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Abstract 

Social workers are challenged by the profession’s Code of Ethics to engage in social and 

political action to create social change, and social work education is challenged by our Code and 

accreditation to prepare students for this challenge.  Social work policy educators often need to 

adapt teaching methods in order to account for differences in the political and social context 

within which they are teaching. This study uses the Civic Participation Model to assess the 

regional differences in a political social work training offered in two strikingly different 

locations in the Eastern and Western United States. This paper describes a case example of an 

adaptation of a political social work training into a new context that varies significantly in a 

number of ways from the context in which it was created, including geography, ideology, 

density, and political structure.  Outcomes are discussed, and the article proposes research 

questions for a larger follow-up study of political social work trainings in a series of diverse 

geographic areas. 

 

 

Keywords: political social work, social work education, regional differences, civic participation, 

civic engagement  
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Training social workers for political engagement: exploring regional differences in the 

United States 

Effective teaching of policy advocacy within social work requires careful attention to the 

context in which students and educators live and practice.  Strategies to teach policy advocacy 

that are effective in one location may be less successful if they are adopted in a new location or 

school without understanding of the differences in context and setting.  This paper describes the 

process of adapting a political social work training into a new context using Woodard’s Eleven 

Nations framework and the Civic Voluntarism Model, discusses outcomes, and proposes study 

questions for a larger followup study of political social work trainings in a series of diverse 

geographic areas. 

Literature Review and Conceptual Framework 

In the social work literature, the Civic Voluntarism Model (CVM), adapted from political 

science (Verba, Schlozman & Brady, 1995), is most often cited to understand political 

participation.  This model focuses on activities with “the intent or effect of influencing 

government action -- either directly by affecting the making or implementation of public policy 

or indirectly by influencing the selection of people who make those policies" (Verba, Schlozman 

& Brady, 1995, p. 38), and includes gaining and using political knowledge, being aware of 

political issues, contributing money to campaigns or political committees, volunteering, and 

running for elected office.  Within the CVM, political participation requires three key 

components.  First, resources such as time, money, and civic skills are considered essential to a 

person or group’s capacity to engage in political activities.  The model posits that lack of any of 

these three will severely hamper political involvement.  The second key concept of this model is 

engagement.  Engagement can be used to describe many different capacities or activities.  In this 
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model, it covers several key psychological conditions.  Verba et al. have found that to be 

involved, people must have a motivation or desire to participate, have a strong sense of self-

efficacy, and feel personally fulfilled and connected to others.  Within engagement, political 

efficacy describes an individual’s faith in their own ability to make a meaningful impact and 

changes through political engagement, particularly voting and elections (Verba, Scholzman, & 

Brady, 1995).  Citizens with political efficacy believe in the political process and their 

participation in it (Beaumont, 2011; Easton, 1965; Easton & Dennis, 1967; Morrell, 2005; Verba 

et al., 1995).  Since the work of Robert Lane (1959), more than a dozen studies have 

differentiated two types of political efficacy: internal efficacy and external efficacy.  A person 

with high internal political efficacy believes that he or she understands how to take part in the 

political process and is not intimidated by obstacles that may occur.  Conversely, a person with 

high external political efficacy views the political system and leaders as responsive and 

accessible to the general public’s needs (Caprara, Vecchione, Capanna, & Mebane, 2009).   

The last concept, recruitment, entails being asked and encouraged to participate in 

political activity. Verba et al. found that recruitment was most likely to occur within the context 

of a person’s faith-based community, workplace, or voluntary association.  For example, Ritter 

(2008) found that political efficacy, political interest, and political knowledge were associated 

with higher levels of political engagement.  Swank (2012) found that peer request among social 

work students was the strongest predictor of political participation. 

This model has been used in a variety of research examining political participation within 

the field of social work.  Wolk’s landmark article about political participation of social workers 

in 1981 was the first to highlight Verba’s explanation of the over-representation of upper status 

groups, those with the time and resource to participate, in the political system, and to find similar 
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patterns within social work.  Fifteen years later, he highlighted Verba’s emphasis on political 

efficacy in his theoretical model of motivation for social workers in the political arena (Wolk, 

1996).   

[Insert Table 1 approximately here] 

Domanski (1998) examined the political participation of social workers who were leaders 

in health-related settings and found that, like the general public in Verba’s research and model, 

their participation was much lower in activities such as testifying that required more time, effort, 

and knowledge.  Hamilton and Fauri’s survey of social workers’ political activity highlighted the 

fact that NASW members tend to be more politically active than other social workers (2001).  

This is predicted by Verba’s model, but could account for an overestimation of social workers’ 

political activity in many studies, given that NASW members are often the sampling frame for 

studies of social workers.  Hamilton and Fauri found that political engagement was correlated 

with political activity for social workers, as Verba’s model would predict, but that social 

workers’ political activity was not connected to access to resources such as income or education. 

Mary (2001) looked at the political activity of social work educators twice, and again 

found higher levels of activity than the general public.  The concerns raised by social work 

educators as factors they thought minimized their political activity fit into the Verba categories 

of resources and civic skills. 

 Ritter (2008) used Verba’s model to compare social workers to the general public by 

examining predictors of political activity among licensed social workers in eleven states across 

the country.  Social workers differed from the general public in four major ways.  First, as found 

in other studies, while the general public was less likely to become politically active if they had 

less time and money available to them, social workers participated in political activity regardless 
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of their available resources.  Second, while degree of partisanship predicted political activity in 

the general public, it did not predict political activity among social workers.  This lack of 

predictive ability for partisanship may reflect the relative homogeneity of social workers, who 

reported being primarily registered Democrats and fairly liberal.  Third, in terms of recruitment, 

Ritter found that while a majority of the social workers she surveyed belonged to a church or 

another non-political voluntary organization, very few reported that they had been recruited into 

political activity through that network.  Finally, within the context of political skills, Ritter asked 

her sample of social workers an additional question: whether they felt that their social work 

education had provided them with the skills they would need to engage with the political system.  

Approximately half of the respondents felt that they had learned these skills in their social work 

education, while the other half disagreed.   

