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ABSTRACT

Political involvement is an integral component of the social work profession,
yet there is no explicit reference to social work participation in election-related
activities in either the National Association of Social Workers Code of Ethics or
the Council on Social Work Education Educational Policy and Accreditation
Standards. Social work education may offer an opportune time to shape crucial
patterns of future electoral participation among social workers. This study
examines BSW, MSW, and PhD student electoral involvement during the
2012 presidential election and ways social work program administrators
across the country encouraged students to acquire skills and experience in
election-related policy practice during the election season. Findings indicate
that the extent of opportunities offered to students varied widely across
programs as well as across types of electoral activities.
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Political involvement is an integral component of the social work profession (Haynes & Mickelson,
2010). Ethical Standard 6 of the National Association of Social Workers (NASW, 2008) Code of
Ethics specifically calls on social workers to engage in social and political action for social justice.
However, although the Code of Ethic’s (NASW, 2008) language outlines the need for social workers
to “advocate for changes in policy and legislation” and to “promote policies” (p. 24), there is no
explicit mention of a need to engage in electoral activity—a key way for citizens to influence who
makes choices about policy and thus the content of the policies themselves.
The Council on Social Work Education (CSWE, 2015) emphasizes student competency in “engag[ing] in policy practice” in its Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards (EPAS). Specifically,
Competency 5 suggests that students demonstrate the ability to “apply critical thinking to analyze, to
formulate, and advocate for policies that advance human rights and social, economic, and environmental justice” (p. 8). Although the broad language of these standards can encompass a variety of
policy practice behaviors as in the NASW Code of Ethics, there is no explicit reference to electoral
activity. Accordingly, much of the attention to policy practice in social work education appears to
center on preparing students to engage in policy-focused analysis or advocacy with minimal
attention to behaviors related to elections. This lack of attention to stimulating electoral activity
among social workers may help explain why the political participation of just over half of social
workers falls into the “low” range (Rome & Hoechstetter, 2010, p. 112).
Research in the fields of political science and developmental psychology finds that election-related
political behaviors are habit forming (e.g., Flanagan, 2009; Hooghe, 2004). Essentially, this means
that those who engage in political behaviors are likely to do so again, with early political participation setting the stage for lifelong political participation. Accordingly, social work education may be
an opportune time to shape future patterns of electoral involvement among social workers. As
presidential elections typically represent the most active periods for electoral involvement, this study
uses data collected immediately following the 2012 presidential election to examine how engaged
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social work students are in electoral behaviors and the extent to which social work programs across
the United States help students acquire skills to engage in election-related policy practice.

Social workers’ electoral involvement
Although there is a broad array of political behaviors one can participate in to influence policy,
electoral activity specifically refers to the subset of political behaviors that seek to influence the
selection of the politicians who represent us and make policy decisions on our behalf. These
include voting, campaigning for a candidate, contributing money to a candidate, displaying political
paraphernalia, and so on. Social workers can participate in selecting government representatives at a
local, state, or national level, ranging from members of the school board or the town council to
president of the United States. At each level of government, elected representatives have substantial
influence and responsibility over policies that affect the social welfare of the vulnerable populations
whose rights social workers are ethically bound to protect.
Despite the importance of electoral involvement, only one published study measures how engaged
social work students are in election-related policy practice behaviors. In his study solely of bachelor’s-level students, Swank (2012) found that less than one third of respondents have displayed a
political button for a candidate or volunteered in an office on behalf of a political cause. A little more
than 10% report financially contributing to a political candidate.
More attention has been paid to measuring political participation and activism on the part of
professional social workers (e.g., Hamilton & Fauri, 2001; Ritter, 2008; Rome & Hoechstetter, 2010)
and social work educators (Mary, 2001), although none of these studies focus exclusively on electoral
behavior. In general, studies find social workers to be more politically active than the general
population (Hamilton & Fauri, 2001; Ritter, 2007), with some indication that their participation is
fairly equivalent to that of other professions (Wölk, 1981). The latest national studies find active
electoral and nonelectoral political participation among fewer than half of their social worker
respondents (Ritter, 2007; Rome & Hoechstetter, 2010). More than 50% of social workers surveyed
by Rome and Hoechstetter (2010) were found to fall into the “low” range of political participation
(p. 112).
Across the U.S. population, the most common political activity is voting; social workers are no
different. In fact, social workers appear far more inclined to vote than the general population, with
more than 95% of national survey respondents reporting that they vote (Ritter, 2007; Rome &
Hoechstetter, 2010). Reviewing their findings, Rome and Hoechstetter (2010) argue that aside from
voting, social workers are more likely to engage in political behaviors that require minimal effort and
eschew political activity that requires more active involvement. This might explain why social
workers rarely participate in electoral activities such as volunteering for a campaign, reported by
just 13% of social workers (Ritter, 2007).
Scholars most often apply Verba, Schlozman, & Brady’s (1995) civic voluntarism model to
understand social workers’ political participation. This leading model of political behavior argues
that three key elements precede political participation: resources (i.e., time, money, and civic skills),
psychological engagement (i.e., political interest and efficacy), and being recruited to participate. In
his comprehensive review of precursors of social workers’ political activism, Swank (2012) observes
that although there is consensus that some resources matter for social workers’ participation,
research is somewhat mixed in regard to which resources are important. There is not consistent
support for the role of age, income, or educational attainment (Hamilton & Fauri, 2001; Ritter, 2008;
Swank, 2012; Wölk, 1981). There is general empirical and conceptual agreement that civic skills are
important precursors of participation; however, civic skills were surprisingly not found to be a
significant predictor of participation in the study.
What is clearer is the consistent reporting that social workers’ lack of confidence and perceived
lack of competence are barriers to political activity (Hamilton & Fauri, 2001; Ritter, 2008; Rocha,
Poe, & Thomas, 2010; Rome & Hoechstetter, 2010). The importance of these and other aspects of

