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This paper investigates the development of political ideology in today’s world. While 

parental influence still plays a major role in developing political ideology, more 

access to information and new advancements in technology have given individuals 

the opportunity to learn and actively engage in conversations about news and 

politics more than ever before. The American mass media environment has seen 

fundamental changes over the last decade with new ways of communicating and 

reaching large audiences. My thesis aims to analyze how both parental influence and 

social media are influencing political ideology. Through analyzing the results of two 

separate surveys administered over the last seven months, I have concluded that 

among people who regularly use social media, there is a declining correlation 

between the political views of parents and their offspring. I believe this declining 

correlation will become more prominent throughout the next decade.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Abstract 
 



  
 

Technology and social media have forever changed how individuals learn, 

think and grow. We now have so many resources available conveniently right at our 

fingertips. The political ideologies and beliefs associated with one’s parents are no 

longer the only primary indication of what one’s political ideology will be. In this 

paper, I analyze how both the factors of parental influence and social media are used 

together in determining political ideology. The following literature review provides 

a comprehensive analysis of the impact of parental influence in combination with   

social media and the Internet on the development of political ideology. 

Jennings and Niemi (1968) find high generational agreement in the area of 

partisan commitment and election behavior. The authors surveyed pairs of 12th 

grade students and their parents. They found the exchange of political values varies 

according to the nature of the value. One conclusion Jennings and Niemi (1968) 

drew was that children were more inclined to use their parents as role models if 

“the authority structure is neither extremely permissive nor extremely autocratic 

and where strong (but not overprotective) supportive functions and positive affects 

are always present” (p. 181). The authors also found that children’s views would 

correlate more closely with their parents if the child were content with their 

relationship. It is interesting to note, that Jennings & Niemi (1968) found that 

students “with highly politicized backgrounds do not necessarily resemble their 

parents more closely than students from unpoliticized families” (p. 182).  The 

authors concluded that the “absence of impressive parent-to-child transmission of 

political values heightens the likelihood that change factors can work their will on 

the political system and shifting types of system support are natural outgrowths of 

Literature Review 
 



   
 

these processes” (Jennings & Niemi, 1968, p. 184). Interestingly, they also found that 

political interest did not play a role in ideological transmission.  Jennings & Niemi’s 

study did not investigate the impact of family relations with other socializing 

factors. It also did not take into consideration the effects of interaction in the family 

or other ways the family may influence political ideology. It is very interesting that 

the author’s directly note “most likely that other socializing agents have ample 

opportunity to exert their impact” (Jennings & Niemi, 1968, p. 183). I believe that 

Jennings and Niemi knew that advancements in technology could possibly change 

parental influence in the future. The author’s also state, “these opportunities are 

enhanced by the rapid socio-technical changes occurring in modern society” 

(Jennings & Niemi, 1968, p. 183).  Even in 1968, Jennings & Niemi knew that factors 

outside family could make a major difference in their findings.  

 Tedin (1974) later explored the influence of parents on the political attitudes 

of children.  He administered a survey to 322 groups of parents and children who 

were recent high school graduates in Iowa City. It is important to remember that the 

sample was not randomly taken from a finite population. The survey aimed to find 

information about each graduate and certain attitudes associated with each 

graduate’s parents and best friend. The study found “parents have an inherent 

potential for successful transmission” (Tedin, 1974, p. 1592).  This transmission was 

based on issue importance to the parent and if the child’s perception of the parent 

attitude was accurate. Tedin concluded that these two considerations were essential 

when explaining parental influence on party identification and public policy 

attitudes.  



  
 

 More recently, a study published in Psychological Science found political 

beliefs are influenced in early childhood. Researchers from the University of Illinois 

investigated data of approximately 700 children from the National Institute of Child 

Health and Human Development (Farley et. al., 2012). In the study, the children’s 

parents answered questions about their styles of parenting in addition to reports 

about their children’s temperament at 1-month old.  When the children turned 18, 

they were contacted and asked questions that were designed to reveal their beliefs 

on social issues.  

    Farly, Belsky & Roisman (2012) found parents who parented in a way that 

tended to be more “authoritarian (e.g., the use of punishment, obedience to 

authority)” more often had children with more conservative political beliefs (p. 

1425). This study showed that parents who established strict household rules and 

restricted activities tended to be conservative. The researchers also studied the 

connection between the children’s temperament and the beliefs of the children at 

18-years old. The results found that “early temperamental qualities, such as 

fearfulness and deficits in attention control, predicted conservatism in late 

adolescence” (Farley et. al., 2012, p. 1430). They found 18-year olds with more 

liberal beliefs were more restless or active as young children. These results were 

validated after the researchers also accounted for cognitive ability and 

socioeconomic environment.  

   This study suggests that early childhood environments form our political 

beliefs, and that parents may also shape political ideology as their children become 

older. Although, the researchers specifically mention when children “leave home, 



   
 

join the work force, attend college, and expand their social networks, children’s 

political attitudes might begin to diverge from their initial attitudes” (Farley et. al., 

2012, p. 1430). It is important to take into consideration that the study does not 

offer a comprehensive understanding of how political ideologies or affiliations are 

created and developed over time. Most of the research was conducted 

retrospectively, relying on people to recount childhood memories, which could 

prove to be inaccurate.  

