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assistance of several faculty and staff members at the 

University of Minnesota. 
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ABSTRACT 

This research examined correlates of political 

efficacy in children of different national and ethnic 

backgrounds. It was hypothesized that children who 

participate in family and school decision-making which 

affects them would be more efficacious than children with 

little or no participation in family and school decision

making. It was also hypothesized that participation in 

family and school decision-making would vary with social 

status and ethnic background. 

The children studied were mostly sixth graders, and 

of 11-12 years of age. Children of Anglo, Mexican-American, 

and Mexican backgrounds were administered written question

naires in their classrooms. The classes tested were drawn 

from nine schools which were a mixture of public and private 

in each country. Five schools in El Paso, Texas, and four 

in Juarez, Mexico, were selected, by reputation, to repre

sent lower, middle, and upper middle classes in each 

country. An attempt was also made to obtain a sample 

which would adequately represent each national and ethnic 

group within each category of socioeconomic status. 

Family decision-making patterns did, in fact, 

correlate with differences in socioeconomic status and 

ethnic background in both the U. S. and Mexico. Middle 

xi 
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and upper status children were more likely to participate 

in family decision-making than were low status children. 

Of the middle and upper status children, however, middle 

status children were somewhat more likely to participate 

in family decision-making than upper status children and 

this was true both in the U. S. and Mexico. Anglos were 

more likely to participate than were Mexican-Americans and 

Mexicans. Regression suggests, however, that when socio

economic status is controlled for, that ethnic background 

is no longer relevant to this question in the U. S. 

In Mexico, some Mexican children also responded to 

the categories Anglo or Mexican-American, instead of 

Mexican, and it was determined that these responses, in the 

border environment, indicated an acculturation to "main

stream" U. S. patterns. Significant differences exist in 

Mexico between children who call themselves Anglo, for 

example, and those who call themselves Mexican in regard 

to participation in family decision-making. 

The children tested in the U. S. report widely 

different patterns of school participation, which correlate 

with socioeconomic status. In Mexico, however, children 

uniformly report moderately participant school environments. 

Regression indicates that school decision-making patterns 

vary directly with family decision-making patterns. In each 

country, the only significant predictor of school decision

making is family decision-making patterns. 
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School decision-making, in turn, correlates at a 

moderate level with efficacy in each country. Regression 

indicates, however, that school decision-making has a 

somewhat different role in the two countries. In the U. S., 

regression shows family decision-making as the primary, 

significant predictor of efficacy whereas regression for 

Mexico shows school decision-making as the primary, 

significant predictor of efficacy. 

The basic hypotheses are thus confirmed, with some 

modifications for each country. In the U. S,, family 

decision making correlates most strongly with social status. 

In Mexico, ethnic background responses seem to reflect 

acculturation to "mainstream" U. S. patterns just across 

the border and are the strongest correlate of family 

decision-making patterns. 

In both countries, the only significant predictor of 

school decision-making patterns are family decision-making 

patterns. School decision-making patterns, in turn, 

correlate with efficacy. Regression, however, indicates 

that in the U. S., it is the family decision-making patterns 

which are significant in predicting efficacy whereas in 

Mexico it is the school decision-making patterns which are 

most significant in predicting efficacy. 



CHAPTER 1 

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE 

This study deals with the political socialization of 

children from different national and ethnic backgrounds, in 

their homes and schools. It is hypothesized that differ

ences in the level of participation by children in their 

homes and schools is associated with their feelings of 

political efficacy, or inefficacy. 

More specifically, it is hypothesized that levels of 

participation in home and school decision-making will vary 

according to national and ethnic background, with the U. S. 

Anglo children the most participant and Mexican children 

least so. It is also hypothesized that the children with 

higher levels of participation in home and school decision

making will tend toward greater political efficacy than 

those with little or no participation in decision-making 

which affects them. These hypotheses are rather eclectic, 

of course, and grow out of several bodies of socialization 

literature. 