436

S. PRITZKER AND C. BURWELL

psychological engagement for social workers’ political participation is evident. Political efficacy is
strongly linked with social workers’ electoral participation, although researchers differ in terms of
whether they are measuring a more internal-focused efficacy focused on one’s own capabilities (e.g.,
sociopolitical control as in the case of Hamilton & Fauri, 2001) or external efficacy focused on
perceptions of government responsiveness (Swank, 2012). Political interest also has been found to be
a strong predictor of social workers’ political participation (Ritter, 2008).
Studies of social workers also illustrate the importance of Verba et al.’s (2005) third element,
political recruitment. The civic voluntarism model suggests that participation is higher among those
who are asked to participate in political activities. Consistently, findings indicate that social workers
who are active in professional organizations such as the NASW are more active political participants
(Hamilton & Fauri, 2001; Ritter, 2008). Active organizational membership may provide social workers
with specific requests—from the organization itself or from peers who are also members—to participate politically, for example, to attend political fund-raisers or volunteer for a candidate.

Social work education and election-related policy practice
Research suggests that colleges and universities can have a substantial impact on encouraging civic
engagement (e.g., Beaumont, Colby, Ehrlich, & Torney-Purta, 2006; Callan, 2004; McBride, 2008).
Through courses and cocurricular activities across disciplines, students have learned to become politically engaged citizens; political participation has been found to increase even among students without
previous political interest (Colby, Beaumont, Ehrlich, & Corngold, 2007). It would follow that social
work programs could play a similar role in helping increase student participation in electoral activities.
However, when asked whether their social work program “adequately prepared them for engaging with
the political system,” almost half of the licensed social workers surveyed by Ritter (2007) disagreed, and
only 14% strongly agreed. Forty percent of Rome and Hoechstetter’s (2010) national sample of social
workers reported that they wanted more knowledge about having an effective impact on the political
process, suggesting that they had not been sufficiently prepared during their social work education.
The civic voluntarism model offers a possible framework for social work programs to follow to
increase student preparation for electoral action: strengthening students’ civic skills; offering opportunities to strengthen students’ psychological engagement with electoral activities; and offering
cocurricular activities that recruit students into electoral participation. Integration of electoral skill
building into social work curricula can help students gain the skills necessary for participation
(Hamilton & Fauri, 2001). Several scholars examine how diverse teaching methods in social work
policy courses can expand students’ knowledge, skills, or engagement with political issues. These
teaching methods include service learning (Anderson & Harris, 2005; Rocha, 2000); integrating
policy courses with field practicum (Anderson & Harris, 2005); and a programwide collaborative,
targeted, and hands-on advocacy project (Heidemann, Fertig, Jansson, & Kim, 2011). Other scholars
suggest that curricular offerings such as expanded politically based field placements (Pritzker &
Lane, 2014) or an elective and field-based political initiative (Hoefer, 1999) can provide opportunities for students to develop political skills.
In terms of psychological engagement, Hamilton and Fauri (2001) argue that curricular opportunities
for students to practice political skills will increase their political efficacy. Through practice, social work
students can gain confidence in their skills and learn how to feel capable of participation. However, in
contrast, it should be noted that Weiss and Kaufman (2006) found a decrease in perceived competence to
engage in social action and desire to do so among bachelor’s students engaged in social action-oriented
field placements. Students with in-class exposure to political activism are more likely than those without
such exposure to identify as competent and confident political participants (Swank, 2012). For example,
Rocha (2000) found that students enrolled in an advanced MSW policy course with a service-learning
component were more likely than students in a traditional policy classroom to perceive themselves as
politically competent and to engage in political action. Students’ political interest may increase if social
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work educators encourage—and facilitate—classroom discussion of diverse political ideologies
(Galambos, 2009; Rosenwald, Wiener, Smith-Osborne, & Smith, 2012).
The civic voluntarism model suggests that people will be more likely to engage in political action
when asked by someone they know personally (Verba et al., 1995). Although most of the social work
research focuses on NASW membership as a recruitment mechanism, Swank (2012) examined the
impact of friends asking bachelor’s social work students to attend a political event. When students
received personal requests from friends to become involved in a political cause, political participation including electoral activism increased. No studies appear to have examined whether aspects of
the social work program’s implicit curriculum, such as nonpartisan voter registration efforts, guest
speaker candidate panels, or student groups that volunteer for a candidate as one group, might
provide effective recruitment opportunities for students.
Although the literature identifies potential areas of focus for social work programs, no prior study
has examined the extent to which programs at the BSW, MSW, or PhD level offer students
structured curricular or cocurricular opportunities to learn how to participate in electoral politics,
build confidence in their competence, or be personally recruited to participate. Our study focuses in
part on these elements of social work education to assess whether social education walks the talk;
that is, in what ways and to what extent do social work programs across the country help prepare
students to engage in election-related policy practice?