 Dinas (2013) claims “children who are most likely to initially acquire the 

political views of their parents are also most likely to later abandon them as a result 

of their engagement with the political world” (p. 1).  Dinas challenges studies 

proving similarity in political affiliation or ideology can be explained by genetics. In 

the article, she cites research in social psychology to explain the shift in partisan 

orientations that occurs when children transition into adulthood. Once the children 

leave home, they encounter new political ideas, which may not match the ideas of 

their parents. These children have the opportunity to learn about politics, which 

may be “prompted by mass media communications or through experiences in 

college, in the workplace, or in newly formed social networks and families” (Dinas, 

2013, p. 2). Young adults who are politically interested are likely to continue to talk 

about politics in their new social contexts, once they leave home. A person whose 

socialization encouraged an interest in politics will most likely continue to be 

interested throughout their adult lives. Dinas admits that it is not clear how these 

experiences affect the political attitudes of young adults because it is dependent on 

their political experiences and their social location. Dinas cites a study in which 



  
 

social learning may sway previous held views.  In the study conducted, data were 

gathered about undergraduate students who had been randomly assigned to  

roommates during their first year of college. The study found that “political 

discussions with the roommate boosted civic engagement and political 

participation” (Dinas, 2013, p. 3). The conclusion of the study is that parents do not 

necessarily influence political ideology. The influence comes from “the structurally 

provided associates with whom we share a common space” (Dinas, 2013, p.3).  The 

article focuses on the argument that children are likely to revise their partisan 

affiliations when they experience politics as an adult. Dinas asserts that parents who 

facilitate political discussions at home make children more attune to political 

messages. Young adults “coming from more politicized backgrounds are more likely 

to update their partisan views as a result of these stimuli” (Dinas, 2013, p. 22). One 

problem with the article is that it does not discuss how young adults who lack 

political interest and more politicized young adults are impacted.  

 An article published in the Gazette brings up several interesting arguments. 

The article focuses on young voters and their loyalty to their parent’s political 

beliefs. According to University of Wisconsin-Madison political science professor 

Charles Franklin, “during the college years, children who no longer live with their 

parents are subject to influence form peers, the media and current events and 

issues” (Bunge, 2008). Franklin also asserts that a person’s political attitude is more 

stable by the time they are in their late 20’s. The article found that children get a 

majority of their information in the classroom. Adam Alters, a social studies teacher 

at Delavan-Darien High School spoke about the importance schools play in the 



   
 

political socialization of children.  Alters emphasizes the importance of keeping the 

classroom a neutral zone. The article failed to address how often students tend to 

align with their parent’s political beliefs.  

 According to a 2005 Gallup poll, the generation gap may not exist.  The poll 

found that 71 percent of teens had roughly the same political views as their parents 

(Lyons 2005). Only 21 percent had opinions that are more liberal and seven percent 

had more conservative opinions than their parents (Lyons 2005). Phillip Longman, a 

senior fellow at the New American Foundation said, “today’s young people are 

exceptionally bonded to their parents” (Lyons, pg. 24, 2005). The poll found a few 

differences in the responses among demographic groups. According to Lyons 

(2005), “boys and girls are equally likely to say that they share the same political 

and social views as their parents, as are white and nonwhite teens” (Lyons, pg. 24, 

2005). There are differences with teens with political party identification. Only 9% 

of teen who say they will align with the Republican Party when they are old enough 

to vote indicate that their views are more conservative than their parents (77% of 

future Republicans say their views are similar to their parents). But future 

Democrats and 28% of future independents tell Gallup that they are more liberal 

than their parents” (Lyons 2005). The poll found that 7 in 10 say their political 

views resemble those of their parents. The information presented is valuable, 

although it is a bit outdated. It has been about seven years since the Gallup poll was 

conducted.  

 One important consideration that we must take into account when evaluating 

the development of political beliefs is social media. Social media are powerful tools 



  
 

for many to express their political views, support for campaigns and even support 

for political candidates. Information has the ability to circulate at the speed of light 

when social media is utilized, and even proves to inform citizens more quickly than 

the most trusted news organizations.  

 Jennings and Zeitner (2003) find that Internet has changed the way in which 

we live our public lives. Jennings and Zeitner surveyed respondents to examine the 

impact of the Internet on civic engagement. Jennings and Zeitner (2003) found that 

that only approximately 50 percent of people surveyed had access to the Internet (p. 

315). Only four percent of people used the Internet for politics daily (Jennings & 

Zeitner, 2003, p. 315).  The survey also asked questions aimed to measure media 

attentiveness and political involvement. Researchers found that access to the 

Internet is related to all measures of political involvement, media attentiveness, 

social trust and volunteerism. The study also explores how the introduction of the 

Internet impacts different generations and how the two generations are beginning 

to use the Internet at different stages of life. A major conclusion of the study is that 

the effects of the Internet are different for contemporary and upcoming adult 

generations. The researchers found that there were major differences between the 

generations when using the Internet for political purposes. Jennings and Zeitner 

predict that the correlation between Internet use and civic engagement will change 

over time.  

 News organizations came to be involved in the world of social media in 2003 

when blogs, online-only newspapers and social media started to grow rapidly 

(Weber 2010). In order to embrace this change, newspapers began developing their 



   
 

own blogs as well as hiring a new staff to produce and organize content for the 

Internet (Weber 2010). A national survey conducted by The George Washington 

University in 2009 found that the majority of news organizations now depend on 

social media when researching and investigating stories.  The researchers, Bates & 

Sullivan, (2009) found  “89 percent [of journalists] said they turn to blogs for story 

research, 65 percent to social media sites such as Facebook and Linked In, and 52 

percent to microblogging services such as Twitter” (p. 2).  

 Wojciezak & Mutz (2009) assess how the Internet has contributed to political 

discussion online. The authors based their research on a sample of over 1000 

Americans who participate in chat rooms or message boards online.  Their survey 

“asked each respondent to think about the type of online chat room or message 

board that you have visited most frequently in the past year and provided 11 

options, including hobby sites, professional organizations, and groups that promote 

social or political change, among others” (p. 43). They studied various online 

discussions that foster political conversations. 

  The authors found that political deliberation is not the central purpose of 

online interaction, although it comes up coincidentally. People liked to participate in 

online discussions based on shared interests, hobbies and activities. Wojciezak & 

Mutz (2009) concluded that “Internet users who are not sufficiently engaged in 

politics to self-select into explicitly political online chat rooms or message boards 

inadvertently encounter political views online in hobby and interest groups in 

particular” (p. 50). The survey results illustrated that online groups relating to 

politics are far less popular; although it also found that political, forums are not the 



  
 

most popular or the least popular topic in online discussion. Political deliberations 

may occur in online discussions that are nonpolitical.  Political discussion is “most 

pronounced in groups affiliated with religious, ethnic, and civic organizations” 

(Wojciezak & Mutz, 2009, p. 45).  The research did not address how controversial 

political topics are introduced in online discussions that seem to be nonpolitical. The 

authors conclude that political conversation is essential in order to have an effective 

democracy.  

