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Class-Based Inequities in Civic Participation: 

Some Possible Reasons, One Possible Solution

By Michael A. Lewis and Eri Noguchi

In recent works, including Robert Putnam’s Bowling Alone (2000) and Theda Skocpol’s  Diminished Democracy (2003), scholars of civic engagement in the United States have called the alarm regarding the seeming increase of disengagement among Americans in civic affairs. There seem to be many reasons for this alarm. First, this disengagement is believed to be resulting in a decline in the competencies that individuals who are active in civic affairs supposedly develop, such as leadership skills, organizational skills, advocacy skills, and community building skills. Second, this disengagement is allegedly causing a decline in the sense of community and social capital that is thought to be afflicting American society. And third, it is thought to be weakening the effectiveness of American democracy to represent all Americans equally and to protect their interests irrespective of social class.  


This paper will focus on this third cause for alarm, concentrating on four hypotheses. First, we predict that low-income persons are less likely to participate in civic social networks than high-income persons. Second, we predict a relationship between the level of civic engagement among low-income persons and the extent to which government policies represent their interests. Third, we predict that high-income persons allocate more money to civic networks that low-income persons do. Fourth, we hypothesize that, to the extent that the main “resource” low-income persons have had to contribute to civic affairs and the political process has been “disposable time” (as opposed to “disposable income”), it is the decline in their disposable time that has been the main culprit of their increasing disappearance from civic life. This paper will then conclude by proposing one possible policy that would give some “time” to low-income people, so that they might have more of an opportunity to participate directly in the various decisions and initiatives that affect their lives. 

Defining Civic Participation

Social and physical scientists have recently given a lot of attention to the notion of “social networks” (Watts, 2003 and Wasserman and Faust, 1997). This concept is typically defined using terminology from the branch of mathematics called set theory
 and we’ll do the same (Wasserman and Faust, 1997). As we see it, a social network is a set where at least two of its elements are persons. Also, in order for a set to qualify as a social network we must be able to define at least one relation, of interest to social scientists, between at least two elements in the set. For example, let R stand for some relation of interest to social scientists  (e.g., has power over, is the sibling of, buys goods from, etc.) and let A be some set with elements a and b where a and b are persons, that is A = (a, b(. Then if aRb (a has power over b, or is the sibling of b, or etc.) set A would be a social network. 

In Bowling Alone (2000), political scientist Robert Putnam focuses on many different types of social arrangements that fit our definition of social network; he is concerned with participation in bowling leagues, voluntary associations, political clubs, and a host of other networks. Some of the social networks Putnam is concerned with we regard as civic networks. As we see it, social network N is a civic network if and only if at least one of the reasons the persons who constitute N have chosen to take part in N is to change some aspect of some entity they define collectively as a community. Those persons who make up N will be said to be engaged in civic participation, civic involvement or civic engagement. Obviously, to determine if a social network falls into our class of civic networks we would have to somehow gain access to the members’ reasons for joining. This would, no doubt, be difficult to obtain but this isn’t a problem for us at this stage since our argument will be, largely, theoretical. And we think that, from a theoretical perspective, our notion is clear enough. Most would agree that it’s possible that at least one of the reasons people join school-based parents’ associations or clubs is to improve schools and neighborhoods, respectively. 

Anticipating some of the remarks we will make below, our conception of civic networks does not require those who join them to be motivated solely by altruism.
 As we see it, person X is motivated solely by altruism if and only if the only factor that influences her/his choices is the expected effects those choices will have on others’ interests or welfare. When we defined “civic networks” above we said the desire to better some community must be at least one of the reasons these members have joined the network if it is to fall within our class of civic networks. Even if one takes the desire for the betterment of some community to stem from altruistic motives, the “at least one” phrase in the definition allows for other more self-regarding motives to be a factor in joining such networks as well. The relevance of this point will become clearer in the next section of the paper.