Methods
Presidential elections represent the high point in electoral participation in the United States, with nearly
62% of citizens voting in the 2012 election (File, 2013). Thus, the 2012 presidential election was selected
for this study to capture data on social work students’ electoral behavior and to examine ways programs
help prepare students for election-related activity. We examine two research questions: (1) How engaged
are U.S. social work students at the BSW, MSW, and PhD levels in electoral activity? (2) In what ways do
social work programs help students acquire skills to engage in election-related policy practice?
Sample
A stratified sample of 162 accredited social work programs in the United States was selected based
on geographic location, program size, public or private status, and program levels. The dean or
director of each of these 162 programs was identified and contacted multiple times.
During the first contact, the day following election day in November 2012, each dean or director
was asked to forward students an e-mail containing a link to an online survey using the
SurveyMonkey.com platform. Deans and directors were reminded of the study in person during
the 2012 Annual Program Meeting of the Council on Social Work Education the following weekend,
and two subsequent reminder e-mails were sent to deans and directors to forward to their students.
The student survey was completed by 906 students. Of these, 27.4% were BSW students, 65.5% were
MSW students, and 7.2% were PhD students. In each of 40 states, at least one student in the sample
was registered to vote. States with the largest representation of registered voters in this sample
include Oregon (11.8% of the sample), Ohio (11.1%), and Indiana (11.2%). As shown in Table 1,
about one third of students completing the survey attended a social work program in a battleground
state; because the Republican and Democratic presidential candidates saw these states as potentially
winnable, students may have been exposed to greater campaign outreach and media attention than
students living in other states. Students largely identified themselves as liberal and affiliated with the
Democratic Party; however these data also indicate substantial political diversity, with about 30% of
respondents not declaring affiliation with either the Republican or Democratic parties. Those who
voted overwhelmingly supported President Barack Obama’s reelection.
In early December 2012, after administration of the student survey was complete, an additional e-mail
was sent to deans and directors of the 162 selected programs requesting completion of an online survey
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Table 1. Student sample characteristics.
Variable
Age
18–25
26–35
36 +
Gender
Female
Male
Race/ethnicity
Caucasian
Hispanic
African American
Asian American
Other
Program level
BSW
MSW
PhD
Program in a battleground state*
Candidate supported
Barack Obama
Mitt Romney
Partisan identification
Democratic
Republican
Independent
Other
Tea Party identification
Political ideology
Liberal
Moderate
Conservative
Registered to vote
Voted in 2012 presidential election

n (%)
348 (40.3)
292 (33.8)
224 (25.9)
765 (88.7)
90 (10.4)
723
57
56
33
50

(83.8)
(6.6)
(6.5)
(3.8)
(5.7)

235
563
61
274

(26.0)
(62.1)
(6.7)
(32.0)

677 (85.6)
91 (11.5)
545
71
170
83
13

(62.7)
(8.2)
(19.6)
(9.6)
(1.5)

591
182
49
857
808

(68)
(20.9)
(5.7)
(94.6%)
(94.3%)a

Note. aPercentage based on those registered to vote, not the full sample.
*Colorado, Florida, Iowa, Nevada, New Hampshire, North Carolina, Ohio, Virginia, Wisconsin.

for program administrators. The response rate was 53.4%, with 87 deans and directors beginning the
survey. The majority of the respondents’ programs are public (78.2%), the remaining 21.8% are private
institutions. Most respondents run programs that offer BSW (72.4%) and MSW (72.4%) degrees. Fewer
(23.0%) offer PhD degrees. Programs range in size from 40 enrolled students to more than 1000.
Measures
Two online cross-sectional surveys were administered as part of this study: a student survey and an
administrator survey. The student survey was designed to gauge students’ participation in electoral
activities in 2012 and perceptions of ways administrators of their social work program encouraged
them to participate in the 2012 election. The administrator survey was designed to assess how
programs support and promote student involvement in election-related political activity surrounding
the 2012 election.
Student survey
The cross-sectional online student survey consisted of five categories of closed-ended questions. A
set of 2012 election-specific questions asked respondents about their participation in the 2012
election, including whether they were registered to vote and which presidential candidate they
voted for. An additional item originally created by Pritzker, Springer, & McBride (2015) for the
2008 election was modified and updated to assess which issues influenced students’ selection of a
presidential candidate.
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Political engagement questions included a 4-point measure of students’ interest in politics as well
as frequency measures of their participation during 2012 in 16 common electoral activities, including
researching candidates, volunteering for a campaign, and contributing money to a candidate. Rather
than providing dichotomous response options that measured solely whether students participated in
these activities, 5-point Likert-type frequency scales (1 = never, 5 = frequently) allowed greater
distinction in the degree of student electoral activity.
Social work program questions were designed to capture students’ perceptions of formal or
informal curricular promotion of electoral activity. Students were asked to report whether administrators, professors, or student organizations had encouraged them to engage in any of 10 different
electoral activities. Response options for these questions were yes, no, and don’t know.
Measures of partisan identification captured students’ political party identification and political
ideology. Key demographic items were also included in the survey.
Administrator survey
The administrator survey consisted of 10 closed-ended questions. Three were demographic in
nature, and three asked deans and directors to gauge what percentage of their students voted in
the election, what percentage of students nationally they believed voted, and how they believed their
students’ voting activity compared to students nationally. The remaining questions were dichotomous and focused specifically on activities sponsored or offered by the social work program during
the fall 2012 semester. Deans and directors were asked to identify whether their “social work
program sponsored or offered around the November 2012 election” a set of activities ranging
from a voter registration drive to a TV watch party for election returns. Consistent with the concept
of recruitment in the civic voluntarism model, administrators were also asked whether administration or faculty encouraged students to take part in five political behaviors, including registering to
vote, voting, and volunteering for political campaigns.