 The approach used by Wojciezak & Mutz in conducting their research is 

subject to various limitations. The questionnaire relied on respondents’ own 

accounts of their online behavior rather than analyzing online discussion groups 

directly. The authors claim that simply studying online discussion groups would not 

exemplify the same representative sample of the U.S. population. A large limitation 

of the survey is that it asked the respondents to decide what accounted as political 

discussion, which could be interpreted differently among those surveyed. The study 

was done during a quiet time in U.S. politics in which there was not an upcoming 

presidential or congressional election. These periods of high political controversy 

typically foster higher levels of interest and online political engagement. One other 

problem with the study is that 26 percent of respondents, who had originally 

confirmed their participation in online discussion, did not confirm their actions in a 

follow-up survey given a few months after the original survey (Wojciezak & Mutz, 

2009, p. 52). This could suggest that respondents provided unreliable information 

or that they changed their behavior in that span of time.  



   
 

 One of the most valuable uses of social media occurred during the Arab 

Spring in 2011, as demonstrators used Facebook and Twitter to spread political 

awareness. Social media use gained as much media attention as the actual protests 

and riots. Social networks were utilized in order to facilitate demonstrations and 

enabled people to participate in politics. Social media sites like Google and Twitter 

allowed users to send messages even after the Egyptian government had shut down 

the Internet (Suarez 2011).  According to Aboubakr (2013), “research has shown 

that the rate of Internet use in the Arab region has almost doubled since the start of 

the uprisings” (p. 252).  A report published by the Dubai School of Government 

found Facebook use in the Arab region has increased by 3% during the beginning of 

the year 2011 (Aboubakr, 2013, p. 252). The report shows that “Facebook in Egypt 

and Tunisia was used primarily to coordinate the protests and raise awareness of 

the uprisings both locally and internationally” (Aboubakr, 2013, p. 252).  Aboubakr’s 

article concludes that social media have become a tool of political and social 

mobilization in Arab societies.  

 Gibson (2013) argues that social media have promoted a new “grassroots-

based mode of ‘citizen-initiated campaigning’ (CIC) that challenges the dominant 

professionalized model of campaign management by devolving power over core 

tasks to the grassroots” (p. 1). Gibson uses examples to illustrate CIC like the 2008 

campaign of Barack Obama.  

 Obama used technology to enhance his grassroots operation in order to 

appeal to their interests and mobilize voters.  At the center of his campaign was a 

technological tool called MyBo, which was created by Facebook co-founder Chris 



  
 

Hughes. My Bo, which was launched in February 2007, allowed supporters to join 

the campaign efforts by simply signing up with an email address. (Gibson 2013). 

Once supporters “registered they could organize events, set up fundraising sites, 

and engage in getting out the vote (GOTV) efforts on behalf of the candidate” 

(Gibson, 2013, p. 4). This initiative was largely successful. Gibson (2013) reports 

that about 2 million people had signed up by Election Day “with 200,000 events 

organized offline, 35,000 groups created and $30 million raised through its 

fundraising facility” (p. 4). Social media allow political candidates to directly appeal 

to voters raise funds and recruit volunteers to campaign on their behalf. Before 

social media, “tasks such as operating phone banks, direct mailing, soliciting 

donations and designing posters were primarily, if not exclusively, the domain of 

members or official staff and tightly monitored and controlled” (Gibson, 2013, p. 5). 

Social media have changed the meaning of citizen-initiated-campaigning. Gibson 

(2013) explains an “important shift in citizen use of the Internet from a passive 

‘receive’ mode centered on viewing basic web pages to a more interactive 

‘producing’ role (p. 4). Gibson concludes that the idea of CIC has spread outside the 

U.S.  Gibson’s article finds the broader implications of CIC in combination with social 

media have provided political parties with new tools in order to recruit support and 

win elections. 

 In the 2013 Pew research poll showed that the role of news on Facebook is 

becoming larger. Results of the poll found that “overall about half of adult Facebook 

users, 47% ‘ever’ get news there,” which amounts to about 30 percent of the 

population (Mitchell et. al., 2013).  The results found that most Facebook users do 



   
 

not use the social networking website to find news. Approximately 78 percent of 

users got news while using Facebook for other reasons (Mitchell et. al., 2013).  

Evidence showed that Facebook has the opportunity to expose users to information 

who might not otherwise receive it. The poll found “while 38% of heavy news 

followers who get news on Facebook say the site is an important way they get news, 

that figure rises to 47% among those who follow the news less often” (Mitchell et. 

al., 2013). The poll shows that the use of Facebook to receive news is one of an 

incidental nature. The research found “two-thirds (67%) of those who use Facebook 

for at least an hour a day get news there compared with only 41% of those who 

spend less than an hour a day on the site” (Mitchell et. al., 2013). The research 

illustrates how Facebook has become the newest source of news. 

 Interestingly, almost half of Facebook users reported receiving news on six 

different topics. National politics and government ranked fourth on that list, 

reaching 55 percent of users daily (Mitchell et. al., 2013).  The study found users 

that “like” or follow news outlets or journalists receive more news. “About a third, 

34% of Facebook news consumers have news organizations or individual journalists 

in their feeds” (Mitchell et. al., 2013). These users are almost three times as likely to 

click on news links and discuss news topics with others on social media.  The 

methods individuals are using to receive the news are changing, and this poll 

illustrates that variation well.  