 Rome and Hoechstetter’s 2000 survey of NASW members’ political engagement 

highlighted a divide in the profession between those with high and low levels of political 

involvement (Rome & Hoechstetter, 2010).  BSW and MSW respondents were equally divided, 

but PhD respondents were more likely to identify with high levels of involvement.  Those who 

were older and more experienced had higher levels of involvement.  As with Ritter’s sample, 

there were mixed opinions about whether social work education had prepared them well for 

political engagement.  [Author, 2011] surveyed social workers who had run for political office.  

They identified the importance of recruitment in their political action, particularly in running for 

office.  They differed from the model in that recruitment within faith networks was much less 

important than recruitment by friends, current elected officials, political activists, and 

professional networks.  Recruitment by spouses and family members were also important. 
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Swank’s 2000 survey of undergraduate social work students found few differences based 

on income, marital status, or, understandably, educational level.  Identification as an activist was 

a strong predictor of political activity (Swank, 2012).  [Author’s] 2016 qualitative study of 

clinical social workers described women who were clinical social workers expressing lack of 

resources, including time and civic skills, as well as lack of efficacy, which the respondents 

connected with low levels of political engagement. 

Finally, the researchers at the [Author-affiliated organization] have used Verba’s model 

to inform political social work trainings, finding that increasing political efficacy was correlated 

with increased plans for political action by training participants [Author et al., 2017, Author et 

al., 2018]. 

Context and Political Action 

Social work learning and practice is deeply embedded in social and political contexts. 

Certain practice contexts are given attention in the academic literature, for example: rural vs. 

urban practice, and practice with specific groups such as immigrants and refugee populations.  

The CVM has been used in a variety of geographical contexts, including internationally in 

Britain (Whitely, 2011), Ghana (Bob-Milliar, 2012), Romania (Tatar, 2015), Spain (Serrat, Villar 

& Celdran, 2015), and Sweden (Lidstrom, 2013), among others.  Within the United States, the 

CVM has been used to examine gendered and racial political differences in the South, where 

Fullerton and Stern paired it with the strategic mobilization perspective to help explain a 

narrowing of the gap in political participation between African-American and white southern 

voters, and the ways in which gender and race affected each other over time (Fullerton & Stern, 

2010; Fullerton & Stern, 2013).  It was also used with Latino immigrants in the Midwest, where 

it was combined with Bordieu’s civic habitus lens to explain the connections between 
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immigrants’ political activity in their home country, association with a political party, and 

political participation in the United States (Sandoval & Jennings, 2012). Levin-Waldman (2013) 

used the framework to discuss the consequences of the diminishing middle class and rising 

income inequality on New York City political participation. 

The analysis of geographical context applied in conjunction with the CVM framework in 

this study is drawn from Woodard (2011), who makes a compelling argument for the existence 

of regional differences that go beyond the traditional Republican and Democrat, rural and urban 

distinctions already highlighted in social work’s academic curriculum, to include profound 

religious, ideological, and ethnographic characteristics between distinct regions throughout the 

United States and North America.  These differences include widely varied opinions on the 

function and role of government, which has a direct impact on the role of social workers as 

participants in the political process. In this article, we highlight two contrasting regions of the 

U.S., described as “nations” by Woodard, the Far West and Yankeedom.   

Far West 

As described by Woodard (2011), the Far West roughly includes the states of Montana, 

Idaho, Wyoming, Utah, Nevada, Colorado, the Eastern/interior sections of California, Oregon, 

and Washington, the western half of the Dakotas and Nebraska, northern Arizona, and British 

Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan, and most of Alaska. Woodard connects the culture of this vast 

Far West region to an uneasy dependence on large corporations and the federal government for 

survival, particularly in areas where the land does not lend itself easily to agriculture. The Far 

West, he argues, could flourish only with an influx of resources including heavy mining 

equipment, railroads, dams, and irrigation systems. As a result, some regions were “colonized” 

by capital interests in large cities such as San Francisco, Chicago, and New York, and benefitted 
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from federal funding and projects. The federal government owns 47% of the land in western 

states, with the highest rate of federal land ownership in Nevada at 85% (Ballotpedia, n.d., Bui & 

Sanger-Katz, 2016). By contrast, Connecticut, located in Yankeedom, ties with Iowa for the 

lowest percentage of federal land ownership, at 0.3% (Ballotpedia, n.d.). The uneasy balance 

between federal support and dislike of centralized government in the Far West results in anger at 

federal government interference, which occurs at the same time as the region needs continued 

financial and infrastructure supports.  This tension was highlighted in 2014 by the armed 

standoff of rancher Cliven Bundy, who was arrested after an armed standoff with federal agents 

over his right to be on federal land that his family had farmed for generations.  His case was 

thrown out and he was released from custody in January 2018 (Ritter, 2018).  On the other hand, 

corporations in the Far West are seen favorably by the political structure, with some of the U.S.’ 

lowest corporate tax rates in Far West states. 

Yankeedom 

In contrast, Yankeedom, which primarily includes a smaller but relatively populous area 

of upstate New York, and the New England states of Connecticut, Rhode Island, Vermont, New 

Hampshire, Maine, and Massachusetts, gathers attitudes and norms from the cultural values of its 

Puritan founders who sought to create a better society through social engineering and the 

common good. Of Woodard’s eleven outlined “nations,” Woodard (2011) argues that 

Yankeedom places the highest value and faith in the government’s ability to effect positive 

change. Yankeedom is characterized by a middle-class ethic, the importance of intellectual 

achievement, and a drive to improve society through extensive citizen involvement in the 

political process. 

Far West versus Yankeedom 
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There are many political comparisons between the two states that can highlight some of 

these differences of “nations,” many of which are highlighted in Table 2.  The state legislature of 

Nevada in the Far West meets once every other year for 100 days. In contrast, the state 

legislature of Connecticut in the nation of Yankeedom meets for three months in even-numbered 

years and five months in odd-numbered years.  These regions have different profiles on a number 

of issues, including politically. For example, voter turnout in Nevada in the 2018 midterm 

election was 47.5% of eligible voters and 41% of the voting age population. This latter number 

includes the 327,876 people who aren’t eligible to vote in Nevada due to citizenship, prison, 

probation, parole, or felony conviction.  The voter turnout rate in Connecticut was 54.4% of 

eligible voters and 49.8% of the voting age population. The latter includes 241,847 people who 

cannot vote because of citizenship, prison, parole, or felony conviction—in Connecticut, those 

on probation are eligible to vote (United States Election Project, n.d.). 