Results
Social work student election-related policy practice
As with prior studies of social workers (Ritter, 2007; Rome & Hoechstetter, 2010), students showed
a very high level of voting activity. Nearly 95% of the sample was registered to vote; of these,
94.3% voted in 2012. The small number of students who did not register to vote reported a variety
of reasons, with ineligibility to vote in the United States being the most common (40.8%). Of the
nearly 6% of students in the sample who are registered but did not vote, most attributed this decision
to not having time to vote (49.0%).
Chi-square analyses indicate that MSW (96.3%) and PhD (96.7%) students are registered to vote at
higher rates than BSW students (90.6%), X2(2, 859) = 11.10, p = .004; MSW (95.4%) and PhD (98.3%)
students were also more likely to have voted than BSW students (89.7%), X2(2, 814) = 11.03, p = .004. A
similar dynamic is evident by age, with students 36 + (96.8%) and 26–35 (97.1%) more likely to have
voted than those 18–25 (89.7%), X2(2, 818) = 18.64, p = .000). Despite differences in campaign
attention to battleground states, there were no statistically significant differences in voting or voter
registration between students attending schools in battleground or nonbattleground states.
Among social work students in general, there was a clear drop-off in voting for down-ballot
positions, those positions farther down on the ballot. All U.S. representatives in Congress were up
for reelection; however, just 66.5% of voters voted for a candidate for this position. Students reported
voting at a comparable rate for other down-ballot positions, including 65.2% for state representative,
63.5% for state senator, and 69.9% for local government officials.
Administrators do not perceive this degree of student voting activity. Only 17.7% of deans and
directors believe that more than 75% of their students voted in the presidential election. One third
believe that fewer than half of their students voted. They are similarly likely to estimate lower voting
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rates of social work students nationally than this study suggests—just 15.6% think that more than
75% of social work students in the United States voted in the election.
In a measure of psychological engagement with politics, the majority of social work students
(51%) described themselves as somewhat interested in politics. Another 36.1% reported they are very
interested, with the remaining 12.9% either not very interested or not at all interested in politics.
Interest in politics may also be demonstrated by taking the time to watch debates and election
returns. The large majority watched at least one presidential debate (84.7%) and election returns
(80.4%). A smaller percentage (48.4%) watched the vice presidential debate. BSW (M = 1.90, SD =
.714) and MSW (M = 1.78, SD = .714) students report greater interest in politics than PhD students
(M = 1.43, SD = .531), F(2, 855) = 11.18, p = .000; however all students watched debates at similar
rates. PhD (96.6%) students were more likely than MSW (81.3%) and BSW (76.0%) students to have
watched election returns. X2(4, 854) = 13.52, p = .009). Students 18–25 (M = 1.93, SD = .72) also
reported greater interest in politics than students ages 26–34 (M = 1.74, SD = .70) and ages 36 and
up (M = 1.62, SD = .67), F(2, 860) = 13.94, p = .000.
Students were asked to report using a 5-point scale the frequency of their 2012 involvement in
16 common electoral participation measures. As Table 2 shows, students report the highest mean
frequency of participation for activities that involve following news about the campaign, paying
attention to political campaigns, getting news about politics and current events on the Internet,
watching TV news or listening to radio news, reading a newspaper, and using the Internet to
research a candidate’s positions or to view speeches by a candidate.
Participation in activities that involve active, public support for a candidate or public expression of
political views was far less frequent. The plurality of students reported never participating in each of 10
active measures of electoral involvement. Uncommon public activities on behalf of a candidate include
friending a candidate, wearing campaign buttons, attending meetings, contributing money, and
volunteering for a campaign. Activities involving public expression of political views were also rare
including participation in political rallies, protests, or demonstrations, expressing views on the
Internet or another media source, or contacting a political official. Despite the greater political interest
on the part of younger students, for the few activities in which differences in participation exist by
student age, older students participated more frequently. Where differences exist by program level,
PhD students are more frequent political participants than BSW and MSW students. Few differences in
participation were found between students attending school in battleground and nonbattleground
Table 2. Student electoral participation during 2012.

