

2) Donated_to_Campaign = B0 + B1Internet_Access + B2Asian + 

B3African_American + B4Latino + B5Strong_Democrat + B6Strong_Republican 

+ B7Pure_Independent + B8Political_Interest + B9Efficacy + 

B10Household_Income + B11Age + B12Education + B13Female + B14Other_Race 

+ є 

 
Table 8 
Probability of Voting Regression Results 

 Coefficient Linearized Std. Error t-Value P > |t| 

Internet Access .182 .215 .85 .400 
Age .016** .005 3.12 .002 
Female .228 .143 1.59 .115 
Education .286** .078 3.66 .000 
Household Income .013 .015 .82 .412 
Asian .702 .668 1.05 .296 
African American .234 .191 1.22 .225 
Latino -.101 .190 -.53 .596 
Other Race .423 .454 .93 .355 
Strong Democrat .477** .195 2.45 .016 
Strong Republican .338 .327 1.03 .304 
Pure Independent -.529** .258 -2.05 .044 
Political Efficacy -.135 .127 -1.06 .290 
Political Interest .416** .139 3.00 .004 
Constant -2.06** .865 -2.38 .020 

**p < .05 

 Despite previous studies which used ANES data from the 2000 and 2004 elections 

finding a statistically significant increase in voting amongst those who possessed Internet 

access, the results of this probit regression on a respondent’s likelihood to vote failed to 
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disprove the null hypothesis that access to the Internet would have no effect on a person’s 

propensity to vote.  The coefficient of the Internet access variable does indicate a positive 

increase in voting amongst those with access however, signifying that if there had been 

any significant effects it would potentially be in line with the theories posited above. 

This lack of statistical significance could be explained by the differences in the 

Internet’s reach between 2000, 2004, and 2008 – the Internet has expanded exponentially 

over the 2000s, with many more people connected by late in the decade than at the 

beginning or even the midpoint and society being increasingly reliant upon internet 

access for many basic functions.  The ways in which people connect have expanded as 

well, expanding from traditional computers to mobile devices and entertainment 

consoles.  Many publicly accessible places as well now offer free Internet access.  All of 

these new developments have helped lower the costs of Internet connections, which in 

turn have provided more people and businesses with access opportunities.  By connecting 

more people, the elitism that was initially associated with having Internet access has 

eroded.  The demographic and attitudinal makeup of those who are connected has 

become increasingly similar to those without Internet access, thus making it more 

difficult to find significant differences based groups based solely on the factor of having 

Internet access or not having Internet access.  Additionally, while having access to the 

Internet can potentially increase access to information or facilitate direct access to 

candidates, having Internet access does little to make the physical process of voting 

easier.  Citizens still have to register (many still traditionally through the postal service), 

go to a polling station, and wait in line on a workday.  Most potential voters likely do not 
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find these factors made more appealing simply because they have Internet access (mobile 

access could make line-waiting a less negative aspect of the process by providing a 

distraction from boredom, but we are unable to make that differentiation here).  Overall, I 

find it to be a realistic scenario that there would be reasonably little difference in voting 

during the 2008 election based on Internet access alone, and thus feel confident in the 

results of the regression on this primary variable. 

The primary descriptive variables within the regression generally reflect the 

commonly held views on voting patterns.  Age and Education are both statistically 

significant with positive coefficients, indicating that voting is more likely as age or 

amount of schooling increases.  Household Income, which is typically found to be a 

significant indicator of voting likelihood, was not found to be statistically significant 

here, possibly due to the economic crisis that surrounded the election which could 

reasonably have caused both rich and poor to turn out in fairly equal numbers due to 

financial concern.  Likewise, the regression showed no significant difference in turnout 

between men and women.  Minority indicators also displayed no statistical significance, 

indicating that race had no notable impact on propensity to vote. 

Partisanship labels did show some statistically significant results however, with 

Strong Democrats showing a marked increase in voting likelihood against weak partisans 

on either side, which conceivably matches up with the high turnout that resulted in 

President Obama’s victory.  In contrast, Strong Republicans showed no statistically 

significant increase in voting over weak partisans, potentially reflecting the party base’s 

disenchantment with the McCain campaign that was widely reported on in the news.  
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Pure Independents showed a decrease in probability of voting that was statistically 

significant, which seems reasonable in that those who identify as truly independent may 

well be disenchanted with both political parties and choose to abstain from voting out of 

disdain or apathy. 