  

 

 



  
 

My honors thesis will investigate how parental influence impacts political 

ideology in today’s world of mass communication. The impact of parental influence 

on political ideology has been studied extensively in the past (Jennings & Langton 

1969) (Jennings & Niemi 1978). Numerous academic studies and investigations 

have concluded that parental influence is a primary factor in developing a political 

ideology (Jennings & Niemi 1968)(Lyons 2005) (Perry 2012). I am skeptical that 

parental influence remains a primary element in determining a person’s political 

ideology or affiliation. New advancements in technology and the prevalence of social 

media expose individuals to numerous sources of information (Jennings & Zeitner 

2003). According to a recent Pew Research poll, not only are people reading about 

news and politics, social media have allowed them to actively engage in 

conversation regarding these topics (Mitchell, Kiley, Gottfried & Guskin 2013). 

Social media have become an outlet for many to express their political views, 

campaign and even support political candidates. 

 My thesis aims to analyze if there is a weaker correlation of political values 

between child and parent, and how social media and access to technology could be 

playing a role. My goal is to answer the key question: Does parental influence still 

play a major role in the development of one’s political ideology with consideration 

of recent technological advancements and the rising popularity of social media use? 

I hypothesize that parental influence is no longer a primary factor in developing 

political ideology. I believe this is because individuals have access to endless sources 

of information, news and opinion via electronic technology.  

My Contribution  
 



   
 

 I have investigated this topic through a variety of methods. I administered 

two separate surveys, one during each semester. The first survey, collected from 

November 4-6, 2013, addressed the topics of both parental influence and social 

media. Survey Sampling International, a survey research company that recruits 

respondents from an opt-in Internet panel, collected the data.1 Each sample is 

constructed to mimic a nationally representative sample. The survey was disbursed 

to 1,294 people, and the age of respondents ranged from 18 to 84 years old. The 

average age of the sample was 56.4 years old. The second survey was collected from 

April 1-4, 2014. The study addressed both parental influence and social media, 

although it was more focused, aiming to gain a better understanding of how 

respondents form their political beliefs in the information age and how social media 

plays a role in that process. I created two separate surveys online with Google Drive. 

Similar to Kuklinski et al. (1997), I used a list experiment in order to gain a better 

understanding of how much exposure to social media really makes an impact on 

one’s political beliefs. I utilized Facebook in order to get a large group of friends, 

family and acquaintances to take my survey. My strategy involved personally 

messaging all of my Facebook friends who appeared to be online, addressing them 

by name with a polite salutation and then asking them to take my survey, providing 

a link at the bottom of the message. I divided my sample of respondents randomly in 

two, and each respondent was given the link to either the first survey or the second 

survey.  I did not previously assign the treatment or control group, often alternating 

                                                        
1 For the complete list of questions utilized in both surveys, please refer to the 
appendix.  

My Data Collection & Results  
 



  
 

between the two links in an attempt to receive an even sample. The only difference 

between the surveys was the very last question. I asked a similar type of question 

that was first utilized by Kuklinski et al. (1997). One half of the respondents were 

presented with a list of three items and asked to say how many statements they 

agreed with – not which specific items they agreed with, just how many. The other 

half of respondents received the same list, with an additional option about social 

media as a primary source for political information. I did not ask the question 

directly because respondents may not want to admit that social media is their main 

source of political information because it is not socially desirable. Each of the two 

surveys collected in April of this year were administered to exactly 108 people, for a 

total of 216 respondents. The age of the respondents ranged from 16 to 75 years 

old, although the average age of the respondents was 23.95 years old. This survey 

was extremely different from the one administered in November because the 

sample size was significantly smaller and younger. 

 The data from the first survey collected in November 2013 showed some 

interesting connections between political ideology and social media use. I asked 

respondents about their political beliefs and ideology and I also asked them to 

provide that information on behalf of their parents or guardians. A majority of 

respondents aligned exactly with the political beliefs of their parents. In addition, I 

asked respondents about their social media habits and how much political content 

they are exposed to as a result of using Facebook, Twitter, etc. I found some 

intriguing results when looking for correlations between political ideology and 

social media use.  Please view the correlations I found in Table 1 provided below.  



   
 

Table 1 
Correlation between ideology & parent 
ideology for people under 25 who use 
social media multiple times a day  

Correlation between ideology and parent 
ideology for people under 25 who never 
use social media  
 

 
0.73 
 

 
0.88 

 
These numbers illustrate that people under the age of 25 who are using 

social media multiple times a day are less likely to have the same political beliefs as 

their parents. Table 1 also shows that people under the age of 25 who do not use 

social media at all are more likely to have the same political beliefs as their parents. 

The difference between the results of the two correlations is 0.15. These results are 

significant among people who most likely grew up using social media and are 

accustomed to the information age. It is important to note that we are comparing 

people from completely opposite sides of the spectrum, from people who use social 

media multiple times a day to people who do not use social media at all. When 

making this comparison with people who are under the age of 28, we do not find as 

significant of a correlation. Please view the correlations I found in Table 2 provided 

below. 

Table 2 
Correlation between ideology & parent 
ideology for people under 28 who use 
social media multiple times a day 

Correlation between ideology and parent 
ideology for people under 28 who never 
use social media 

 

0.72 

 

0.78 

 
These numbers illustrate that people under the age of 28 who are using 

social media multiple times a day are a little bit less likely to have the same political 



  
 

views as their parents. Table 2 also shows that people under the age of 28 who 

never use social media are a little bit more likely to have the same political views as 

their parents. The difference between the two correlations is 0.06, which is 

significantly lower than the difference in the previous table. I believe this is because 

this correlation includes people aged 26-28 years old. Even two years can make a 

huge difference in terms of these results. Some of these respondents were 17 and 18 

years old when Facebook was founded in 2004. Essentially, these respondents did 

not “grow up” using social media as opposed to some of the younger respondents 

exemplified in Table 1. The correlation shown in Table 1 includes respondents who 

were anywhere between 8 and 15 years old when Facebook originated, hence they 

have been actively engaging in social media as children over a longer percentage of 

their lives. 