Read news on the Internet about politics and current events
Watch TV news or listen to the radio for information on politics and current events
Pay attention to political campaigns
Read a newspaper for information on politics and current events
Use the Internet to research a candidate’s position or view speeches by a candidate
Try to talk to people and explain why they should vote for or against one of the
parties or candidates
Friend or join a group related to a presidential candidate or political party on a
social networking site such as Facebook
Express your views about politics on a website, blog, or chat room
Wear a campaign button or shirt, put a campaign sticker on your car or place a
sign in your window or in front of your residence
Contact or visit someone in government who represents your community
Attend any political meetings, rallies, speeches, dinners, or things like that in
support of a particular candidate
Contribute money to a Democratic candidate or political party
Participate in political activities such as protests, marches, demonstrations
Work or volunteer for a candidate or party
Contact a newspaper, radio, or TV talk show to express your opinion on an issue
Contribute money to a Republican candidate or political party

Frequency
M (SD)
4.05 (1.09)
3.89 (1.17)
3.72 (1.09)
3.52 (1.34)
3.51 (1.20)
2.84 (1.36)

Never Participated
n (%)
25 (3.0)
39 (4.6)
23 (2.6)
94 (11.1)
67 (7.7)
199 (22.9)

2.32 (1.58)

452 (52.0)

2.29 (1.45)
1.91 (1.43)

393 (45.3)
564 (65.0)

1.72 (1.12)
1.63 (1.08)

549 (63.4)
591 (68.2)

1.61
1.57
1.42
1.24
1.06

628
615
676
745
833

(1.13)
(1.02)
(.92)
(.71)
(.39)

(72.4)
(70.7)
(78.4)
(85.6)
(86.2)
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states; however, battleground students (M = 1.85, SD = 1.23) attended political events or rallies in
support of a candidate more frequently than nonbattleground students (M = 1.50, SD = .97), whereas
nonbattleground students (M = 3.60, SD = 1.32) read a newspaper for information on politics and
current events more frequently than did battleground students (M = 3.35, SD = 1.37).

Program support for election-related policy practice
Of eight different election-related, structured educational opportunities included in the survey,
as Table 3 indicates, just two were offered by more than half the programs: faculty-led
classroom discussions on the presidential election and formal encouragement to student
groups to participate in the election. Panel discussions on election issues were offered by
about one third of programs. Fewer than 10% offered or sponsored a TV watch session for a
presidential debate or election returns. On average, programs offered 2.32 (SD = 2.02)
opportunities, with more than half of the programs offering two structured election-related
opportunities or fewer. Fifteen programs (25.0%) did not sponsor or offer any such opportunities. Structured election-related opportunities were particularly uncommon in programs
whose degree offerings include a PhD, with 22.2% of such programs not sponsoring or offering
any of the measured opportunities.
Program administrators more commonly reported that administrators or faculty provided encouragement to students to engage in election-related policy practice, as shown in Table 3. About three
quarters of programs encouraged students to vote and to register to vote. Far fewer encouraged political
campaign volunteering. Administrators reported that their students were encouraged to participate
electorally in at least three different ways (M = 3.11, SD = 1.91). However, 17.1% of programs did not
Table 3. Program support for student electoral participation.
n (%)
Students: Did your social work program (administrators, professors, student organizations, etc.) encourage students
to do any of the following activities?
Vote
Pay attention to election-related issues
Register to vote
Discuss election related news in class
Watch the presidential conventions or debates
Learn more about election issues through attending seminars or panel discussions
Watch the November 2012 election returns
Register others to vote
Volunteer for a local or state campaign
Volunteer for a federal campaign
Administrators: My social work program sponsored or offered around the November 2012 election
Formal encouragement to social work student groups to participate in the November election
Faculty-led class discussions on the presidential election
Panel discussions around election issues
Other election-related activity
Issue information seminars
Voter registration drives to register social work students
Invitations to candidate representatives to present information to students
TV watch session or party for a presidential debate(s)
TV watch session or party for November 2012 election returns
Administrators: My social work program’s administration or faculty encouraged students through e-mail, classroom
discussions, or other communications to
Vote in the November 2012 election
Register to vote
Pay attention to election-related news
Watch the presidential conventions or debates
Volunteer for political campaigns related to the November 2012 election
Administrators: During the fall 2012 academic semester, faculty discussed various ways to encourage students to
vote in the November 2012 election.

645
611
589
526
461
346
335
312
167
122

(75.2)
(70.9)
(68.1)
(61.0)
(53.5)
(40.1)
(39.0)
(36.2)
(19.3)
(14.2)

41
37
24
19
19
18
12
6
6

(56.9)
(52.9)
(34.3)
(29.2)
(26.8)
(25.7)
(16.9)
(8.5)
(8.3)