 [Insert Table 2 approximately here] 

 Woodard makes it clear that these regions are not homogenous, and political 

differences between exist within these two regions as well, including access to voting, 

availability of methods of transportation to the polls, number of political positions available, and 

accessibility of legislators.  The above also affect the social work profession, the perception of 

the profession, and the makeup of the profession.  For example, state funding of social services 

varies significantly between the two states.  The total number of licensed social workers in 

Nevada in 2016 was 2,943 (State of Nevada Board of Examiners for Social Workers, 2016) 

while the total number of licensed social workers in Connecticut was 6,915 in 2014, the last year 

data was available (Connecticut State Department of Public Health, n.d.).  This means that in 
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Nevada, there is one social worker for every 992 people, while in Connecticut, there is one social 

worker for every 517 people. 

Yankeedom versus the Far West: A Case Example 

The Political Social Work Training (PSW) described here is an initiative of two schools 

of social work which was created to train social workers and social work students for leadership 

positions in political campaigns, their own runs for elected office, and leadership in social 

change.  It has been held annually since 1996 at a large northeastern university in Connecticut, in 

Yankeedom.  Participants in the training are a mixture of current students, social work 

practitioners, and those who are involved with human service organizations in the community, as 

board members, staff, volunteer, or clients.  It is an intensive training lasting between one and 

two days.  In addition to the research on efficacy and Beaumont’s work, this training is heavily 

influenced by evaluation research by the authors ([Author, 2011]), previous work by Domanski 

(1998), and Hamilton and Fauri (2001), and input from alumni and experts in the field.  

The program consists of three modules, all led by experienced political social workers 

who have professional experience in the political arena. The first module is a detailed course in 

the language and processes of electoral campaigns in the United States. This module is designed 

to build knowledge and skills around campaign planning, messaging, opposition research on 

oneself, asking for money, and developing materials and strategies for voter contact. The second 

module of the PSW curriculum presents an opportunity to learn from the experiences of local 

social workers who have run for political office and/or worked in political employment. Panels, 

workshops, and small-group interactions allow participants to get a realistic sense of the 

experience of running for office and learn from the successes and challenges of those who have 

come before them. The third module is an interactive experience for participants to plan their 
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own political development. Participants use what they have learned to develop an individualized 

political plan, set goals for their political work in the next five years, and commit to first steps 

toward their political futures. All three sections include activities designed to build internal and 

external political efficacy of participants. A detailed agenda of the training can be found in the 

appendix of a previously published work by [Author et al.] (2017). 

Research Questions 

 The purpose of this research is to consider the differences between students coming from 

the two different regions, the process of modifying the training for two separate locations, and 

the comparative effectiveness of the training in the two locations.  In order to reach that goal, the 

following questions were asked: 

Research question #1: How did the two groups compare before the training in demographics, 

ideology, efficacy, and planned political activity? 

Research question #2: How was the training modified to address the different contexts of 

Yankeedom and the Far West? 

Research question #3: How did the two groups compare after the training in efficacy, attitudes, 

and planned political activity?   

Methods 

 The data described here include the reflections of the social work educators who created 

and engaged with students during the training, as well as data collected from participants through 

a voluntary self-administered, self-report survey.  Before the survey was administered, 

permission to study human subjects was obtained from the Institutional Review Boards of 

authors’ institutions; the study was deemed exempt.   

Measurement 
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 The instrument used for data collection has been used for evaluation of the political social 

work training since 2015. It includes standard scales for political efficacy developed for the 

American National Election Survey (n.d) (ANES), later refined by Niemi, Craig, and Mattei 

(1991) to operationalize internal and external political efficacy using an eight-item scale.  All of 

the items have five Likert responses that range from strongly disagree to strongly agree and a 

total score ranging from 0 to 32, with high scores indicating strong efficacy.  The internal 

political efficacy scale has four questions: “How often do politics and government seem so 

complicated that you can't really understand what’s going on?”; “How well do you understand 

the important political issues facing our country?”; “How much do public officials care what 

people like you think?”; and “How much can people like you affect what the government does?”  

and this subscale scores range from 0 to 16. The external political efficacy scale also includes 

four questions: “There are many legal ways for citizens to successfully influence what the 

government does”; “Under our form of government, the people have the final say about how the 

country is run, no matter who is in office”; “If public officials are not interested in hearing what 

the people think, there is really no way to make them listen”; and “People like me don’t have any 

say about what the government does” and a subscale range from 0 to 16.   

 The survey also included a 22-item scale adapted from Rome & Hoeschstetter (2010) 

assessing the political behavior of social worker.  This scale includes “active” behaviors such as 

contacting legislators, actively campaigning for candidates, testifying at hearings, attending 

marches or rallies, contacting the media, and joining community groups that advocate for policy 

change as well as “passive” behaviors such as keeping up with the news, identifying one's 

legislative representatives, following the progress of legislation, sharing political opinions with 

others, and discussing policy issues with friends and colleagues.  The active scale ( =.763) has 
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11 items with a score range of 0-44.  The passive scale ( =.853) is comprised of 11 items with a 

score range of 0-44.   

 Participants at each training were given the pre-test prior to the start of training and a 

post-test at the conclusion of the training.  Informed consent was provided in writing and 

described verbally by a researcher at the start of the training.  Completion of the survey was 

considered consent to participate in the study. Surveys were placed in manila envelopes to ensure 

anonymity. The same protocol was followed for completion of the post-test, without the full 

description of informed consent, but with a reminder that participation was voluntary. 

Sampling 

The survey was distributed to all attendees (N=67) of the political social work trainings in 

Nevada and Connecticut during March and April 2016.  The response rate was 97% (n=67) for 

the pre-test and 67% (n=46) for the post-test. Univariate analysis was employed to describe the 

demographic characteristics of the sample.  

As described in Table 3, for the 67 participants who completed the pre-test survey, the 

mean age was 34 years (M=34.8, SD=12.8). The sample was predominantly female (68%), white 

(69%), heterosexual (71%), and not Hispanic or Latino (89%).  More than two-thirds of the 

sample had completed college (70%). Most respondents were registered to vote (97%) and the 

majority identified as registered Democrats (76%).  See Table 3 for more details. 