Some of the most general literature on U. S. 

children has dealt with the content of political socializa

tion (Greenstein 1960, 1961, 1969; Easton and Dennis 1967, 

1969; Easton and Hess 1962; Hess and Easton 1960; Hess and 
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Torney 19 67). These studies dealt with what orientations 

and attitudes had been acquired by children of the dominant 

culture at various ages, ranging .from 7 or 8 years to 14 or 

15 years. In general (see, for example, Easton and Dennis. 

1969, pp. 153-160), even very young children studied were 

aware of the existence of something called "government" and 

were able to make a distinction between governmental and 

non-governmental personnel. Young children first tended to 

become aware of the persons of powerful executives, 

especially the President, and also the local figure of the 

policeman. 

The attitudes expressed by young children toward 

such political authorities were strongly positive. Hess and 

Easton (1960, p. 634), for example, concluded that attitudes 

initially held toward other authority figures—such as 

parents—are transferred to political authorities and then 

modified as a result of knowledge and experience gained over 

the years. They argue that even such an initial transfer of 

attitudes, however, is not indiscriminate but is chosen be

cause cues in the child's environment suggest it is the 

"appropriate" attitude. 

Over a period of time, attitudes toward specific 

political actors become attitudes toward the role those 

actors play and with increasing information and modifica

tions, toward the structures and institutions of which those 

roles are a part. As the child's capacity to understand the 
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structures of government increases, so does his under

standing of the processes by which the citizen and govern

ment are linked. He becomes aware early of the rule making 

and enforcing capacities of government. Later, he is likely 

to become aware that in a democracy, a citizen may have a 

voice in who the government leaders are and what they do. 

This picture, however, was based on studies done in 

the U. S. with samples drawn from the dominant population in 

terms of race and socioeconomic status. In an effort to i 

shed light on the political culture and learning processes 

in other circumstances, some studies have compared findings 

for several nations (Almond and Verba 1963, Hess 1963, 

Dennis et al. 1968, Reading 1968) and some have compared the 

importance of two or more sources of influence on the 

learning of politically relevant attitudes (Langton 1966, 

1969; Langton and Karns 1969; Bennett and Klecka 1970; 

Jennings 1974). Little by little, differences exhibited by 

various U. S. subcultures have also begun to be studied 

(Jaros, Hirsch, and Fleron 1968; Greenberg 1970; Lyons 1970; 

Garcia 1973; Stevens 1975; Guzman 1976; Williams and St. 

Peter 1977). 

This research attempts to combine several of these 

purposes. The goal is to compare the functions of two 

agents of socialization within the U. S. and Mexico and 

within the Mexican-American subculture in the U. S. This 

has the advantage of examining the culture of origin for 
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Mexican-Americans and the national culture and subculture 

within which they are currently being socialized. This pro

cedure is expected to give some insight into the learning of 

political culture and sources of important attitudes, 

particularly political efficacy. 

Political efficacy is the feeling that one can 

effectively take part in political decision-making and have 

some influence on the political environment . (Easton and 

Dennis 1967, p. 28; Almond and Verba 1963, pp. 34 6-353; 

Dawson and Prewitt 1969, p. 169). Effective participation 

in decision-making is the opportunity to change or alter a 

decision. Influence on the political environment is the 

ability to cause such a change. 

Political efficacy seems more likely to develop when 

the child has been consulted regularly and has had some in

fluence in his home or school. Children whose opinions are 

taken into account in their immediate environments have 

experience on which to base an expectation of being able to 

voice an opinion and have an effect. Conversely, those who 

do not even have an influence in their immediate environment 

seem less likely to feel influential in the larger environ

ments of the municipality, state, or nation. 

It should be pointed out that the process of 

learning about government, its agents, institutions, and 

processes, seems to be somewhat different in nature from the 

process by which one develops political efficacy and an 
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inclination or disinclination to participate in the politi

cal system. In learning about government, the initial image 

of authority may carry over from experience with other, 

personally known, figures of authority. Subsequently, how

ever, that learning seems to be quite direct. Children 

learn about the President, the Congress, voting, etc., 

building on and modifying prior information and attitudes. 

