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Outline of my talk 

• Different forms of political participation and how these 
have been measured traditionally in surveys 

 

• Measuring participation using qualitative methods and 
mixing the two: an example 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Political participation beyond elections 

“What would you do if you wanted to 
influence those in power on an issue that 
was important to you (and there was no 
election taking place any time soon)?” 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Political participation beyond elections 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: reproduced from Gray, M., & Caul, M. (2000). ‘Declining voter turnout in advanced 
industrial democracies, 1950 to 1997. The effects of declining group mobilization.’ Comparative 
political studies, 33(9), p. 1095 

Decline in formal politics… 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: reproduced from Norris, P. (2002). Democratic Phoenix: Reinventing Political Activism. 
Cambridge University Press, p. 198. Data from the Political Action survey (70s) and World Values 
Study, 7 Western European countries + US. 

… and rise of protest behaviour 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: reproduced from Van Aelst, P. and Walgrave, S. (2001). ‘Who is that (wo)man in the 
street? From the normalisation of protest to the normalisation of the protester’. European 
Journal of Political Research, 39 (4), p. 463. 

Rise of protest behaviour (in Britain too) 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Measuring participation in surveys 

Survey question about activities conducted in previous 12 months. 
For example, BES 2015 (post-election face to face survey): 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Measuring participation in surveys 

The list of activities may vary in different surveys.  

For example, in the European Social Survey (round 8, 2016): 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Measuring participation in surveys 

These are the results for the United Kingdom (2016): 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Measuring participation in surveys 

The list of activities has been “updated” over the years.  

Compare to ESS 2012: 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Measuring participation in surveys 

 Caveats: 

 

• Time reference: standard 12 months but also 5 years (e.g. CSES) or even 
no time limitation (“ever done”, e.g. BSA or WVS). What is best? 

 

• Big influence of opportunities structure for participation in non-electoral 
activities: not everyone can engage even if they want to. 

 

• As with other analyses using quantitative data, results are a simplification 
of the phenomenon, often limited to broad patterns  we can use 
qualitative data to enrich our understanding of political behaviour! 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Alternative measurement: participation ‘potential’ 

World Values Survey questionnaire: 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: reproduced from Pattie, 
Seyd, & Whiteley (2004). Citizenship 
in Britain: Values, Participation and 
Democracy. Cambridge University 
Press, p.78. 

Alternative measurement: participation ‘potential’ 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Measuring participation using qualitative data 

• When we analyse political participation, we tend to analyse questions like 
the following:  

 Why do some people engage in politics while others don’t?  

 What drives people to become active in specific forms of participation 
(e.g. protest)? 

 

• These questions relate to people’s subjective perceptions/interpretations 
about how they experience participation  these “personal stories” are 
best captured using qualitative methods: 

 Rich, in-depth accounts of a lived experience of political participation 

 Focus not on identifying systematic broad patterns but on 
understanding the complexities around case-based  

 

• Mixed-methodology: Triangulation and complementarity – use the 
strengths of each method! 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Example of a mixed-methods study 

• Background:  

The online environment provides new opportunities for people to engage 
in their communities.  

Case study: civic websites operated by the charity mySociety. 

 

• Research questions: 

– Who are the users of these sites? What is their profile? 

– Do these sites serve as a gateway into a deeper level of civic or 
community engagement?  

– What is the role of these websites in promoting processes of 
development of community engagement?  

 

 

Cantijoch, M., Galandini, S., & Gibson, R. (2016). “‘It’s not about me, it’s about my community’: 
A mixed-method study of civic websites and community efficacy”. New Media & Society, 18(9): 
1896-1915. 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Civic websites: mySociety 



 
 
 
 
 
 

The mixed-methods study design 

 

• Methods applied:  

 

 Online panel survey in two waves.  

N= 6,239 in wave one and N=719 in wave 2. 

 

 Weekly online time diaries over 12 weeks.  

342 participants in week 1, 108 by week 12. 

 

 Online focus groups. 

21 participants 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 

The mixed-methods study design 



 
 
 
 
 
 

The mixed-methods study design 



 
 
 
 
 
 

• Exploring quantitative and qualitative evidence collected through the time 

diaries, we observed changes in levels of commitment and involvement 

with the local community 

Among regular users of 
the sites, we saw an 

increase in feeling that 
they could have an impact 

in making their 
communities a better 

place to live 

Findings 



 
 
 
 
 
 

• A motivation to get involved is the feeling experienced when people work 

with others to generate change in their communities: 

 

“People when acting together can have a big impact on their community, 
people power does work as it inspires people to move together and is 
rewarding at a very deep, emotional level” (Diaries, Woman, 54) 

 

 

Findings 