[Insert Table 3 approximately here] 

Limitations 

 The limitations to this study include the sampling and size.  Because the sample size is 

small, and members are from two geographic areas, the generalizability of the study is 

limited.  Although the sample from Connecticut is twice the size of the sample from Nevada, 
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those proportions do represent the proportionate number of social workers in each state.  The 

second major limitation of this study is the use of a self-report measure administered 

immediately after the training. The results reported by the respondents may reflect social 

desirability rather than actual changes, and they may not be maintained over a longer period of 

time. A third concern is the drop-out rate of participants from pre-test (N=67) to post-test 

(N=46). It is possible that the effect of this study did not persist after the end of the training--a 

longitudinal study of all of the participants of this training from multiple years is being planned 

to assess the long-term outcomes. 

Results 

Research Question #1: Changes in Training 

Modifications were made between the two locations based on needs of students and 

political and geographic context.  The significant differences between the two locations were 

many.  As discussed in Woodard (2011), the relationship between government and governed in 

the Far West holds a lot of tension, which is often reflected in more skeptical attitudes toward 

government and politics.  This also translated, understandably, during the PSW training to polite 

but noticeable skepticism of outsiders coming from Yankeedom who weren’t familiar with local 

politics or the “Nevada way of doing things.”  The trainers addressed this issue by ensuring that 

there was a Nevada faculty member who was the champion of the PSW training in Nevada and 

helped to navigate the differences between the two settings.  However, because she was both an 

academic and not native to the region, her presence may not have been enough to combat that 

skepticism.  In addition, this was the first time the training had been offered in Nevada, so there 

was not an existing level of support and confidence in the training. 

The PSW training in Connecticut, by contrast, occurs within the region with the highest 
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overall faith in the government’s ability to effect positive change (Woodard, 2011), as seen in the 

efficacy scores of participants.  Woodard characterizes Yankeedom as prioritizing intellectual 

achievement and extensive citizen involvement in the political process.  In Connecticut, the PSW 

training attendees had a higher level of educational attainment, and the context in general in 

Connecticut includes more graduate-level social workers who are engaged within the 

government, including a large number of social workers who have run for or held political office.  

This context, combined with the established nature of the training, led to a more solid group buy-

in from the beginning. 

Both trainings took place during the contentious 2016 US presidential election primary 

season, which created a different dynamic in both places than had been seen in previous years.  

Participants discussed healthy concerns and frustrations in the major political parties, the 

electoral process, and the systemic racism and other bias within the US electoral system that had 

not been a significant part of previous trainings.  This has been an ongoing trend in more recent 

trainings, and has been used to adapt the trainings to include more information about working 

outside of major parties, racism and bias within the electoral system, and the experiences in 

particular of non-White candidates in running for office. 

Given that the overall voter turnout is higher in Connecticut than Nevada, and that the 

state legislature meets longer and more frequently (United States Election Project, n.d.), it is not 

surprising that there are more resources available in Connecticut that train social workers about 

advocacy and civic engagement.  The resources available in Nevada are excellent, but fewer, and 

spread over a wider area.  Because of this, the Nevada PSW training focused more on topics 

related to advocacy and had advocates and lobbyists participating in panels, in addition to elected 

social workers. In Connecticut, where advocacy is covered often in other trainings, the training 
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focused almost exclusively on electoral politics and the experience of running for and holding 

office.  Although there is political diversity in both areas, the speakers in Connecticut generally 

assume they are speaking to a more liberal audience, while Nevada speakers endeavored to speak 

to a more moderate audience.   

Another difference between the two was the availability of panelists who were both 

social workers and politically experienced.  Given the long-standing nature of this training in 

Connecticut, program alumni are available to serve on the panel of elected officials, leading to a 

group of approximately 20 panelists who are available to participate in most years.  Ten were 

chosen for this year.  In Nevada, non-social workers were included on the panel of elected 

officials because the number of potential panelists was limited.  A total of six panelists spoke, 

some of whom were also participants in the overall training as well as panelists.  

The social work department in Nevada is smaller than in Connecticut, and course 

scheduling is done in different time blocks, providing less opportunity for faculty members to 

attend the training or encourage their students to do so.  This resulted in many people being 

unable to attend the full training, which may have affected the training’s effectiveness or their 

experience of it.  In Connecticut, because this is a long-standing training, other events are 

arranged around this training, and faculty are commonly able to excuse students from other 

obligations to attend. 

Finally, it should be noted that this was the first time replicating the PSW training outside 

of Yankeedom, and many lessons were learned through the process that have informed future 

replications.  For example, given the difference in scheduling between the two schools, future 

trainings have been scheduled farther in advance to allow for attendees to stay throughout the 

entire training, which gives them the most benefit and is less disruptive. 
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Although it is not the primary purpose of this article to gauge training outcomes, we can 

begin to explore the effectiveness of the tailored intervention by comparing the percentage of 

respondents who planned to work on campaigns between the beginning and end of the training, 

since this is one of the main training goals.  Before the training, less than half of each group had 

volunteered on a campaign, including 40% of the Connecticut group (N=18) and 45% of the 

Nevada group (N=10), while 71% (N=32) in Connecticut and 82% (N=18) in Nevada planned to 

do so before training.  Very few had worked for pay on campaigns, including 13% of the 

Connecticut group (N=6) and 5% of the Nevada group (N=1), or planned to work for pay on 

campaigns (62% of Connecticut, N=28, and 45% of Nevada, N=10).  The numbers of students 

planning to engage in these activities went up substantially after the training.  After training, 

82% of Connecticut participants (N=32) and 53% of Nevada participants (N=8) planned to work 

for pay on campaigns.  After training, 85% of Connecticut (N=33) and 100% of Nevada 

participants (N=15) planned to volunteer on a campaign after training.  Based on these findings, 

training appears to have had an impact in both locations, but more so in Connecticut.  

Research question #2: How did the two groups compare before the training in demographics, 

ideology, efficacy, and planned political activity? 