53
51
45
38
28
32

(76.8)
(73.9)
(66.2)
(55.1)
(42.8)
(47.8)
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provide any such encouragement to their students. One third of programs whose degree offerings
include a PhD did not offer electoral encouragement to their students.
Faculty in 47.8% of the programs formally discussed among themselves ways to encourage
students to vote in the election. Chi-square analyses showed no difference in election-related
structured educational opportunities between these programs and programs whose faculty did not
discuss ways to encourage students to vote. However, significant differences emerged in the extent to
which these programs provided electoral encouragement to students. Where faculty had formal
discussions about encouraging students to vote, administrators or faculty were significantly more
likely to encourage students to register to vote (faculty discussed: 90.6%, did not: 57.1%; X2(1, 67) =
9.54, p = .002), volunteer for campaigns (faculty discussed: 60.0%, did not: 25.7%; X2(1, 65) = 7.82, p
= .005), to vote (faculty discussed: 93.8%, did not: 60.0%; X2(1, 67) = 10.48, p = .001), watch
conventions or debates (faculty discussed: 71.9%, did not: 40.0%; X2(1, 67) = 6.87, p = .009), and pay
attention to election-related news (faculty discussed: 81.3%, did not: 52.9%; X2(1, 66) = 5.95, p
= .015).
Students were also asked their perceptions of whether administrators, professors, or student
organizations encouraged their election-related involvement. More than half reported being encouraged to vote, pay attention to election-related news, register to vote, discuss election-related news in
class, and watch the presidential convention or debates. Students were less likely to report being
encouraged to volunteer for local or state or federal campaigns, register others to vote, watch election
returns, or learn more about election issues through seminars or panel discussions. Student perceptions of being encouraged to participate electorally did not differ based on whether their program
was located in a battleground state. Student perceptions did not differ by program level either, with
the only exception being that BSW students (73.4%) reported greater encouragement to watch
presidential conventions or debates than MSW (63.2%) students and PhD (54.5%) students, X2(2,
697) = 8.277, p = .016).

Discussion
Results suggest that social work students in the United States vote at rates similar to those of professional
social workers (Ritter, 2007; Rome & Hoechstetter, 2010) and at much higher rates than the country as a
whole (File, 2013). Although BSW students vote and register to vote at significantly lower rates than
more advanced social work students, their rates too exceed those of their fellow citizens. The rate of rolloff, not voting for down-ballot positions (for example, state and local elected offices), identified in this
study is typical of the American citizenry (Wattenberg, McAllister, & Salvanto, 2000); however, it
suggests a need for greater attention in social work education to the social welfare ramifications of
policies at the state and local levels and of who makes those policies. Politicians at these levels of
government make decisions that substantially affect the health and welfare of vulnerable populations
on a wide range of issues of concern to social workers, such as access to health care through Medicaid,
design and eligibility rules surrounding the child welfare system, the intersection of school discipline and
the juvenile justice system, and funding and provision of mental health services.
As we expected, voting is the most common electoral behavior in which social work students
participate. Students also participate in activities that involve following news or collecting information
about the campaigns. However, participation in electoral activities that involve substantial levels of
political commitment are infrequent (Rome & Hoechstetter, 2010), with between 45% and 86% of
students reporting they never participated in election-year activities such as expressing views about
politics on the Internet, wearing or posting campaign paraphernalia, or volunteering for a candidate.
These findings suggest that many social work students have little involvement in actively trying to have
an impact on which people are responsible for making social welfare policy. That few differences were
seen in students’ participation between battleground and nonbattleground states indicates that heightened media attention or increased local campaign presence may be insufficient for fostering students’
electoral involvement.
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Yet, social work students in this sample reported they are at least somewhat interested in politics.
Further evidence of this political interest can be found in the more than three fourths of students
who watched at least one presidential debate and who watched election results. These data suggest a
student audience at all levels of social work education potentially amenable to electoral skill
development and outreach on the part of students’ faculty and administrators.
Despite this interest, our findings indicate that a substantial number of social work programs
offer minimal or no curricular or cocurricular opportunities designed to strengthen students’
electoral involvement. One fourth of all social work programs in our study do not sponsor or
offer a single structured election-related educational opportunity. Such opportunities are even less
common in more research-oriented programs. Where such opportunities are offered, they are most
commonly either faculty led within single classrooms, for example, through classroom discussions
about the election, or the responsibility is placed on student groups to involve other students in the
election. Although the 2015 EPAS (CSWE, 2015) call for students to have opportunities to organize
on behalf of their interests, the lack of affirmative inclusion of such content in the learning
environment by social work programs can communicate to students that electoral participation is
not a priority for the profession. In fact, one third or fewer of programs offer panel discussions, issue
information seminars, or invitations to candidates’ representatives (at any level of government) to
speak to students. Just one fourth of programs offer students voter registration drives.
Rather than sponsoring formal curricular or cocurricular election-based programming, social
work programs appear more inclined to provide encouragement to students to participate in
electoral activities. Most programs reported that administrators or faculty encourage students to
vote and register to vote, whereas far fewer encourage the types of electoral activities requiring
substantial levels of political commitment that the majority of social work students seem to avoid.
Twenty percent of programs do not encourage any sort of electoral activity on the part of their
