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In 1972, the voting age was dropped to 18.  It came on the heels of a heady period in which youth activism was so high that people were predicting a new era of youth involvement in public processes. Yet, in the 35 years that has elapsed since the participation of the youngest group of voters in elections has steadily declined.  

Over the last couple of years young activists seem to be ever present again.  Young adults are present in significant numbers at ant-war and pro-immigrant rights demonstrations.  Youth organizations have been popping up for years on campuses around environmental issues. Even the old Students for a Democratic Society has re-emerged. 
Several reports have come out over the last few months assessing the voting impact of the 18 – 24 year old group – a generation sometimes referred to as Generation Y because they are younger than Generation X, and more recently referred to as Generation Next.

The Harvard Institute of Politics released a survey of Generation Next in November 2006, and the Pew Research Center released reports in January 2007 (“A Portrait of Generation Next) and in March 2007 (Trends in Political Values and Core Attitudes).  
The Harvard Institute’s survey concludes that young people are poised to play a significant role in coming elections, and tend to be liberal in their opinions, but 40% identify with neither Democrats or Republicans.

The Pew Research Center reports examine a wide range of values and characteristics of young adults. Amongst their findings are that this generation is not much better informed about current affairs than Americans were in 1989, and in fact 18 – 29 year olds fared worse in the surveys than other age groups.  59% had a “low knowledge” of current affairs and only 15% had a “high knowledge.”  Only one-third stated that they follow what is going on in government and public affairs “most of the time.” Still that is up from the 26% reported for the same age group in 1987 and 1988.
Knowledge of current affairs tends to increase as one has more experience, so age always plays a role, but also of concern are the sources from which young adults are getting their information.  According to the Pew analysis, only 15% of 18 – 29-year olds read a daily newspaper, and only 17% listen to public radio.  A larger number (26%) get their news from Comedy Central’s The Daily Show and The Colbert Report.
While some of the statistics point to a group that tends toward liberal values, when it comes to identifying what they regard as most important in their lives 81% responded that it was to get rich; for 51% it’s becoming famous.
So, we have a generation that tends toward expressing liberal social values, does not as a majority identify with either major political party, is marginally better informed on public affairs than their late 1980s counterparts though still minimally, and very individualistic.  If they were to vote it would probably be for liberal candidates.

Where the youth vote goes and if it goes anywhere, may, in part, be shaped by the opportunities youth have for being heard, getting involved, and feeling like they can make an important difference in the world. It is up to community and progressive political organizations to create the forums where youth can voice their concerns, get information they can trust, begin a lifetime of seeing political engagement as important, and emerge as progressive leaders in their communities, on their campuses, and in the work places.