The information and attitudes may come from family, school, 

or friends but the information is directly political. The 

child learns he is a Democrat or Republican; he learns the 

role of parties or Congress, or voting and he forms atti

tudes toward these political institutions and processes. 

In the development of political efficacy—or its 

lack—the process would seem to be rather indirect, however. 

The child either does or does not participate in family and 

school decision-making for many years before he is called 

upon to apply the attitudes and behavior developed in those 

contexts to the larger political environment and it is only 

then that these attitudes and behavior take on direct 

political relevance. 

The Role of Participation in a 
Political System 

Almond and Powell (1966, p. 30) classify the 

functions a political system must perform as (1) capabili

ties, (2) conversion functions, and (3) system maintenance 

and adaptation functions. 
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For a system to maintain itself and adapt to new 

circumstances, it must constantly socialize and recruit new 

members. In a democratic system especially, there is a 

significant role played by members who do not hold formal 

positions in government. Members of political parties and 

interest groups, both in and out of government, are impor

tant, of course, but of greatest concern here is the social

ization of members of the society at large to attitudes and 

behavior which make them more likely to "participate" in 

politics. participation, as used here, refers broadly to 

attitudes and behavior which tend to indicate an awareness 

of politics, an interest in politics, and/or the feeling by 

an individual that he could have some influence in the 

political sphere. Thus, "talking politics" and following 

news of political and governmental events are included as 

well as voting or working for a political party or candidate. 

This approach is taken for several reasons. First, 

the major concern of this research is specific aspects of 

the family and school experiences of children which may have 

political ramifications. Children cannot participate in 

politics in the formal ways available to adults in a demo

cratic system, but can participate in the less formal ways 

usually found to be correlated with them such as "talking 

politics." Secondly, political cultures and subcultures are 

of interest and a broad definition of participation lends 

itself more readily to the observation of a broad spectrum 
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of politically relevant attitudes and behavior. Furthermore, 

there is some reason to believe that the development of such 

broadly participant characteristics in a culture are asso

ciated with the orientation of that political culture as 

subject or participant. 

As Almond and Verba (1963, p. 19) explain, the 

subject political culture is dominated by orientations 

toward the "output," or administrative side of governing, 

whereas the participant political culture is, in addition, 

oriented toward the "input side, or more overtly partici

pant behavior. 

Whether a political culture is predominantly subject 

or participant is associated with differences in the conver

sion processes of a system, which transform incoming infor

mation, demands, and supports into policies. If the 

demands are few, for example, interests may be articulated, 

and aggregated, largely within governmental units. If many 

groups and individuals wish to make demands, articulation 

and aggregation of interests may in large part be handled by 

more or less formal community groups which present their 

wishes and demands to appropriate governmental bodies and 

personnel. 

This research deals with participation in decision

making by children in their homes and schools, and it is 

argued that children who do have such opportunities as they 

are growing up will tend to behave differently in regard to 
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participation in politics, as adults, than children who have 

no such participant experiences. Future adult behavior is, 

of course, only speculative. What will specifically be 

shown is that children with participant experiences tend to 

have attitudes and behavior significantly different from 

those who do not. Some of these attitudes and behavior in

clude talking politics with family and friends and in 

particular greater feelings of political efficacy. It is 

argued that a child accustomed to having his opinions'taken 

into account in family and school environments-is more 

likely to feel his opinion valuable to political authorities. 

Differences in the performance of conversion 

functions such as articulation and aggregation of interests 

would tend to be associated with differences in the way a 

system performs in its environment, or its capabilities. A 

system's capabilities may involve such functions as regula

tion, extraction, and distribution (Almond and Powell 1966, 

p. 30). Broad participation in the processes by which 

regulations, taxes, etc. are decided upon could make a con

siderable difference in the acceptance of such policies and 

in compliance with them. 