students; as with structured opportunities, faculty and administrators at research-oriented programs
are less likely to encourage student involvement in elections.
A particularly interesting finding emerged from the program data. Where faculty formally discuss
among themselves ways to encourage students to vote in the election, program administrators or
faculty are significantly more likely to encourage their students to participate in a variety of electoral
activities. Of note, however, faculty discussion, does not seem to have a significant effect on the
number of structured election-related educational opportunities programs offer. Although the
direction of this relationship is unclear—perhaps program administrators with faculty and staff
more inclined to encourage student engagement see this as a priority for faculty to discuss—this
finding suggests that administrators of social work programs may be able to facilitate greater
mobilization of student electoral involvement through sparking faculty discussion on the topic.
Limitations
The student survey intentionally did not include any information that could identify the specific
social work program a student attended. As a result, although the representation of students from 40
states in this sample suggests a broad-based sample, we cannot determine how many of the 162
programs surveyed are actually represented in the sample. This also limits our ability to ascertain
whether any direct links exist between student electoral participation and election-related programming or encouragement provided by the specific program they attend.
Nonvoters may be underrepresented in the study sample, thus reflecting a sample more engaged
in electoral forms of policy practice than the general social work student population. Given that the
study was advertised as a study of political behavior, it is likely that some self-selection took place
prior to clicking the link in the e-mail requesting student survey participation. Students willing to
spend time on a political survey may be more inclined to participate in electoral activity than those
who did not spend time on this survey. This self-selection may help to explain why administrators
perceive their students to be less engaged in voting in a presidential election than this study
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indicates. At the same time, because voting rates in this study are comparable to those identified in
prior studies of professional social workers (Ritter, 2007; Rome & Hoechstetter, 2010), this raises the
question of whether all such studies are collecting skewed results, or whether administrators are
underestimating student participation. Underestimation of student participation might have negative
ramifications on the degree to which program administrators perceive student interest in electionoriented curricular or co-curricular content.
It is also possible that our findings may not fully capture the extent of election-related education
social work programs provide their students. First, only about half of social work programs are
represented in the administrator sample. Second, deans and directors may not be aware of what
takes place in individual classrooms and thus may have underreported whether certain opportunities
were offered or sponsored by the program or what individual faculty may have done to encourage
electoral participation. Furthermore, particularly in less self-contained programs, administrators and
faculty may have either joined with other parts of the college or university or intentionally avoided
duplication of election-related activities available to students elsewhere on campus. Although this is
often practically necessary and may help explain why some programs report offering few or no
formal election-related opportunities, we would argue that students would benefit also from clear
communication from their professional social work role models of the importance of including
electoral participation in their practice.
Implications for social work education
Although some election-related education social work students receive may not have been captured
by this study, it is evident that in spite of the EPAS’s (CSWE, 2015) inclusion of policy practice as a
core competency, a substantial number of programs offer limited or no targeted efforts to encourage
students’ election-related participation or to educate them on knowledge and skills necessary for this
component of practice. This raises questions about whether social work programs are fully preparing
students for their ethical responsibility to participate in and influence the political environment.
Following Rome and Hoechstetter (2010), we suggest that explicit inclusion of electoral politics in
the definition of policy practice used in the NASW Code of Ethics and the EPAS would be
meaningful steps toward addressing this gap and expanding student preparation for electoral
activity. For example, in future revisions to the EPAS (CSWE, 2015), the text of the suggested
third practice behavior for Competency 5 could be revised to state that social workers “apply critical
thinking to analyze, formulate, and promote policies that advance human rights and social and
economic justice through advocacy and electoral activity.” Alternatively, the text for Competency 5
could include a sentence such as, “Social workers understand strategies to promote policies that
safeguard fundamental human rights and to challenge oppressive policies through both policy
advocacy and electoral activity.”
This study’s findings also suggest a need for more focused attention in undergraduate and
graduate social work education to developing students who will be inclined to participate in electoral
forms of policy practice. The 2015 EPAS (CSWE, 2015) emphasize the role of the implicit curriculum in providing an academic culture that supports the social work profession’s values. In fact,
sections 3.1.9 and 3.1.10 of the 2015 EPAS specifically outline the importance of encouraging
students to organize on behalf of policy change within their social work program, suggesting that
there is a role for both explicit and implicit curricula in strengthening students’ policy practice
competencies (CSWE, 2015). The civic voluntarism model (Verba et al., 1995) provides a framework
for social work administrators and faculty to stimulate student electoral-focused activity. Program
administrators can increase civic knowledge and skills, offer opportunities that build students’
psychological engagement with electoral activities and recruit students for electoral participation.
Although Ritter (2008) found civic skills did not significantly predict social workers’ participation,
numerous other studies have found a link between civic skills and electoral participation (Verba
et al., 1995). Through course work, field practicum, and the implicit curriculum, students can