There is not a huge difference between the average age of respondents who 

reported regularly seeing political content on social media and the respondents who 

reported not seeing any at all. Initially, I thought I would see a major difference 

between these averages, with people over the age of 40 reporting seeing more 

political content on social media and people under the age of 35 reporting seeing 

less. My prediction stems from some of my social media experience, in which I have 

witnessed users over the age of 40 posting more political content and speaking 

more freely about their political beliefs. My predictions for the survey were not 

accurate. Please refer to Table 3 provided below. 

Table 3 
Mean age if you see political content 
on social media 

Mean age if you do not see political 
content on social media  



   
 

 
44.6 years old 
 
 

 
47.8 years old 

  
 Table 3 exemplifies that there is not a major difference in the average ages of 

people who reported seeing political content on social media and those who did not. 

The average age of respondents who reported seeing mostly political content on 

social media were about 44-45 years old. The average age of respondents who 

reported not seeing political content on social media were about 47-48 years old. 

These numbers illustrate that age should not be considered when evaluating how 

much political content people are exposed to on social media.  

I also found an interesting correlation regarding political ideology and 

education. Please review the correlations I found in Table 4 provided below. 

Table 4 
Correlation between ideology & parent 
ideology for people aged 18-25 who did 
not attend college 

Correlation between ideology & parent 
ideology for people aged 18-25 who are 
in college 

 

0.67 

 

0.86 

 
These numbers portray that people aged 18-25 years old who attend college 

are more likely to have the same political views as their parents. Interestingly, Table 

4 also shows that people aged 18-25 who did not attend college are less likely to 

have the same political views as their parents. These results were shocking to me. I 

hypothesized that college students would develop different views than their family 

as a result of attending college and being exposed to new experiences and people.  



  
 

An article in the New York Times explains that college may not be the ultimate 

reason that Americans between the ages of 18 and 24 seem to experience a shift in 

political opinion.  According to the article, written by Neil Gross, young college 

graduates typically identify as liberal and tend to have more liberal views on social 

issues than their non-college educated peers (Gross, 2012).  A study conducted by 

political scientist Mark Mariani and researcher Gordon Hewitt found most college 

students’ political views were not changed as a result of attending college. The shift 

in opinion was widely common for Americans between 18 and 24 years old (Mariani 

et. al., 2008). This study could possibly explain these correlations from my first 

survey. College may not be the reason young people appear to become more liberal, 

and this is exemplified in Table 3 because people between the ages of 18-25 who 

attended college appeared to be more closely aligned with their parents opposed to 

their non-college educated peers.  

The results of survey number one also revealed some interesting insight 

regarding gender and social media. There were definitely some key differences in 

social media use when considering gender. Please refer to Graph 1 provided below. 

Graph 1 
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Graph 1 shows social media use by gender. The X-axis represents how often 

respondents reported they use social media and the Y-axis represents the 

percentage. Women appear to be more active on social media daily. About 46 

percent of women admitted to logging on to social media multiple times a day 

opposed to only 27 percent of men. Although, it is interesting to note that 19 percent 

of men reported that they used social media once a day, which was slightly higher 

than the percentage of women at 16 percent. Male respondents are less likely to use 

social media with 20 percent admitting to never logging in, compared to female 

respondents at 16 percent. Graph 1 shows that women seem to be more active on 

social media overall.  

 The results of my survey showed there was also a slight difference between 

the genders when using social media for political purposes. I asked respondents 

how often they used social media (Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, etc.) to express 

their political opinion. For example, doing things like commenting on a political 

post, “liking” a candidate’s Facebook page or sharing news articles about politics.  

Graph 2 
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 Graph 2 shows political social media use by gender. The X-axis represents 

how many respondents reported they use social media for political purposes and 

the Y-axis represents the percentage. The Graph 2 shows that men appear to be 

more likely to use social media for political purposes overall. Only 3 percent of both 

male and female survey respondents reported using social media for political 

purposes multiple times a day.  Although, men appear to be more likely to use social 

media for political purposes once a day, with 4 percent admitting to doing so, 

opposed to 2.55 percent of women. Men are also more likely to use social media for 

political purposes several times a week with 5 percent admitting to it, opposed to 3 

percent of women. Women are less likely to use social media to express their 

political opinion, and 25 percent of female survey respondents say they never use 

social media to express their political beliefs. Men are a little bit more likely with 

only 21 percent admitting to never using it. My survey responses show that women 

most likely log on to social media more times a day than men, but men are more 

likely to use social media for political purposes than women.   

 The data from the second survey collected in April looked into how political 

ideologies are formed and influenced.  The survey focused on understanding the 

social media habits of respondents in addition to figuring out if exposure to social 

media impacted respondents’ political views. I thought it would be appropriate to 

disburse the survey utilizing social media like Facebook and Twitter. In addition to 

individually messaging respondents on Facebook, I also tweeted several times, 

asking my Twitter followers to complete my survey, including the link associated 

with the survey at the bottom of my tweet. Several of my followers “retweeted” me, 



   
 

which helped in attracting a larger group of respondents.  Please view Graph 3 

below for the demographic data of the respondents. 

Graph 3 

 

  As you can see in Graph 3, there are not a wide variety of races and 

ethnicities among my respondents. The majority of my respondents are white, 

making up about 82 percent. There were about 8 percent of my respondents that 

identified as Hispanic or Latin American, 5 percent that identified as Asian American 

or Pacific Islander and 4 percent that identified as African American or Black. There 

were no Native American respondents represented in my survey. Each political 

party was well represented among my respondents in survey number two. Graph 4 

shows the percentage of respondents by political party below. 

Graph 4 

 

 

 

 



  
 

Graph 4 shows the percentage of respondents by political party. The X-axis 

represents the political party and the Y-axis represents the percentage. The graph 

illustrates that the majority of my respondents identified as Independents leaning 

Democrat, making up about 19 percent of the sample. Strong Democrats and Weak 

Democrats were also well represented in the sample, with about 17 percent 

identifying as Strong Democrats and about 16 percent identifying as Weak 

Democrats. Weak Republicans were the least represented in the survey, making up 

only 9 percent of the total respondents. Considering the majority of my sample is 

mostly college aged, I thought this was very intriguing. I would have expected that 

there would be more Weak Republicans than Strong Republicans. It is interesting to 

note that there is not a huge difference between the most represented group and the 

least represented group. There is only a 10 percent difference between the 

Independents leaning Democrat and the Weak Republicans.  Overall, the 

distribution of respondents identifying with each political party was well balanced.  