[Insert Table 4 approximately here] 

Differences between the two groups prior to training are described in Table 4.  We had 

expected to find more differences between the two groups based on the demographics of the area 

and our experiences of the training; the lack of statistically significant differences could be due 

to the relatively small sample size.  An independent samples t-test was conducted to compare the 

mean age of the Nevada cohort with the Connecticut cohort. There was not a significant 

difference between the mean ages of the Nevada cohort (M=36.68, SD=12.92) and the 
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Connecticut cohort (M=33.81, SD=12.78); t(63)=.853, p=0.85.  Chi-square tests were performed 

to examine the relationship between student location and the following demographic variables: 

race/ethnicity (χ2 (3, N=62) = 1.86, p = .60), Latino/Hispanic status (χ2 (1, N=65) = .097, p = 

.75), sexual orientation (χ2 (3, N=63) = 3.60, p = .31, gender (χ2 (2), N=66) = .52, p = .77), and 

highest degree completed. Only the relationship between student location and highest degree 

completed was significant, χ2 (4, N=64) = 22.96, p < .001. Nevada participants were less likely 

to have completed an undergraduate or graduate degree. Chi square test results indicated no 

significant differences between cohorts for voter registration (χ2 (1, N=67) = 1.01, p = .31) or 

party affiliation (χ2 (4, N=62) = 4.34, p = .36). 

Using independent samples t-tests, we compared the mean scores for fiscal and social 

ideology between the Nevada cohort and the Connecticut cohort. There was no significant 

difference between the mean score for fiscal ideology of the Nevada cohort (M=0.77, SD=.87) 

and the Connecticut cohort (M=0.53, SD=.83); t(58)=-1.09, p=0.28.  Similarly, there was no 

significant difference between the mean scores for social ideology of the Nevada cohort 

(M=0.45, SD=.67) and the Connecticut cohort (M=0.19, SD=.51); t(61)=-1.72, p=0.09).   

There was a statistically significant difference in overall political efficacy before the 

intervention between the Nevada cohort (M=18.5, SD=3.13) and the Connecticut cohort 

(M=19.9, SD=2.51), with Connecticut participants demonstrating a stronger political efficacy; 

t(58)=2.03, p < .05.   This scale ranges from 0 to 32, so both of these groups scored toward the 

middle of the scale, with Connecticut slightly higher. 

Using independent samples t-tests, we compared the mean scores for pre-intervention 

planned political activity between the Nevada cohort and the Connecticut cohort. There was no 

significant difference between the mean score for pre-intervention planned political activity of 
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the Nevada cohort (M=24.7, SD=6.45) and the Connecticut cohort (M=24.9, SD=7.87); 

t(55)=.10, p=0.92, suggesting the two groups were similar in their plans for political action 

before training started.   

Examining individual political behaviors, the Nevada cohort was less likely than the 

Connecticut cohort to agree with the statements “social workers should run for state office” 

(X2(1, N = 58) = 5.86, p = .02) and “social workers should run for federal office” (X2(1, N = 57) 

= 9.39, p < .01). 

Research question #3: How did the two groups compare after the training in efficacy, 

attitudes, and planned political activity?   

[Insert Table 5 approximately here] 

There was a statistically significant difference in overall political efficacy sustained 

through the intervention, with significant differences found between the Nevada cohort (M=18.7, 

SD=1.87) and the Connecticut cohort (M=20.3, SD=2.61) at post-test; t(49)=2.07, p < .05, 

essentially suggesting the Connecticut group started and ended with slightly higher confidence in 

their ability to intervene in the political system than the Nevada group. 

Using independent samples t-tests, we compared the mean scores for post-intervention 

planned political activity and mean change scores for planned political activity between the 

Nevada cohort and the Connecticut cohort. There was no significant difference between the 

Nevada cohort (M=26.6, SD=3.9) and the Connecticut cohort (M=26.0, SD=7.6) for post-

intervention planned political activity; t(43)=-.25, p=0.80. There was no significant difference 

between the change scores for planned political activity of the Nevada cohort (M=2.7, SD=5.8) 

and the Connecticut cohort (M=1.6, SD=6.1); t(38)= -.552, p=0.58. 
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Individual past and planned political behaviors were measured again at post-test. As 

discussed above, both groups were unlikely to have worked for pay on political campaigns 

before the training (13% of Connecticut participants, and 4% of Nevada participants at pre-test).  

Both groups were likely to plan to do so after the training, but the training seemed to be more 

effective in convincing Connecticut participants to do so (82% of Connecticut participants 

planned to do this, compared to 53% of Nevada participants at post-test, X2(1, N = 54) = 4.65, p 

= .04.  In contrast, Nevada participants were more likely to plan to use social media to organize 

and engage in politics (100%) than Connecticut participants (X2(1, N = 53) = 4.28, p = .04). At 

post-test, the Nevada cohort was also less likely than the Connecticut cohort to agree that social 

workers should run for local office (X2(1, N = 46) = 7.34, p = .02). Although not statistically 

significant, at post-test fully 20% of Nevada participants indicated they had chosen in the past to 

not vote in order to demonstrate dissatisfaction with certain elements of the political system, 

compared with only 3% of the Connecticut cohort. 

Discussion 

The small sample size is a limitation in drawing conclusions based on these findings, but 

they pose interesting questions for future work.  The Nevada/Far West and 

Connecticut/Yankeedom cohorts had many similarities--both groups were primarily female and 

white.  The majority of both groups were students.  Nevada social work students had less 

political efficacy than Connecticut students both before and after the training. This result may 

support Woodard’s (2011) theory that students from Yankeedom would be more assured of their 

role and agency within the political system than students from the Far West, where cultural 

norms of government distrust and dependency may influence the political efficacy of residents.  

The Civic Voluntarism Model (Verba, Schlozman & Brady, 1995) would predict that political 
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involvement would be lower for individuals who are lower in both education and political 

efficacy; however, this study found no statistically significant differences in political behaviors 

between the two groups. Future studies which look at the actual political activity of both groups 

would help to understand how these differences play out over time. Barreto, Collins, Leslie & 

Rush’s work (2018) suggests that for non-White participants, particularly those who are African-

American, views of racialized systems contribute to these differences as well. 

Although there were differences in political efficacy, both cohorts had high levels of 

planned political activity. The change score from pre-test to post-test for planned political 

activity was larger for the Nevada cohort, although the difference was not statistically 

significant.  One caveat: it is difficult to know how to interpret the planned political activity 

scores of members of the trainings who were students, because undergraduate and early graduate 

students are often immersed in an academic environment and may not be thinking realistically 

about life after graduation.   

