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Work of Tisch College + CIRCLE + IDHE

• Go-to source for data 
on young people

• Share new knowledge 
with the field

• Create usable tools for 
locating & mobilizing 
young voters



•Who 
participates? 
Who votes?

•What are their 
experiences?

•What do they 
do after?
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•Diverse Youth 
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•Thriving 
Communities

Future of 
Democracy

What CIRCLE Does

• Advising other 
organizations

• Partnerships & 
coalitions



Go-To Source for Data: CIRCLE

• Largest repository of data on civic 
and political participation of young 
people

• Disseminate data to candidates, 
campaigns, GOTV organizations, 
media, others

• Partner with local organizations 
focused on young voters

• Focus on civic participation inequities 
by race/ethnicity, education, etc.



What Do You Tell People About Why Young Voters Matter?



Who Are Young People?



The Youth Vote Will Be Decisive in 2020



The Power of the Youth Vote: 2016 Battlegrounds



• Youth voting has been 
declining for decades.

• Young people are apathetic.

MYTHS #1 and #2



Presidential Elections Have Seen More Up and Down

Myth #1: Youth voting has been on a decline



While Midterm Youth Turnout Had Been Fairly Static, 
It Surged in 2018

Myth #1: Youth voting has been on a decline



Youth voter turnout in 2018 increased in EVERY STATE we looked at

In 31 states, youth turnout increased by double digits

In 19 states it increased by 15 or more percentage points

In 5 states it increased by 20 or more percentage points

Myth #1: Youth voting has been on a decline



Young Women Were Very Engaged in the 2018 Election
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Young Women Did the Work!

Active in a movement Tried to convince peers to vote

Source: CIRCLE/Tisch College Election Poll 2018

Myth #2: Young people are mostly apathetic



Millions of Youth Are Engaged, Seeking Ways to Make Change

Exclusive Poll: Young People and the 2020 Election

Youth Ready to Seize 
their Power 

• 83% believe young people have 
the power to change the country

• 60% feel like they’re part of a 
movement that will vote to 
express its views

• 79% say the COVID-19 pandemic 
has helped them realize that 
politics impacts their everyday 
lives

Youth Take to the Streets 

• 27% of young people say they 
have attended a march or 
demonstration in 2020

• Big increase from the 2016 (5%) 
and 2018 elections (16%)

• Young women of color more 
likely to protest than other youth

Strong Preference for Biden 

• By a staggering 34-point margin, 
58% of youth support Biden, 
compared to 24% for Trump 

• Driven by youth of color; only 23 
pt. margin among White youth

• 18% of youth say they would 
prefer to vote for another 
candidate



• Young people ignore ways to participate 
and find out about elections.

• Young people choose not to vote.

Myths #3 and #4



Young people hear about 
elections from a wide 
variety of sources

And trusted relationships 
matter a great deal

Myth #3: Young people ignore ways to find 
out about elections



AND EVEN IN A YEAR WHEN YOUTH TURNOUT/ENGAGEMENT WAS HIGH

…YOUTH ARE UNDERMOBILIZED

…SOME YOUTH FACE MORE BARRIERS

WHO’S SYSTEMATICALLY LEFT OUT?

Myth #4: Young people choose not to vote



Contact Matters, but some are contacted more than others…

Campaigns didn’t reach as many potential new or 
newly eligible voters in 2018

18-19 year olds were less likely to be reached 
and cast ballots, especially those in high school

Young people not on campuses or without 
college experience are less likely to be contacted

Myth #4: Young people choose not to vote



Young People are Undermobilized

In Midterm Elections: In Presidential Elections:

2014

Youth Registered: 21.7 million

Youth Who Voted: 9.2 million

“Lost” Votes: 12.5 million

2010

Youth Registered: 22.3 million

Youth Who Voted: 10.8 million

“Lost” Votes: 11.5 million

2016

Youth Registered: 27.4 million

Youth Who Voted: 21.6 million

“Lost” Votes: 5.8 million

2012

Youth Registered: 26.4 million

Youth Who Voted: 20.5 million

“Lost” Votes: 5.8 million

Myth #4: Young people choose not to vote



Poor Instruction on
Modern Politics

Negative Perception of 
Political Leaders 

Low Exposure to
Opportunities Where 

Voice is Heard

Why are youth undermobilized?

There are many barriers to voting that may start before age 18

Lack of consistent & 
positive representation of 

youth engagement in 
media

Myth #4: Young people choose not to vote



Inequities in Information about 
Online Voter Registration

• 32% of youth said they did 
not know if online voter 
registration was available in 
their state

• Of those who ventured a 
guess, 25% of youth were 
incorrect.