U. S. Political System 

The U. S. and Mexican political systems differ in 

regard to all three functions discussed above, system 

maintenance and adaptation, conversion processes, and 
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capabilities- Of primary concern here, however, are system 

maintenance and conversion functions and specifically those 

structures and behaviors which relate to the participation 

of ordinary citizens in decision-making by their govern

ments . 

In the U. S., there is literally a "honeycomb" of 

decision-making structures. Major national decision-making 

structures center on the President, the Congress, and various 

bureaucratic units. Two decentralized parties and a large 

number of interest groups provide additional personnel 

affecting day to day decision-making. Frequent elections 

provide direct voter participation in the selection of per

sonnel for many legislative and administrative positions. 

The system is complex and decentralized. 

The U. S. system provides an' array of channels of 

access to decision-making and decison-makers. Members of 

parties, interest groups, and voters all have myriad oppor

tunities to influence the selection of personnel and the 

actual making of decisions, major aspects of maintenance, 

and conversion functions, respectively. In a system such as 

exists in the U. S., where participation is a norm and there 

are many channels of access, the child is able to observe 

his parents in their political activities and is likely to 

anticipate similar experiences for himself. It is hypothe

sized that home and school participation experiences would 

generalize to the political system. 
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Conversely, it is argued that the child seldom, if 

ever, consulted at home or in school—even about decisions 

which directly affect him—is less likely to feel he has a 

say about the broader political system, regardless of the 

amount of participation which might be available to him. 

Thus, in the U. S., children who have participated in 

decision-making in other authority systems are expected to 

be higher on political efficacy than children who have not. 

Mexican Political System 

In Mexico, the political system is centralized in 

the President and in his party. State structures are 

strongly influenced, and even controlled, from the central 

decision-making structure headed by the President. The 

party (PRI) is the vehicle of the President and the major 

interest groups are substructures of the party. Elections 

legitimize slates of candidates negotiated and agreed to 

within top levels of the party. Legislative and major 

bureaucratic "decisions" formalize positions handed down by 

the President and his cohorts. Thus, both personnel selec

tion and decision-making are centralized and relatively in

accessible (see for example, Scott 1965, especially pp. 371-

384; Needier 1964, especially pp. 11-21; Padgett 1966; 

Johnson 1971). 

Given that the Mexican political system is not 

generally accessible, it may be that when children are 
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allowed to participate in homes and schools, they become the 

sort of "aspirational" adults Almond and Verba (1963, p. 

415) refer to, that is, high in self-estimates of political 

competence but lacking in actual participation. 

Mexican Political Culture 

Almond and Verba (1963, pp. 19-20) suggest that all 

cultures are "mixed" and contain citizens, subjects, and 

parochials. In general, they say, a culture which is pre

dominantly parochial would be congruent with a traditional 

culture. Likewise, the subject culture is congruent with a 

centralized authoritarian structure and a participant cul

ture is congruent with a "civic" or democratic system. 

Scott (1965, p. 344) argues that Mexico is predominantly a 

subject political culture, but that traditional values, 

especially the existence of authoritarian influences in the 

family and many other social structures, still are prominent 

features of the Mexican culture (Scott 1965, p. 357) . The 

combination of traditional, authoritarian values would seem 

to be reasonably congruent with rather authoritarian social 

and political structures and a predominantly subject politi

cal culture. If this is indeed the case, the achievement of 

a more democratic political system would seem to require 

more participation in families, schools, etc. as well as 

changes in the accessibility of decision-making in the 

larger political system. 
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Also, according to Scott (1965, p. 350), in Mexico 
\ 

there are: 

inhibitions against development of associational 
sentiments and values conducive to cooperative 
collective political action .... These inhibi
tions result from the average Mexican's widespread 
mistrust of his fellow citizens and his need for a 
dependency relationship with particular individuals, 
both products of an authoritarian environment 

which he suggests results from the traditional patterns of 

socialization in the family and other primary, or face to 

face, social structures. 