Having clarified what we mean by civic networks and civic participation, we will next begin developing our ideas about the relationship between civic involvement, inequality, and government policy. The first step toward such a development requires us to take a little detour into a variant of orthodox economics called public choice theory.

Why Low-income Persons Might be Less Likely to Join Civic Networks Than High-income Ones

We said above that we predict low-income persons are less likely to join civic networks than high-income ones. Drawing on slightly modified orthodox economic theory, we want to explain our reasons for holding this hypothesis.


The labor/leisure choice model is an economic model that’s used to explain and make predictions regarding how much leisure an actor will “buy”. In economic theory “leisure” is defined as time spent doing anything that one is not paid a wage for. Thus, watching a movie and taking care of a daughter with cancer would both be leisure to an economist as long as one did not get paid a wage for these activities, although there are obvious differences between them. “Labor,” or sometimes “work,” is defined as time spent doing something one gets a wage for. As some have pointed out (Waring, 1988) this notion that a demanding and socially useful activity like caring for people is defined as not being work is problematic. In an effort not to fall into this rhetorical trap, instead of using the terms “labor” and “leisure” we’re going to use the terms “wage-time” and “non-wage time.” 


Assuming one does not get paid for civic participation, such participation requires one to have non-wage time. Using the wage time/non-wage time choice model, economists regard non-wage time as a good like caviar or any other good.
 And, similar to many other goods, they assume the demand for non-wage time, holding all other factors constant, is an increasing function of income. Since non-wage time is necessary for civic participation, following economists, we assume it too is an increasing function of income. Thus, we expect that high-income persons are more likely to get civically involved than low-income ones. That is, we expect P(C(H) > P(C(L) where “P(C(H)” is the conditional probability of civic involvement given that one is high-income and “P(C(L)” is defined similarly regarding low-income (L) persons. 

Why Might High-Income Persons Allocate More Money to Civic Networks than Low-Income Persons

The wage time/non-wage time model typically focuses on the choice between spending one’s time making a wage versus spending it in some non-wage activity. But, of course, once one decides to allocate time to some non-wage activity she or he then has to choose which activities to spend time on. Time spent on one activity can’t be spent on another so the concept of opportunity cost becomes relevant. Civic involvement is the type of activity that can be purchased in the sense that people can donate money to civic networks to support others who actually carry out the day-to-day affairs of the network. That is, civic involvement can be viewed as a type of good and, assuming it’s a normal good, we expect the demand for it to be an increasing function of income, all else being equal.

Why There Might be an Indirect Positive Relationship Between Civic Involvement Among Low-income Persons Compared to that of High-Income Persons and the Extent to Which Government Policies Represent the Interests of Low-Income Persons

To explain why we hypothesize a positive relationship between civic involvement among low-income persons and the extent to which government policies represent their interests, we draw upon an area of economic theory called public choice theory (PCT). PCT is an approach to economic theorizing that focuses on government decision-making. That is, in contrast to much of orthodox economic theory, which focuses on decisions made by actors in the course of market exchanges, public choice theorists focus on decisions made by politicians in their capacities as public officials, those running for political office, persons occupying positions in the public bureaucracy, voters, and so called special-interest groups (Mueller, 1989). We will refer to members of all the groups mentioned in the previous sentence as political actors.  

A fundamental assumption of most public choice theorists is that actors are motivated solely by self-interest (Widerquist, 2003). Like all models of human behavior, this is obviously not an accurate representation of reality. Clearly, altruistic motives are often a factor in people’s political decisions. But “equally clearly,” self-interest plays a big role in such decisions as well. Thus, we think this assumption is a good enough approximation to reality to provide some key insights into the political process. 

Following public choice theorists, we assume that since people are sometimes motivated by self-interest, another reason they may join a civic network is to coalesce with others in an effort to influence politicians so they will enact laws that will result in promotion of the interest of members of the network. Such laws may, of course, be detrimental to the interests of others who are not members of the network. For example (a favorite of public theorists), workers and employers in certain industries might organize themselves in what we’ve called civic networks in an effort to get members of Congress to enact trade barriers that may save the jobs and profits of the workers and their employers but result in higher prices for everyone else. 