Of the two “feelings” indicators, those with strong feelings of political efficacy – 

ie: strong beliefs in the government’s understanding of problems and faith in its 

institutions to resolve them – showed no significant difference in likelihood to vote over 

those with little faith in government.  While this seems potentially counterintuitive at first 

glance, it could well be that feelings of efficacy are more linked to opinions on the 

current administration rather than the idea of government as a whole.  Thus, those who 

have strong feelings of efficacy are inclined to vote to keep government working or to 

help make the government work better, while those professing weak feelings of efficacy 

could be driven by a dislike of the party or person in power, and thus are equally as likely 

to vote as an effort to drastically change the system.  Level of political interest however 

does appear to have a statistically significant effect on increasing the likelihood of voting.  

This could possibly be interpreted as a scale of citizen apathy, with low interest 

indicating little concern and a lower likelihood of voting compared to those with high 

levels of interest, which reflects engagement in the issues and candidates involved in the 

campaign and thus a willingness to take part in the process. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



27 
 

Table 9 
Probability of Donating to a Campaign Regression Results 

 Coefficient Linearized Std. Error t-Value P > |t| 

Internet Access .605* .347 1.74 .085 
Age .013** .006 2.19 .032 
Female .042 .244 .17 .864 
Education .333** .064 5.21 .000 
Household Income .012 .024 .50 .621 
Asian .476 .777 .61 .542 
African American .382 .268 1.42 .159 
Latino .253 .289 .88 .384 
Other Race .698 .563 1.24 .218 
Strong Democrat .215 .276 .78 .438 
Strong Republican .366 .263 1.39 .168 
Pure Independent -.916** .338 -2.71 .008 
Political Efficacy -.167 .149 -1.12 .264 
Political Interest .712** .249 2.86 .005 
Constant -5.43** 1.12 -4.85 .000 

** p < .05, * p < .1 

 The regression results of the same independent variables upon the probability of 

donating to a campaign yielded somewhat similar results to the previous regression 

surrounding the probability of voting, but these results varied in several areas, most 

notably the statistical significance level of our variable of interest: Internet access.  While 

the previous regression showed no significant difference in likelihood of voting between 

those with Internet access and those without, there does appear to be at least a moderately 

significant positive impact on a person’s propensity to donate money to a campaign that 

stems from that person having Internet access.  This fits with our previous interpretation 

of a populace from above, where although the increased proliferation of cheap Internet 

access has made the “have” and “have not” populations increasing similar, donating 

money to a campaign is indeed made easier by having Internet access, unlike voting.  

With the Internet, citizens do not have to physically go to a bank or write out and mail a 
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check or be on a call list for a candidate to solicit their money or seek out a campaign 

office directly.  Donating money simply requires a few keystrokes, and campaigns are 

constantly working to make this straightforward task even simpler by integrating with 

intermediaries such as Paypal, using mailing lists where donation links come straight to 

your inbox, and instituting one-or-two click donation buttons.  Additionally, the 

automation of Internet donating makes it easier and more worthwhile for campaigns to 

process small amount donations.  This widens the pool of potential donors, and the 2008 

campaigns made a concerted effort to change the public’s general mentality that political 

donations are typically large by focusing their public fundraising efforts more towards 

single-and-low-double digit sized online donations from average citizens.  All these 

changes in the way political donations function on a logistical level stand in contrast to 

the process of voting, which remains constant whether one has Internet access or not.  

Since the Internet can help change the functional process of donating to a campaign, it 

seems reasonable that those with Internet access would have a higher likelihood of 

donating since the act is substantially easier for them as opposed to those without access 

to the Internet. 

 The individual level descriptive variables – age, gender, household income, 

education, and race – all retained similar effects across both regressions.  Age and 

education both yielded statistically significant positive effects on likelihood to donate, 

while gender, household income, and race showed no substantial differences in donation 

probability.   
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 There was no difference in propensity to donate to a campaign between parties, 

with neither strong republicans nor democrats showing any significant change in 

likelihood of donation against the base of weak partisans.  However, pure independents 

did show a statistically significant lower likelihood of donating to a campaign.  This 

seems reasonable, as citizens with not even moderate feelings of loyalty towards either 

party would be less likely to spend money on one of them. 

 The “feelings” indicators also had similar effects across both regressions.  Here 

again, the political efficacy variable appeared to have no significant impact on the 

likelihood of donating to a campaign, although political interest has a significant and 

positive influence on political donation.  As with voting, the direction of these effects and 

their significance levels seem reasonable given a reading of political interest as indicating 

apathy/engagement and efficacy as more indicative of a respondent’s attitude towards the 

current administration rather than their idea of government as a whole. 