Reading (1971, p. 15) made a detailed study of this 

type of phenomenon in Colombia. Reading concluded that 

early socialization limited the Colombian child's (1) per

ceptions of the relevance of impersonal institutions and 

(2) his ability to cooperate effectively in institutional 

settings. Reading relates this to lack of experience in 

relationships with equals and a concomitant lack of social 

trust. He points out that the structure of a family is 

fundamentally hierarchical whereas voluntary organizations 

tend to be groups of peers, or equals. His findings are 

that at the third grade level only 15% of the Colombian re

spondents had any organizational affiliation, and that even 

by the fourth year of secondary school (equivalent to the 

9th grade in the U. S.) only 35% had any organizational 

affiliations (Reading 1971, p. 135) whereas "only 30% of the 

children at the earliest grade level (second grade) Iin the 



U. S.] belonged to no organization outside the school" 

(Reading 1971, p. 137) . 

Low membership in voluntary organizations is char

acteristic of Mexican adults. Almond and Verba (1963, p. 

302) find only 25% of Mexican adults belonging to voluntary 

organizations, as opposed to 57% in the U. S. The Reading 

figures for Colombian children are approximately 25% more 

than the adult figures for Mexico and the only figures given 

for U. S. children are a similar percentage more than the 

Almond and Verba figures for U. S. adults. At best, using 

Colombian figures represents a rough approximation for 

Mexico but there are cultural similarities, both Spanish and 

Indian, and in combination with their relation to adult 

Mexican figures, they offer at least a presumption of a 

fundamental disparity between U. S. and Mexical socializa

tion in this regard. 

If one then combines these features, the outline 

which emerges of Mexican political culture is the following: 

Children socialized in traditional, authoritarian families, 

probably with limited peer group associations, develop few . 

skills with impersonal organizations and attitudes which 

view such organizations as untrustworthy and of little 

value. Their political system, when they encounter it, is 

often found to be authoritarian, inaccessible, and untrust

worthy, thus reinforcing their predispositions. (For the 

most elaborate statement of this position see Johnson 1971, 
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pp. 85-112. For other indications, see Needier 1964, pp. 

12, 16-18, 20; Scott 1965, p. 333; Almond and Verba 1963, 

pp. 79-84, 108.) 

Mexican-American Subcultural 
Characteristics 

Generally, the factors of most concern in this study 

are the family and school authority structures. Indications 

are that the authority structure of the Mexican family is 

traditional and does not allow much participation by the 

child in decision-making. Original immigrants, presumably, 

would tend to have this type of family structure. Mexican-

American subcultural characteristics, however, differ some

what from place to place depending upon isolation from 

Mexico and amount of integration into the larger community. 

Thus, one would expect to find more families with tradi

tional authority structures near the border with Mexico and 

in large, relatively self-sufficient Mexican-American com

munities where there is likely to be less contact with the 

wider Anglo community and less necessity for "fitting into" 

or assimilating with the Anglo community. 

On the other hand, in small communities of Mexican-

Americans far from other reinforcing agents, in areas such 

as the midwest, for example, one would expect more Mexican-

American families to resemble their Anglo counterparts. In 

fact, Welch, Comer, and Steinman (1973, p. 806) studied such 

a community in Nebraska and found "the Mexican-American 
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sample is closer to the U. S. sample than it is to the 

Mexican one" (of Almond and Verba) in regard to political 

competence and alienation. 

Garcia (1973, pp. 126-127), in his study of various 

communities, reported that use of the Spanish language pre

dicted variations among those Mexican-American children 

better than did socioeconomic status and concluded that 

language use was measuring the extent of the child's accul

turation into the Anglo community. The nature of that 

acculturation, however, may differ according to the social 

environment in which the family finds itself, as the Anglo 

community tends to differ along class lines in the nature of 

child rearing practices (Kohn 1969) and the nature and 

extent of its political participation (see for example, 

Campbell et al. 1960, especially Chapters 12, 13, 17). In 

addition, Mexican-Americans are a visible ethnic and lin

guistic minority in the U. S. and have been subjected to 

negative stereotyping, discrimination, and even violent re

pression over the years (see for example, Guzman 1976, 

Garcia 1974). 