What we’re suggesting is that the income composition of civic networks may influence their choices of more self-interested pursuits and that such pursuits may influence the composition of the policies passed by government officials. If high-income persons are more likely to join civic networks than low-income persons and if the self- interested pursuits of these networks are intended to garner policies that benefit those with high-income, at the expense of those with low-income, then income based differences in civic involvement will have resulted in increased inequality. We should add that our conclusion about the relationship between the class composition of a civic network and the composition of government policy doesn’t depend on actors being motivated by self-interest. Even if this assumption is incorrect, it’s possible that ideas regarding how to better one’s community may be a function of income and what people think may better a community may really only better their position in it. Our suggestions can be more formally and precisely stated as follows.

Let “H/Lt” represent the ratio of the number of high-income persons who are members of civic networks to the number of low-income persons who are at a given point in time. Assume that we have some continuous measure, or one that can be modeled as such, of the extent to which government policies represent the interests of low-income persons and that this measure, at a given point in time, is symbolized by “RLt.” Then what we’re asserting is that 

1)
RLt = f(H/Lt,V) where (RLt/(H/Lt < 0 and “V” is a vector of other variables that affect H/Lt.

Suggestive Evidence Supporting Some of Our Hypotheses


The three hypotheses we proposed in the last three sections of this paper will require rigorous empirical investigation at some point and this is something we intend to do in later work. What we want to do at this point is discuss some suggestive data that supports two of them, namely, that high-income persons are more likely to join civic networks than low-income ones do and that high-income persons allocate more money to civic networks than low-income ones do.


Schlozman, Verba, and Brady (1999) conducted 20-minute telephone surveys of 15,000 randomly selected individuals in the United States, which they called the Citizen Participation Survey. These authors found that, overall, individuals in the top income quintile (making more than $75,000 annually) are more likely to be civically involved in all respects – they are twice as likely to work on a political campaign, twice as likely to attend a protest rally, twice as likely to be affiliated with a political organization, and twice as likely to be involved in some form of community activity. 

Schlozman et al., found that of all the campaign dollars donated, 2% were donated by the lowest income quintile, while 35% were donated by the highest. Of all the dollars donated to charities, 5% were donated by the lowest income quintile, while 12% were donated by the highest. 

What we find interesting is Schlozman et al.’s findings regarding the allocation of time to civic participation. Although low income persons were less likely to engage in civic participation, among those who did, low income persons appeared to allocate more time to it than high income persons. Of all of the hours contributed to a campaign, 13% were donated by the lowest income quintile and 8% donated by the highest quintile. Of all the hours donated to charities, 15% were donated by the lowest quintile, and 4% were donated by the highest. When considered in the aggregate, although the highest income quintile gave 14 times more money to civic networks than the lowest, the lowest quintile gave, on average, four hours per week more time than the highest. 

While there are a number of implications that could be drawn from these findings, we would like to focus on just one of them. Notwithstanding the fact that more high income persons become civically involved than low income ones, high income persons appear to be spending more money than time on civic involvement, while low income ones appear to be doing the reverse. We know of no study that compares the effects of “civic money” versus civic time vis a vis the enactment of government policies but the fact that more civic money is spent by high income persons and more of them do get involved than the poor may not bode well for those who’d like to see equitable public policies enacted. Moreover, there is some suggestive, although somewhat dated, evidence that low income persons may be more pressed for time than high income ones, perhaps making matters worse from the point of view of the enactment of just government policies.