The Nevada cohort, although reporting an older mean age, was not as advanced in their 

education; there were more undergraduate students attending the training. The experience, and 

education level of Nevada students may have impacted political efficacy. Rome & Hoechstetter’s 

work (2010) found that older and more experienced social workers were more likely to engage 

with the political process, as would be predicted by the Civic Voluntarism Model (Verba, 

Schlozman & Brady, 1995). Interestingly, despite lower political efficacy, the Nevada students 

were just as likely as the Connecticut students to report an intention of future engagement with 

political systems.   

As discussed above, the facilitators of the training noted a qualitative difference in tone 

and feeling with the Nevada training, finding the Nevada participants to be less outwardly 
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engaged with the material. This difference could be regional or cultural. Woodard (2011) 

suggests that the Far West is rooted in fierce independence and a healthy skepticism of outside 

ideas and influences. It could also be that the warmth and engagement experienced by facilitators 

during Connecticut trainings was due to the training being largely internal (delivered by the host 

university for a group who had many connections to the host institution and region). The Nevada 

training, by contrast, was delivered by outside consultants over a short period of time. There may 

have been fewer personal connection among the audience members as well. The Connecticut 

trainings are delivered primarily to students, and although many of them come from different 

universities, the experience of being social work students may connect them in significant ways. 

In Nevada, the audience had a higher proportion of professionals and community members who 

were attending for CEUs or out of general interest.  

Implications for Social Work Education 

 As social workers know well, context matters. An integrated micro/macro approach to 

social work education provides the necessary foundational skills required to engage effectively in 

the political process (Haynes & Mickelson, 2006; Myers & Granstaff, 2008). However, Reisch 

(2016) found that many social work programs provide minimal attention specifically to macro 

content and dedicate few resources to foster interest of macro practice with students.  Teaching 

students to engage in policy practice (CSWE, 2015) must involve tailoring the teaching and 

learning experience to relevant social, political, and educational contexts. To effectively harness 

the energy and intention that appears consistent between these two cohorts, students in less 

culturally-political climates may benefit from more hands-on learning opportunities where they 

can achieve small successes to boost their efficacy (Ritter, 2013).  
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 On the other hand, social work students appear to be more alike than different - 

particularly in their commitment to political change and intention to engage in the political 

process. But if students are learning most of their practice in field placement settings - of which 

few are macro [Author, 2014] - they are learning the attitudes, beliefs, and habits of their 

regional cultural understanding of political efficacy, in addition to whatever they bring in from 

their life experiences and families of origin. One of the regional differences was the low number 

of social workers in public office in Nevada - it was a challenge to find six panelists to 

participate, and only one was an elected social worker - as opposed to Connecticut, where there 

is an ample pool of social workers in public office to participate in the training. With fewer 

social workers in public office, there are fewer opportunities for political field placements in 

which students can practice and learn the skills of political social work.  This affects the 

opportunities for recruitment, one of the core tenets of the Civic Voluntarism Model (Verba, 

Schlozman & Brady, 1995), as well as the opportunity for social work students to see themselves 

as potential elected officials. 

For students in regions where political efficacy is low and social workers are not as well 

represented in political practice, classroom learning and professional development must provide 

opportunities for students to develop professional attitudes and skills not yet common in regional 

practice. The sample size here was not large enough to examine differences between these two 

groups in depth, which future research should explore.   Further work is necessary to determine 

the effectiveness of short-term trainings on political efficacy and actual behavior change and 

ways this can connect with social work education. 

The implications of this training may also carry past policy courses, since recent research 

suggests that social justice courses may also influence students’ political participation, civic 
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engagement, and activism (Krings, Austic, Gutierrexz & Dirksen, 2015). Future work should 

examine similar differences as they address other courses and their influence on political 

participation across geographic differences. 

Implications for Future Research 

 If, as this analysis suggests, there are regional differences in student attitudes and beliefs 

around their own political efficacy, it would benefit social service students and professionals to 

learn more about those differences in order to support and promote political engagement. This 

analysis was constrained by a small sample size. Future work should anticipate subtle differences 

and strive to get larger sample sizes, as social work students tend to have similar professional 

values and political vantage points.  

 Future efforts could explore other regional and geographic differences. While this 

analysis examined students from the Far West and Yankeedom, there are other regions with 

unique social and political climates that could have a significant impact on students’ and 

professionals’ political efficacy and engagement.  These also represent very large geographical 

areas, and there might be differences within those regions that also demand study.  Future 

research should examine snapshot data of training participants across a variety of geographic 

regions, including those that are both rural or urban. 

 Another limitation of this study is the lack of longitudinal data that speaks to actual 

political behavior, rather than planned behavior. Tracking political engagement over time is a 

better measure of the impact of political training than intention to participate in the political 

process, particularly when measured immediately following the training. Although we are 

encouraged by students reporting high levels of planned political engagement, longitudinal data 

would give insight to the long-term retention of changes in values, skills, and knowledge 
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stemming from educational experiences.  It would also provide opportunities to examine whether 

the predictions of the Civic Voluntarism Model hold true for social workers and are constrained 

by geography, in a way that hasn’t been done since Ritter’s landmark 2008 study.  In addition, 

longitudinal data should examine the connections between efficacy, planned behavior, and actual 

behavior. 

 Finally, it is not possible in the small group examined here to look at the effects of gender 

and race, but given their effects on political participation in general (Barreto, Collins, Leslie & 

Rush, 2018) and among social workers in particular (Meehan, 2018), we encourage future 

researchers to include discussions of race and ethnicity in both sample selection, survey 

questions, and training materials. 

Conclusion 

 Training social workers and social work students for political engagement is a 

challenging adventure, particularly given today’s political climate. This research finds 

preliminary evidence that political efficacy may be affected by regional social and political 

contexts. We strongly encourage future research on regional differences, so that our education 

and training can more effectively promote social work values and competencies, particularly in 

this area. This research can affect not only political training such as the one described here, but 

other aspects of social work education and continuing education that require educators and 

participants to understand, engage with, and respond to their particular context.  Consideration of 

regional differences and their interaction with factors like race, ethnicity, and gender can help 

social work educators better prepare the next generation of political social workers.  



Training Social Workers for Political Engagement 
  27 
 

 

References 

Author. (2011). 

Author. (2014). 

Author. (2016). 

Author (2017a). 

Author (2017b). 

Author. (2018). 