Authoritarian family environments, language differ

ences, lack of education, lack of citizenship, stereotyping, 

and discrimination can combine to undercut opportunities or 

motivation to participate in politics even in a generally 

participative political system, such as exists in the U. S. 

This study was conducted in a border area, where 
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reinforcement of Mexican culture is high, and Mexican-

Americans as a group are extremely visible to the community 

as a whole. Thus, it is hypothesized that Mexican-Americans 

will not be well integrated into Anglo cultural patterns and 

will be relatively lacking in political efficacy. 

Role of Family in Acquisition of 
Political Efficacy 

The family by its nature is the first source of 

socialization and it usually continues as a socializing 

agent for 20 years or more, while the child lives at home. 

Dawson and Prewitt (1969, p. 107), in their summary of the 

state of political socialization research, assert that "the 

family exists universally as the most significant primary 

institution and as an important source of social learning." 

This seems to be the assumption of most researchers. The 

emphasis of the earliest studies of political socialization, 

however, was on the content of children's information, 

attitudes, and beliefs regarding the political system, and 

not on agents of socialization or how they function 

(Greenstein 1960, 1961, 1969; Easton and Dennis 1967, 1969;. 

Easton and Hess 1962; Hess and Easton 1960; Hess and Torney 

1967) . The early focus of research on political socializa

tion in children tended to be on the President, as he is 

highly visible to children and seems to serve as a major 

focus of political attention for them. Greenstein (1961, 

pp. 652-653) and Hess and Easton (1960, p. 643; Easton and 
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Hess 1962, p. 242) make rather casual references to the 

possibility that children derive their concept of political 

authority figures such as the President from authority 

models in their families. 

Little is generally said, however, about how such 

transfers may be accomplished. For the most part, the 

material in these early analyses is divided at various times 

according to school grade of the child responding, his . 

social class—which is, of course, derived for the family— 

sex, or in the case of the Hess and Torney data, the in

telligence of the child. Each of these factors does tend to 

have an effect on the content of political learning, or at 

least on the rate of such learning. In the case, for 

example, of recognizing basic governmental functions, such 

as lawmaking, Easton and Dennis (1969, p. 341) show girls as 

being slower to recognize the role of Congress but arriving 

at the same perceptions as boys by the eighth grade. 

Greenstein and Hess and Torney put relatively more 

emphasis on the role of socioeconomic status in children's 

learning about politics. Unlike most other researchers, 

however, Hess and Torney (1967, p. 101) argue for the school 

as the dominant agency of political socialization, stating 

that the school's combined role in reinforcing other agents 

and providing political information causes it to be of 

greater importance than the family. 
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The emphasis of this study is the role of the family 

authority structure as reinforced or modified by school 

experiences. Specifically, the focus is the role of family 

and school decision-making structures in the child's 

development—or lack of development—of political efficacy. 

It seems likely that the nature of these decision-making 

structures will vary along class lines. Kohn (1969, p. 34), 

in his book Class and Conformity, carefully documents 

parental values and their relation to child rearing behavior. 

He concludes that while there is a core of shared values 

between middle and working class parents that there is a 

significant tendency for middle class parents to emphasize 

the child's self-direction and for working class parents to 

emphasize the child's conformity to external authority. 

It is argued here that emphasis on self-direction 

leads middle class parents to include their children much 

more frequently in decision-making which affects them and 

that a result will be greater political efficacy. Con

versely, it is argued that the working class emphasis on 

externally imposed standards will lead to their less 

frequently consulting their children and lower political 

efficacy. 

Kohn (1969, p. 35) points out that middle class 

emphasis on self-direction or internal standards has as a 

corollary that the "intent" of a child's actions is of 

concern. In order to achieve these valued internal 