 Data from survey two showed that there were fewer respondents who 

reported having the same political views as their parents than I found in the 

previous survey. The results from the second survey found that only 25 percent of 

respondents had a direct correlation with their parents in terms of political views. 

This percentage is significantly lower than the data indicated from survey one. The 

reasons for this could be because the average age of respondents is significantly 

lower in survey two. The average age of respondents in survey two was about 24 

years old compared to the average age of respondents in survey one, which was 

about 56 years old.  I asked respondents to identify themselves and their parents as 



   
 

either extremely liberal, liberal, slightly liberal, moderate, slightly conservative, 

conservative and extremely conservative. The X-axis represents the percentage and 

the Y-axis represents the political ideology. We can draw several conclusions from 

the results shown in Graph 5. In Graph 5 provided below, I show the break down of 

the percentage of respondents identified by each political ideology in comparison to 

each of the political ideologies in which they identified their parents.   

Graph 5 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  
 

It is interesting to see all the different political ideologies of parents 

represented in comparison to the political ideologies of their children.  These 

numbers show nearly 65 percent of respondents who identify themselves as 

extremely conservative have parents who are also extremely conservative. The 

results also show about 50 percent of respondents who identify as conservative 

have parents who are also conservative. When looking at the other side of the 

spectrum, we do not see the same results. Graph 5 shows that about 33 percent of 

respondents who identify themselves as liberal have parents who are also liberal 

and only about 25 percent of respondents who identify themselves as extremely 

liberal also have parents who are extremely liberal. According to the data in Graph 

5, respondents who identify themselves as extremely conservative or conservative 

are more likely to have the same political views as their parents.  

Respondents who identify as slightly conservative and moderate did not 

seem to possess any type of loyalty in regards to the political views of their family. 

The majority of respondents, who identify as slightly conservative, reported their 

parents identify as moderate. About 22 percent of those respondents reported that 

their parents identify as slightly liberal. Nearly 45 percent of respondents, who 

identify as moderate, reported that they have parents who are slightly liberal. When 

looking at the respondents who identify as slightly liberal, you will see that the 

majority of those respondents have parents who identify as liberal, which is still in a 

similar category. I believe this shows that the respondents who identify as either 

slightly conservative or moderate have parents who do not have consistent political 

beliefs.  



   
 

It seems as if there is a wider variety of political ideologies represented by 

the parents of respondents who identify as extremely conservative. In Graph 5, you 

can see there are some respondents who have identified themselves as extremely 

conservative that have parents that are either liberal or extremely liberal. About 17 

percent of respondents who identify as extremely conservative have parents who 

identify on the other side of the political spectrum as extremely liberal.  Also, about 

two percent of those respondents have parents who identify as liberal and 3 percent 

have parents who identify as moderate. When looking at respondents who identify 

as extremely liberal we do not find the same results. In Graph 5, you can see about 7 

percent of respondents who identify as extremely liberal have parents who are 

conservative and five percent have parents who are moderate. There is not nearly as 

much variety represented among the parents of respondents who identify as 

extremely liberal.  

 In Graph 6, you will see only the percentages of respondents identified by 

political ideology that have the same views as their parents. This graph makes it 

more clear, showing that respondents who identify themselves as extremely 

conservative or conservative are more likely to have the same political views as 

their parents. It seems as if the extremely conservative and conservative 

respondents who are raised in extremely conservative or conservative homes adopt 

a stronger sense of party loyalty with their parents.  It is important to keep in mind 

that these percentages only represent about 25 percent of my survey sample 

overall. Please see Graph 6, which is provided below. 



  
 

Graph 6 

 

 Next, I was curious to find out where my survey respondents go to receive 

their news. In today’s world, it is important to seek out numerous news sources in 

order to get a more nuanced outlook because there are so many more news outlets 

in existence, especially ones that cater to every user’s political preferences. By 

limiting oneself to one or two sources of news (that typically align with one’s 

political preferences) it becomes easy to become politically polarized. I asked 

respondents to identify their main source of news. I found that an overwhelmingly 

large percentage of my sample receive their news via social media. It is important to 

consider that a social media user typically has to seek out specific news sources that 



   
 

utilize social media in order to receive news. News can be presented in a variety of 

different ways via social media. On Facebook, a user may be exposed to a news 

article on their feed because either a Facebook friend posted it or because the 

Facebook user has “liked” a news source’s Facebook page. It is very similar on 

Twitter as well. A social media user who “follows” or “likes” more news sources and 

journalists will be more likely to see news articles and stories pop up on their social 

media feed. Please see Graph 7 below, which identifies the most popular sources of 

news among all respondents in my sample. 

Graph 7 

 

 Graph 7 shows that almost 44 percent of respondents turn to social media in 

order to get their news. About 27 percent of respondents reported that their main 

source of news is television. Only about four percent of users say the radio is their 

main source of news. I was curious to see if these percentages were similar among 



  
 

the 25 percent of respondents whose political views align directly with their 

parents. Please refer to Graph 8 provided below for those percentages.  

Graph 8  

 

 Graph 8 is very similar to Graph 7, as it overwhelmingly shows that social 

media is the most popular source of news among the respondents in my sample. 

When comparing Graph 7 and Graph 8, there are not many significant differences. 

Slightly more respondents in Graph 8 say that social media is their main source of 

news, which is about five percent more than the total percentage of respondents in 

Graph 7. There is also a higher percentage of respondents in Graph 8 that say 

television is their main source of news with about 37 percent in Graph 8 and about 

26 percent in Graph 7.  There are no respondents in Graph 8 that say their main 

source of news comes from the radio. There is also a much smaller percentage of 

respondents in Graph 8 that say none of the above options are their main source of 

news.  