Potential Shortcomings 

 As always when attempting to measure the exact effect of a variable that has its 

accessibility often driven by wealth or other social status indicators – ie: education, 

household ownership, etc – the precise impact of each variable can potentially end up 

being muddled.  Here, the primary concern is likely to come from the assumption that 

Internet access is available almost exclusively through pricey high-speed residential 

connections, and thus those with access would be expected to be primarily wealthy, well-

educated individuals, making the subset non-random.  While this is a valid concern, the 

mass proliferation of the Internet has resulted in a variety of publicly available access 
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points that are either free or very low cost.  Workplaces, libraries, coffee shops, Internet 

café’s, public parks, even McDonald’s – the list of publicly available, low-cost access 

points has steadily been growing over the past five years, and as such, I believe this trend 

keeps concerns over non-randomness from being an insurmountable problem for this 

study, and will continue to be less of an issue for studies of this subject going forward.  

 

 

CHAPTER 9: POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND POTENTIAL AREAS FOR 

FURTHER STUDY 

 Research into this area has a number of potential implications for both 

policymakers and campaign strategists.  First and foremost, the statistically significant 

increase in likelihood of political donations amongst those with Internet access should 

help lend credence to the oft-made (but little investigated) claim that the Internet is a 

powerful tool for fundraising.  While no modern campaign is absent some sort of website 

and email list, the potential for raising money that is present in this space could 

encourage moving a greater percentage of resources into developing stronger web 

presences for many candidates.  Perhaps next in importance is that this paper may help 

lead those who are attempting to increase voter turnout in a different direction from 

simply providing Internet access – access alone does not appear to have a substantial 

effect, so they must develop new ideas and more innovative strategies for engaging the 

electorate.  In the same vein, in the debate over the National Broadband Plan put forth by 
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the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), there were several who attempted to 

justify the call for universal Internet service (akin to the Universal Service Fund for 

telephony systems) by claiming that providing Internet access would help increase voter 

turnout – this paper should assist in debunking that assertion.  Additionally, if and when 

policymakers start actively considering proposals to institute Internet-based voting, 

papers such as this one that address differences in political participation could be 

combined with past and future research to provide lawmakers with the relevant trends 

and information with which to make their decisions.  From a fundraising perspective, if 

campaigns do indeed start leaning more on the Internet to raise money, lawmakers will 

likely soon have to deal with legislating how campaigns can legally and ethically interact 

with Internet Service Providers, online services, and payment intermediaries, particularly 

those with overly dominant market shares.  For example, should there be equal access 

regulation put onto Google for searches on campaign information?   Can the iTunes 

Music Store strike a deal with just one side of a campaign race to raise money through 

their interface, or should Apple be forced to provide all candidates a forum?  Can 

companies such as Amazon ever offer in-kind services as a donation?  All these and more 

are questions that are likely to come soon, and they are questions upon which the research 

done here may have an impact. 

Potential Areas for Further Study 

 While there are a number of ways in which to expand upon the research presented 

in this paper, there are three particular areas that I was unable to pursue here that I believe 

could be of interest and use.  First, a study that delves further into the types of 
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information people access on the Internet would be a strong next step in diving deeper 

into the effects of the Internet on political participation.  The ANES asks whether people 

use the Internet for news, but it fails to specify what type of news (ie: local or national, 

government issues or entertainment and sports), how often they get each type of news, 

and from what websites.  All of this could be informative as to how people use the 

Internet and what drives them to participate in the political process.  Second, a study that 

delves into the different effects that the various styles of message communication 

available on the Internet have on potential voters.  Are videos more effective than plain 

text?  How long are the most effective videos?  Are messages in emails more effective 

than messages posted on various websites?  All these “media mix” questions are ones that 

campaign strategists and Get-Out-The-Vote managers would likely find extremely 

valuable.  Finally, further scrutiny into non-Presidential elections would be very prudent.  

All of the results developed in this paper, as well as a majority of the earlier research that 

has been done has centered on Presidential elections.  Discovering whether these trends 

hold true during Congressional year elections or lower level races would be beneficial as 

well.  These are just three potential ideas that expand on the same vein of the research 

presented here – I encourage any interested parties to pursue them or develop their own 

avenues to explore in pursuit of a greater understanding of how political participation will 

be evolving alongside the Internet. 
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