Ballotpedia. (n.d.). Federal land ownership by state. Retrieved from 

https://ballotpedia.org/Federal_land_ownership_by_state 

Beaumont, E. (2011). Promoting political agency, addressing political inequality: A multilevel 

model of internal political efficacy. The Journal of Politics, 73(1), 216-231.  

Barreto, M., Collins, J., Leslie, G., & Rush, T. (2018). Perceived racial efficacy and voter 

engagement among African-Americans: A cautionary tale from 2016. Presented at the 

Western Political Science Association Annual Conference. 

Bob-Milliar, G. M. (2012). Political party activism in Ghana: factors influencing the decision of 

the politically active to join a political party. Democratization, 19(4), 668-689. 

Bui, Q. & Sanger-Katz, M. (2016, Jan 5). Why the government owns so much land in the west. 

New York Times. Retrieved from https://www.nytimes.com/2016/01/06/upshot/why-the-

government-owns-so-much-land-in-the-west.html 

Caprara, G. V., Vecchione, M., Capanna, C., & Mebane, M. (2009). Perceived political self-

efficacy: Theory, assessment, and applications. European Journal of Social Psychology, 

39(6), 1002-1020. doi:10.1002/ejsp.604 

https://ballotpedia.org/Federal_land_ownership_by_state


Training Social Workers for Political Engagement 
  28 
 

 

Connecticut State Department of Public Health. (n.d.). Licensing statistics. Retrieved from 

http://www.portal.ct.gov/DPH/Practitioner-Licensing--Investigations/PLIS/Licensing-

Statistics 

Council on Social Work Education (2015). Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards for 

baccalaureate and master’s social work programs. Retrieved from 

http://www.cswe.org/File.aspx?id=81660  

Domanski, M. D. (1998). Prototypes of social work political participation: An empirical model. 

Social Work, 43(2), 156-167. 

Easton, D. (1965). A systems analysis of political life. New York, NY: Wiley. 

Easton, D., & Dennis, J. (1967). The child's acquisition of regime norms: Political efficacy. The 

American Political Science Review, 61(1), 25-38.  

Fullerton, A. S., & Stern, M. J. (2010). Explaining the persistence and eventual decline of the 

gender gap in voter registration and turnout in the American south, 1956–1980. Social 

Science History, 34(2), 129-169. 

Fullerton, A. S., & Stern, M. J. (2013). Racial differences in the gender gap in political 

participation in the American South, 1952–2004. Social Science History, 37(2), 145-176. 

Hamilton, D., & Fauri, D. (2001). Social workers’ political participation: Strengthening the 

political confidence of social work students. Journal of Social Work Education, 37(2), 

321-332.  

Haynes, K. S., & Mickelson, J. S. (2006). Affecting change: social workers in the political 

arena (6th ed.). Boston, MA: Pearson. 

http://www.portal.ct.gov/DPH/Practitioner-Licensing--Investigations/PLIS/Licensing-Statistics
http://www.portal.ct.gov/DPH/Practitioner-Licensing--Investigations/PLIS/Licensing-Statistics


Training Social Workers for Political Engagement 
  29 
 

 

Krings, A., Austic, E. A., Gutiérrez, L. M., & Dirksen, K. E. (2015). The comparative impacts of 

social justice educational methods on political participation, civic engagement, and 

multicultural activism. Equity & Excellence in Education, 48(3), 403-417. 

Lane, R. E. (1959). Political life: Why people get involved in politics. Glencoe, Il: Free Press. 

Levin-Waldman, O. M. (2013). Income inequality and disparities in civic participation in the 

New York City Metro Area. Regional Labor Review, 15(2), 22-29. 

Lidström, A. (2013). Citizens in the city-regions: Political orientations across municipal borders. 

Urban Affairs Review, 49(2), 282-306. 

Mary, N. L. (2001). Political activism of social work educators. Journal of Community Practice, 

9(4), 1-20. 

Meehan, P. (2018). “I think I can... maybe I can... I can’t”: Social work women and local elected 

office. Social Work, 63(2), 145-152. 

Morrell, M. E. (2005). Deliberation, democratic decision-making and internal political efficacy. 

Political Behavior, 27(1), 49-69. doi:10.1007/s11109-005-3076-7 

Myers, R., & Granstaff, C. (2008). Political social work. In T. M. L. Davis (Ed.), Encyclopedia 

of Social Work (20th ed., Vol. 3, pp. 387-398). New York: Oxford University Press. 

Niemi, R. G., Craig, S. C., & Mattei, F. (1991). Measuring internal political efficacy in the 1988 

National Election Study. The American Political Science Review, 85(4), 1407-1413.  

Reisch, M. (2016). Why macro practice matters, Journal of Social Work Education, 52(3), 258-

268. DOI: 10.1080/10437797.2016.1174652 

Ritter, J. A. (2008). A national study predicting licensed social workers' levels of political 

participation: The role of resources, psychological engagement, and recruitment 

networks. Social Work, 53(4), 347-357. doi:10.1093/sw/53.4.347 



Training Social Workers for Political Engagement 
  30 
 

 

Ritter, J. A. (2013). Reconceptualizing policy class as a practice class: Increasing political 

efficacy of millennial students. The Journal of Baccalaureate Social Work, 18, 2-16. 

Ritter, K. (2018, January 11). Cliven Bundy emerges free, defiant after Nevada case tossed.  Salt 

Lake Tribune. Retrieved from https://www.sltrib.com/news/2018/01/08/judge-rules-to-

dismiss-standoff-case-against-rancher-bunchy/ 

Rome, S. H., & Hoechstetter, S. (2010). Social work and civic engagement: The political 

participation of professional social workers. Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare, 

37(3), 107-129.  

Sandoval, J. S. O., & Jennings, J. (2012). Latino civic participation: Evaluating indicators of 

immigrant engagement in a Midwestern city. Latino Studies, 10(4), 523-545. 

Serrat, R., Villar, F., & Celdrán, M. (2015). Factors associated with Spanish older people’s 

membership in political organizations: the role of active aging activities. European 

Journal of Ageing, 12(3), 239-247. 

State of Nevada Board of Examiners for Social Workers (n.d.). Board licensure statistics.  

Retrieved from http://socwork.nv.gov/about/Board-Licensure-Statistics/ 

Swank, E. W. (2012). Predictors of political activism among social work students. Journal of 

Social Work Education, 48(2), 245-266.  