   
 

Graph 9  

 

Graph 10  

         Both Graph 9 and 10 above illustrate the social media habits of respondents in 

my sample through showing how often they use social media to express their 

political views. The X-axis represents how often respondents reported using social 
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media and the Y-axis represents the percentage. Graph 9 represents the responses 

of all respondents in the survey and Graph 10 only represents the respondents who 

reported having the same political ideology as their parents. The two graphs look 

extremely similar with not many differences. In Graph 9, nearly 60 percent of all 

respondents say they never use social media to express their political views 

opposed to about 48 percent in Graph 10. I believe both of these percentages are so 

high because respondents in survey 2 are on the younger side. The only other 

distinct difference between the two graphs is the percentage of respondents who 

reported using social media once a day to express their political views. Graph 9 

shows about 2 percent of respondents whereas Graph 10 shows about 7 percent of 

respondents who reported using social media once a day to express their political 

views.    

 The main goal of survey two was to find out how much social media exposure 

could directly impact the political views of respondents. I did this through asking 

respondents directly and proceeding with a list experiment similar to Kuklinski et 

al. (1997). Graph 11, provided below, shows how much social media exposure 

impacts the political views of all respondents in the sample. Graph 12, also provided 

below, shows how much social media exposure impacts the political views of only 

the respondents who have the same political views as their parents. The X-axis 

represents the amount of exposure to social media and the Y-axis represents the 

percentage.  

 
 
 
 



   
 

Graph 11 

 

Graph 12 

 

 Both Graph 11 and Graph 12 show that the majority of respondents reported 

that social media exposure slightly impacts their political views with Graph 11 

showing nearly 55 percent and Graph 12 showing about 48 percent. The only major 



  
 

differences between the two graphs are the percentage of respondents who 

reported social media exposure impacts their political views a good amount, with 

about 12 percent of respondents in Graph 11 and 16 percent of respondents in 

Graph 12.  Surprisingly, the results of both graphs, which included both all 

respondents and the specific respondents that align directly with their parents in 

terms of political views, were extremely similar.  

  I utilized Kuklinski et al. (1997)’s list experiment to find out what percent of 

my respondents use social media as their main source of political information 

without asking the respondents directly. One half of respondents received a final 

question that looked like this: 

Finally, how many of the following statements do you agree with? Do not tell 
me which ones you agree with, just tell me how many: 
 
1. I don't always know all the names of the candidates in my local election 
2. I dislike arguing about politics  
3. I am more likely to vote if the issues are relevant to me 

 
The second half of my respondents received a final question that look like this: 
 

Finally, how many of the following statements do you agree with? Do not tell 
me which ones you agree with, just tell me how many: 
 
1. I don't always know all the names of the candidates in my local election 
2. I dislike arguing about politics  
3. Social (eg. Facebook or Twitter) is my main source of political information 4. I am 
more likely to vote if the issues are relevant to me. 

 
I then calculated the mean score between both groups. The mean for the second group 

was 2.45 and the mean for the first group was 2.10. I then subtracted 2.45 from 2.10 to 

get 0.35. I then multiplied 0.35 by 100 and my final answer is 35 percent. From utilizing 

methods similar to Kuklinksi et al. (1997), I am able to conclude that 35 percent of my 

respondents primarily get their political news via social media.  



   
 

 Over the last two semesters, I have gained a better understanding of how 

parental influence and social media impact the development of political ideology. In 

this new age of media and technology, there are numerous resources available to 

spark interest, knowledge and awareness of public affairs outside of the influence of 

parents and guardians. My hypothesis was not completely correct. My research and 

data suggests that parental influence still plays a rather large role in the 

development of one’s political ideology. Although, data from surveys I conducted 

found that people who use social media regularly are less likely to have the same 

political views as their parents.  

 There were a few problems with my research. The second survey did not 

provide a very diverse sample. The respondents were primarily white and in their 

early to mid twenties. This happened because I used social media in order to 

administer the survey. Most of the people I am “friends” with on Facebook are very 

similar to myself.  If I could re-do the second survey, I would have tried to 

incorporate more diversity. I think my results would have reflected different 

answers if I had utilized a sample that more closely reflected the American 

population.  

One other problem I noticed shortly after administering my second survey 

was associated with some of the options for a multiple choice question asking 

respondents about their main source of news. I gave respondents the option to 

choose between newspaper, television, radio, social media and other. I noticed that 

many of my respondents had checked the option “other” because there was not an 

option that said Internet. In my mind, I had characterized Internet as Social Media, 

Conclusions & Implications  
 



  
 

but it should have been separated. There are many people who go online and 

regularly browse the websites of news organizations without actually using social 

media. I was unable to get the most accurate information because I did not give 

respondents the options they needed in order to answer that question.  

Through analyzing the social media habits of respondents I was able to gain a 

firmer understanding of how political beliefs, ideas and ideologies are formed. I 

completed my initial goal of analyzing if there is a weaker correlation of political 

values between parent and child and if social media and technology plays a role. 

Although, parental influence remains an essential element in determining political 

ideology, my surveys revealed data illustrating a declining correlation between 

ideology and parent ideology among people who regularly use social media. This 

correlation was more apparent with respondents under the age of 25. Looking 

toward the future, I predict the correlation between ideology and parent ideology 

will become weaker as individuals utilize more technological innovation in their 

everyday lives. In the next decade, I believe this declining correlation will become 

more prominent.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   
 

Survey # 1 questions: 

1. Generally speaking, are you a Democrat, a Republican, or an Independent? 
 
1= Strong democrat 
 
2= Weak democrat 
 
3= Independent democrat 
 
4= Independent 
 
5= Republican independent  
 
6= Weak republican  
 
7= Strong Republican  
 
2. When it comes to your political views, would you say you are liberal or 
conservative? 
 
1= Extremely liberal 
 
2= Liberal 
 
3= Slightly liberal 
 
4= Moderate 
 
5= Slightly conservative  
 
6= Conservative  
 
7= Extremely conservative  
 
3. As far as you know, would you describe your parent’s political views as 
liberal or conservative?  
 
1= Extremely liberal 
 
2= Liberal 
 
3= Slightly liberal 
 
4= Moderate 
 
5= Slightly conservative  
 
6= Conservative  
 

Appendix 
 



  
 

7= Extremely conservative  
 
4. On average, how often do you use social media (things like Facebook, 
Twitter, Instagram, etc.)?  
 
1= Never 
 
2= Once a month or less 
 
3= Twice a month 
 
4= Once a week 
 
5= Several times a week 
 
6= Once a day 
 
7= Multiple times each day 
 
5. If you do use social media, is the information you see on social media mostly 
political (ie having to do with local or national politics) or is it mostly non-
political? 
 