JOURNAL OF SOCIAL WORK EDUCATION

445

develop the knowledge and skills for engagement in electoral forms of political practice. Policy
courses are an obvious home for instruction about the linkages between candidate selection and
social welfare policy outcomes, exploration and analysis of the social welfare ramifications of
candidates’ positions and ballot issues, and experiential assignments that encourage students to
volunteer for a campaign of their choice.
Electoral knowledge transmission should not need to be limited to policy courses, however. The 2008
EPAS explicitly stated that social workers should be “informed, resourceful, and proactive in responding
to evolving organizational, community, and societal contexts at all levels of practice” (CSWE, 2008, p. 6).
This emphasis on contexts suggests a strong fit for instructors in human behavior in the social
environment courses to guide students in exploring how the broad political environment and political
ideology affect the experiences of their individual clients and client groups. The importance of social
workers’ responsiveness to societal contexts is less clear in the newest EPAS (CSWE, 2015); the lack of
explicit language relative to societal contexts may need to be revisited to ensure that students are
prepared to respond to—and influence—such contexts in their practice.
Field practicum can provide students with opportunities to observe and analyze how positions
held by different candidates might affect an agency’s operations or its clients. Programs can integrate
electoral knowledge and skill building through implicit curriculum activities such as voter-registration drives, brown-bag discussions on campaign volunteering, watch parties for debates, and inviting
representatives of competing candidates to speak with students at a lunchtime seminar. It is
important for program administrators to consider focusing these efforts on local, state, and national
candidates, given the substantial ballot drop-off for state and local candidates found in this study.
Social work programs can influence students’ interest in politics and political efficacy (Ritter,
2008). Interest—and the belief that one is capable of engaging in diverse electoral activities—can be
developed through hands-on opportunities that enable the development of political skills.
Integration of service-learning projects (Rocha, 2000) or other experiential activities into policy
courses may help build student efficacy by enabling students to practice their skills in a safe
environment with instructor guidance and support. Experiential activities can be incorporated into
course work or the activities of student organizations. For example, the first author routinely offers
students enrolled in a policy course an assignment that includes an option of volunteering for a
candidate or issue campaign and then requires the students to describe their volunteer experience
and lessons learned to the class. Students completing this assignment report that the experience of
joining other campaign volunteers and recruiting supporters sparks new interest and confidence in
electoral activities. Outside a classroom setting, student organizations can be encouraged to organize
a student-led voter-registration drive, bring students together to work at local polling stations, or
create group opportunities to volunteer for a candidate or issue referendum.
The extent to which faculty and administrators encourage student involvement in experiential
electoral activities may be limited by a fear of endorsing specific candidates or platforms. For
example, field directors have identified a fear of promoting specific political stances as a reason
for avoiding political or policy-related field placements (Pritzker & Lane, 2014). The line
between encouraging electoral involvement and supporting specific candidates is something
that program administrators and faculty must be aware of; however, they can navigate this,
for example, by inviting candidates from opposing campaigns to campus, encouraging students
to volunteer for a campaign of their choice, or focusing classroom discussion on critical analyses
of platforms of at least the two major parties.
Students’ interest in electoral politics may in fact increase when instructors facilitate classroom
discussion of diverse political ideologies (Galambos, 2009; Rosenwald et al., 2012), which is consistent with the 2015 EPAS Competency 2, which includes political ideology as an aspect of diversity
that shapes the human experience (CSWE, 2015). As our data indicate, social work students
represent a broad range of political ideologies that can be incorporated into class discussions. The
months prior to elections offer an opportune time for such discussions to take place, focusing on the
key social welfare issues under debate between the candidates. Although our findings indicate that
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61.0% of students in our sample report being encouraged to discuss election-related news in class, a
smaller 52.9% of administrators report that such discussions were sponsored or offered. Such
discussions can be tied to content across the curriculum, such as in courses on human behavior
and diversity, as students are guided to reflect on the stances of candidates on various issues, the
diverse theoretical backdrops for many of these stances, and how diverse populations might view or
be affected by these viewpoints. Such discussions also can take place outside the classroom, with
faculty, staff, or student organizations organizing and facilitating activities such as panel discussions
or brown-bag lunches focused on election issues and watch parties for convention speeches or
candidate debates.
As our data find, however, interest alone may be insufficient for greater electoral participation.
Although younger students ages 18–25 exhibited the highest levels of political interest, where
participation differences existed, they participated in electoral activities less frequently than older
students. Thus, a crucial third avenue for encouraging student electoral participation is to recruit
them into participation. According to the civic voluntarism model, people may not engage in
political behaviors because no one has directly asked them to do so (Verba et al., 1995). Asking
social workers to participate politically is a key role that professional social work organizations (e.g.,
NASW) often play with professional social workers, and research shows that affiliation with a
professional organization increases the likelihood that social workers feel capable and competent
in affecting the policy process (Hamilton & Fauri, 2001). It is important to consider whether
stimulating political activity should be left to the professional organizations—and therefore affecting
only those who choose to join such organizations—or whether social work education programs can
similarly stimulate political involvement among a broader base and at an earlier career stage.
Although most program administrators ask their students to register to vote and to vote, and
more than half ask their students to be active observers of election-related news and events such as
conventions or debates, nearly 60% do not encourage their students to volunteer for campaigns.
Although social work students are active participants in presidential-level voting, they may benefit
from direct encouragement to participate in down-ballot voting and other electoral activities. By
offering nonpartisan voter registration efforts, encouraging students to volunteer for a campaign of
their choice and offering guidance on how to do so, and inviting representatives of opposing
candidates to speak directly to social work students about their campaigns, social work faculty and
administrators can intentionally recruit students to participate in specific electoral behaviors.

Conclusion
Electoral participation is a key component of policy practice, as social workers’ ability to influence the
development of socially just policies is limited without elected officials in place who are likely to be
responsive to our advocacy efforts. Increased knowledge about electoral participation at early stages of
social work career development can help inform the profession about the extent to which students are
prepared to carry out this professional obligation. This study finds BSW, MSW, and PhD students
were active voters in the 2012 presidential election; however they were much less involved in electoral
activities that involve substantial levels of political commitment and active efforts to support individual
candidates. Our findings indicate a need for CSWE’s accreditation standards to more clearly emphasize
the importance of electoral activity in contributing to socially just policy and for social work programs
to focus greater curricular and cocurricular attention on helping students build the skills necessary to
engage in a breadth of electoral activities, strengthening students’ interest and political efficacy, and
explicitly encouraging students to be active electoral participants.
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