Tătar, M. I. (2015). Selective or generic activism? Types of participants, political action 

repertoires and mobilisation capacity in a post-communist society. Europe-Asia Studies, 

67(8), 1251-1281. 

United States Election Project. (n.d.). 2016 November general turnout rates. Retrieved from 

http://www.electproject.org/2016g 

http://socwork.nv.gov/about/Board-Licensure-Statistics/
http://www.electproject.org/2016g


Training Social Workers for Political Engagement 
  31 
 

 

Verba, S., Schlozman, K. L., & Brady, H. E. (1995). Voice and equality: Civic voluntarism in 

American politics. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Whiteley, P. (2011). Political participation in Britain: The decline and revival of civic culture. 

London, England: Macmillan International Higher Education. 

Wolk, J. L. (1981). Are social workers politically active? Social Work, 26(4), 283-288. 

Wolk, J. L. (1996). Political activity in social work: A theoretical model of 

motivation. International Social Work, 39(4), 443-455. 

Woodard, C. (2011). American nations: A history of the eleven rival regional cultures of North 

America. New York, NY: Viking. 

 

Table 1 
 
Support for the CVM model (Verba, Scholzman, & Brady, 1995) among social workers 
 
CVM model factors leading to 
increased political engagement: 
 

 
Research support of the CVM model applied to social 
work students and professionals: 

   Resources Domanski (1998): social work participation was much 
lower in political activities that required more time, 
effort, and knowledge.  
 
Mary (2001): social work educators felt that lack of 
resources and civic skills minimized their political 
activity  
 
Rome & Hoechstetter (2010):  compared with BSW 
and MSW respondents, PhD level social workers were 
more likely to identify with high levels of involvement. 
 
Author (2016):  women who were clinical social 
workers described a lack of resources, including 
time and civic skills, as connected to low levels of 
political engagement. 
 

 Time 
 Money 
 Civic skills 

   Engagement 
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 Motivation/desire to 
participate 

Ritter (2008): found that political efficacy, political 
interest, and political knowledge were associated with 
higher levels of political engagement.  
 
Swank (2012): identification as an activist was a strong 
predictor of political activity 
 
Authors (2017; 2018): increasing political efficacy was 
correlated with increased plans for political action by 
training participants  

 Self-efficacy & political 
efficacy 

 Personal fulfillment 

   Recruitment Swank (2012): peer request among social work 
students was the strongest predictor of political 
participation. 
 
Hamilton and Fauri (2001): NASW members tend to be 
more politically active than other social workers 
 
Authors (2011): social workers who had run for 
political office identified the importance of recruitment 
in their political action, particularly in running for 
office.  
 

 Being asked to participate 
 Membership in faith, 

voluntary, and workplace 
organizations  

 

Table 2   

Characteristics of Connecticut (Yankeedom) and Nevada (Far West) as of 2016 

Characteristic Connecticut Nevada 

Voter turnout  66.3% 62.5% 

Population 3,572,665 3,034,392 

Voting age population 2,844,258 2,312,576 

Area (in square miles) 5,543 110,572 

Rank in size 48th 7th 

Population density 6th 41st  

Number of polling places 744 1,853 (85% of these are in 
Clark and Washoe counties, 
near Las Vegas and Reno)  
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Average # of polling locations per 
miles 

6.5 59.7 

Average # of voting age residents per 
polling location  

3,823 1,248 

Licensed social workers 6,915 (as of 2014) 2,943 

(Ballotpedia, n.d.; Connecticut State Department of Public Health, n.d.; State of Nevada Board 
of Examiners for Social Workers, 2016; United States Election Project, n.d.) 
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Table 3  
Sample demographics, N=67 
 Frequency Percent 
Gender (n=66)   

   Female 45 68.2 
   Male 20 30.3 
   Transgender 1 1.5 
Hispanic/Latino (n=65)  

   Yes 7 10.8 
   No 58 89.2 
Race/Ethnicity (n=62)  

   White 43 69.4 
   Asian or Pacific Islander 3 4.8 
   Bi- or Multi-racial 1 1.6 
   Black or African-American 15 24.2 
Highest degree completed (n=64)  

   High School 1 1.6 
   Associates 16 25.0 
   Bachelors 31 48.4 
   Masters 12 18.8 
   Doctorate 4 6.3 
Sexual orientation (n=63)  

   Bisexual 5 7.9 
   Gay or lesbian 8 12.7 
   Heterosexual or straight 45 71.5 
   Other 5 7.9 
Location (n=67)   

   Nevada 22 32.8 
   Connecticut 45 67.2 
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Table 4 
 
Comparison between Connecticut (Yankeedom) and Nevada (Far West) pre-training 
Demographic Connecticut (n=45) Nevada (n=22) 
Age M=33.81 M=36.68 
Gender (% female) 68.2% 68.2% 
Percentage Hispanic/Latino (n=65) 11.6% 9.1% 
Race/Ethnicity (n=62)  

   White 70.0% 68% 
   Asian or Pacific Islander 2.5% 9.1% 
   Bi- or Multi-racial 2.5% 0 
   Black or African-American 25.0% 23% 
Highest degree completed (n=64)*  

   High School 2.3% 0% 
   Associates 7.0% 13.0% 
   Bachelors 60.5% 23.8% 
   Masters 7.0% 4.8% 
   Doctorate 3.0% 1.0% 
Sexual orientation (n=63)  

   Bisexual 4.8% 14.3% 
   Gay or lesbian 9.5% 19.0% 
   Heterosexual or straight 78.0% 57.0% 
   Other 7.1% 9.5% 
Voter registration 95.0% 100.0% 
Party affiliation (% Democrat) 75.0% 73.0% 
Fiscal ideology M=0.53 M=0.77 
Social ideology M=0.19 M=0.45 
Political efficacy before intervention* M=19.9 M=18.5 
Planned political activity pre-intervention M=24.9 M=24.7 
*=statistically significant at the p<.05 level   
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Table 5 
 
Comparison between Connecticut(Yankeedom) and Nevada (Far West) post-training 
 Connecticut Nevada  
Overall political efficacy M=20.3 M=18.7 
Planned political activity M=26.0 M=26.6 
Change in planned political activity from pre-test to post-test M=1.6 M=2.7 

 

 