1= All political 
 
2= Large majority is political 
 
3= Slight majority is political 
 
4= Equally political and not politics 
 
5= Slight majority is not political 
 
6= Large majority is not political 
 
7= All is not political 
 
6. On average, how often do you use social media (things like Facebook, 
Twitter, Instagram, etc.) to express your political views (for example, to do 
things like “liking” a candidate page, commenting on a political post, sharing 
political information, etc.)? 
 
1= Never 
 
2= Once a month or less 
 
3= Twice a month  
 
4= Once a week 
 
5= Several times a week 
 
6= Once a day 



   
 

 
7= Multiple times each day 
 
7. What is your gender? 
 
1= male 
 
2= female  
 
8. What is your age? 
 
9. What is the highest educational degree you have obtained?  
 
1= Some high school 
 
2= High school diploma 
 
3= Some college 
 
4= College diploma 
 
5= Advance degree  
 
10. With which racial group do you primarily identify?  
 
1= White 
 
2= Black 
 
3= Asian 
 
4= Middle Eastern 
 
5= Native American 
 
6= Hispanic or Latino 
 
7= Other 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  
 

Survey # 2 questions: 
 
1. How would you describe your political views? 
 
A. Extremely Liberal 
 
B. Liberal 
 
C. Slightly Liberal 
 
D. Moderate 
 
E. Slightly Conservative 
 
F. Conservative  
 
G. Extremely Conservative  
 
2. How would you describe the political views of your parents? 
 
A. Extremely Liberal 
 
B. Liberal 
 
C. Slightly Liberal 
 
D. Moderate 
 
E. Slightly Conservative 
 
F. Conservative  
 
G. Extremely Conservative  
 
3. Generally speaking, would you say you are a Democrat, a Republican, or an 
Independent? 
 
A. Strong Democrat 
 
B. Weak Democrat 
 
C. Independent Leaning to Democrat 
 
D. Independent 
 
E. Independent Leaning to Republican  
 
F. Weak Republican 
 
G. Strong Republican 
 



   
 

4. What is the highest level of education that your parents have obtained? 
 
A. Some high school 
 
B. High School diploma 
 
C. Some College 
 
D. College Diploma 
 
E. Advanced Degree 
 
5. How often do you engage in political conversations with your family? 
 
A. Never 
 
B. Once a month or less 
 
C. Twice a month 
 
D. Once a week 
 
E. Several times a week 
 
F. Once a day 
 
G. Multiple times a day 
 
6. How long have you held your current political views? 
 
A. All my life 
 
B. Since I was in elementary school 
 
C. Since I was in high school 
 
D. Since I came to college 
 
E. My political views still continue to change 
 
7. Have your political views changed since you have attended college? 
 
A. Completely  
 
B. Somewhat 
 
C. Small changes here and there 
 
D. Not at all 
 
 



  
 

8. How often do you express your political views to others (either online or in 
person)? 
 
A. Never 
 
B. Once a month or less 
 
C. Twice a month 
 
D. Once a week 
 
E. Several times a week 
 
F. Once a day 
 
G. Multiple times a day 
 
9. On average, how often do you use social media (things like Facebook, 
Twitter, Instagram, etc.) to express your political views (for example, to do 
things like “liking a candidate page, commenting on a political post, sharing 
information, etc.)? 
 
A. Never 
 
B. Once a month or less 
 
C. Twice a month 
 
D. Once a week 
 
E. Several times a week 
 
F. Once a day 
 
G. Multiple times a day 
 
10. What is your main source of news? 
 
A. Newspaper 
 
B. Television  
 
C. Radio 
 
D. Social Media 
 
E. None of the above 
 
 
 
 



   
 

 
11. How much does exposure to social media impact your political views? 
 
A. Greatly 
 
B. A good amount 
 
C. Slightly  
 
D. A little 
 
E. Never 
 
12. To what degree are you more informed about politics thanks to the 
information your friends and family post on social media? 
  
A. A great deal 
 
B. A moderate amount 
 
C. Somewhat 
 
D. Almost never 
 
E. Never 
 
13. How informed would you say you are about political issues surrounding your 
community?  
 
A. Well informed 
 
B. Know a good amount 
 
C. Some knowledge 
 
D. Not a lot 
 
E. None 
 
14. What year in school are you? 
 
A. Freshman 
 
B. Sophomore 
 
C. Junior 
 
D. Senior 
 
E. Graduate Student 
 
F. Professor 



  
 

 
E. I am not affiliated with a university. 
 
15. What is your age? 
 
16. With which racial group do you primarily identify? 
 
A. African American or Black 
 
B. Asian American of Pacific Islander 
 
C. Hispanic or Latin American 
 
D. Native American 
 
E. White 
 
F. Other 
 
17. Finally, how many of the following statements do you agree with? Do not 
tell me which ones you agree with, just tell me how many: 
 
LIST A  
 
1. I don’t always know all the names of the candidates in my local election. 
 
2. I dislike arguing about politics. 
 
3. I am more likely to vote if the issues are relevant to me. 
 
LIST B 
 
1. I don’t always know all the names of the candidates in my local election. 
 
2. I dislike arguing about politics. 
 
3. Social media (eg. Facebook or Twitter) is my main source of political information.  
 
4. I am more likely to vote if the issues are relevant to me. 
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