• In effect, only half of youth 
could correctly identify 
whether online voter 
registration was available in 
their state

Lack of Information about 
Mail-In Voting

• Only 24% of respondents 
reported having voted by mail 
in a previous elections

• Only 78% have seen 
information about how to cast 
an absentee ballot

• 73% report that they would 
know where to go to find 
absentee ballot info

Black Youth and Youth of Color 
Hit Hardest

• Two-thirds of youth report 
that the pandemic has had a 
moderate or significant 
impact on them

• 37% said it has increased their 
daily responsibilities. Black 
youth more likely to say so

• Increased news attention 
during the pandemic and 
economic impacts are related 
to increased interest in 
political engagement

Opinions of State Responses to 
COVID-19 are Mixed

• 35 percent of young people 
said that they now viewed 
their state government more 
favorably, and the same 
percentage said they view it 
more negatively

• On balance, young people 
living in Southern and 
Midwestern states viewed 
their state governments’ 
responses more negatively

Clear Information and Accessible Opportunities Needed in 2020

Exclusive Poll: Young People and the 2020 Election



Among youth in low-income communities…

These are some of the 
logistical barriers to 
voting that many 
youth face. 

These barriers 
disproportionately 
affect low-income 
youth and youth of 
color. Read CIRCLE 
analysis here

Myth #4: Young people choose not to vote

https://circle.tufts.edu/latest-research/why-youth-dont-vote-differences-race-and-education


Among youth in low-income communities…

Another barrier to voting is that 
youth often don’t know the 
eligibility requirements for voting 
in their state

The red on the graph represent 
the percentage of youth who 
thought people lose the right to 
vote in these five situations. But 
in all situations, people can 
legally vote in most states

Most youth are uncertain about 
voter ID laws in their states and 
do not have a clear understanding 
about what documents are 
needed at the polls.

Myth #4: Young people choose not to vote



Source: Peter Levine and Kei Kawashima-Ginsberg, “The Republic is (Still) at Risk—and Civics is Part of 
the Solution” (Medford, MA: Jonathan M. Tisch College of Civic Life, Tufts University, 2017).

Disparities in Exposure to High Quality Civic Education

Youth with less formal 
education experience are 
also less likely to get 
voting information from 
family and friends

Myth #4: Young people choose not to vote



How can we address youth undermobilization?
Many stakeholders can influence youth voting, both positively and negatively…

Community 
Conditions

Local Voter 
Outreach

Civic 
Culture

Youth

Election 
Administrators

Neighborhoods

County Voting 
Locations and 
Times

Local nonprofit 
community/social 
service centers

Local Youth 
Organizations

K12 schools



AND WE NEED MANY 
STAKEHOLDERS TO 
SUPPORT A DIVERSITY 
OF PATHWAYS 

Systemic shifts are needed 
to better encourage/inform 
youth so they can 
participate. 
Potential supports can 
come from schools, 
nonprofits, households.



• Young people are politically 
similar and mostly liberal.

Myth #5



Youth Vote Choice in 2016
Not as homogenous as the myth assumes but differs by state

Myth #5: Young people are politically similar and mostly liberal



Higher Value on 

Civic Engagement

Lower Value on

Civic Engagement

"Activist Egalitarians“

Believe systematic 
inequalities affect society

Value collective impact 
of civic participation

Actively engaged in 
conversations

"Participatory Libertarians“

Believe that society is basically 
fair and hard work will bring 
success

Value institutions and
citizen participation

"Disempowered Egalitarians“

Believe equality will 
improve society

Often feel “underqualified”
to participate in civic life

"Alienated Libertarians“

Believe civic participation 
and institutions add 
little value

Support for
economic prosperity

LibertyEquality

“Lost and Disengaged”

Unsure about most    
political issues 

Little exposure to  civic 
learning opportunities

Distribution of Youth Political Typology on Two Core Beliefs
Adolescent years are exactly when youth are figuring out what they believe and what they want to stand for



• Most young people old enough to vote 
are 4-year college students.

• The two issues that are of most interest 
to young people are student debt and 
marijuana legalization.

Myths #6 and #7



Myth #6: Most young voters are 
4-year college students



In 2020, most youth 
identified racism, climate 
change, and healthcare as 
the issues of highest 
interest to them.

See here for full CIRCLE 
analysis of this data and to 
interact with the graphic

Myth #7: Young people are most interested 
in student debt and legalizing marijuana

https://circle.tufts.edu/latest-research/poll-young-people-believe-they-can-lead-change-unprecedented-election-cycle




CIRCLE.tufts.edu
CIRCLE@TUFTS.EDU



Questions?

Learn more:
tischcollege.tufts.edu

circle.tufts.edu
idhe.tufts.edu

Follow:
@TischCollege
@CivicYouth
@TuftsIDHE

Support:
https://bit.ly/GiveToTisch



What to Suggest Campuses Can Do (That’s Non-Partisan)



Recommendations for Specific Campus Audiences