Increasing Wage Time, Declining Non-Wage Time

In The Overworked American (Schor, 1991), Juliet Schor describes in great detail the increasing amount of time that Americans were spending in the labor market. Among low-wage workers, Schor found that the increase in work hours was primarily a result of the fact that their take home pay was directly tied to the number of hours they actually worked such that the only way they could increase their earnings, which tended to be quite meager, was to increase their work hours.  Low-wage workers
 were taking on more and more hours of work because the earnings from even working full-time in a minimum wage job was not adequate to afford them even the most basic livelihood.  Thus, many low wage workers either worked extensive overtime or took on second jobs, sometimes part-time, sometimes full-time, to supplement their incomes. Schor interviewed an official of the Service Employees International Union in New England who reported that nearly one-third of their nursing home employees held two full-time jobs. 

The decline in full-time stable employment in the low-wage labor market has also contributed to the increase in work hours among low-wage workers, many of whom take on not just two, but often three and four part-time jobs, or string together a series of temporary jobs, to subsist. In fact, moonlighting is one of the main factors contributing to the drastic increase in work hours. According to Schor, in 1989, “more than seven million Americans, or slightly over 6 percent of those employed, officially [italics added] reported having two or more jobs” (Schor, 1991, p. 22). We emphasize officially because there may be reason to suspect that some workers might have been hiding the fact that they had a second job. The main reason that moonlighters reported taking on a second job was financial. Nearly half reported that they needed the second job to meet regular household expenses (Schor, 1991). 

Along the same lines, in Bowling Alone, Putnam suggests that one of the principle causes of civic disengagement among the lowest two-thirds of American wage earners has been the increasing job insecurity in the low-wage labor market, the incessant economic pressures to do more work for pay, and declining real wages (Putnam, 2000), all creating a concerted incentive to work more in order to prevent destitution. Now we are not suggesting that increasing the amount of non-wage time available to low-income Americans will necessarily result in an increase in civic involvement. Nevertheless, to the extent that time is an essential input into civic participation, an individual putting in 80 hours of wage labor on a weekly basis would be hard pressed to become civically involved.  

It should be pointed out that, when taken in the aggregate, there seems to be an increase in the amount of non-wage time among low income persons, mainly because the number of unemployed and underemployed persons, and those who would now be considered “not in the labor force,” has increased dramatically over the past few decades.  While Schor stresses the drastic reduction of leisure time amongst certain sectors of the population that have been hardest hit by the unprecedented increase in work hours, she does not deny that there is a fairly large contingent of unemployed and underemployed workers at the lower reaches of the labor market who struggle with the opposite problem of an overabundance of unwanted leisure time. Putnam also points to an overall increase in non-wage time, though he, too, is referring to the aggregate, and acknowledges that among certain low-wage subgroups, this increase in non-wage time has not, in fact, taken place. Nevertheless, with respect to this overall increase in non-wage time among low income persons, there are a number of important points to make. 

It is not only the necessity of low-wage American workers to work more than one full-time job that poses a barrier to civic participation. We would contend that even low income Americans who supposedly have a lot of disposable time – namely the unemployed and the underemployed – also face formidable barriers to civic participation, though at first glance they would seem to be the group most able to participate in civic affairs. When thinking about unemployment and underemployment, it is helpful to introduce the notion of voluntary non-wage time, thus allowing us to point out that unemployed persons are not “purchasing” their non-wage time, as defined in the introduction to this paper, but rather, they are actively seeking to replace their non-wage time with waged work, but are not successfully doing so.  An important distinction being drawn here is that the non-wage time of unemployed persons is being spent seeking employment, such that, in effect, they are in the labor force but temporarily suffering from the shortage of available jobs.  The reasons for this shortage, and the theories around why the market does not adjust to make jobs available at a price workers are willing to dole out is not of import here, as there is ample economic theory to explain the mechanisms of the labor market already existing.  Suffice it to say that in focusing on this particular sub-group of low-income individuals, it becomes possible to clarify that spare time per se is not enough to sustain civic involvement. Rather, an active participation in community affairs requires “true” non-wage time, unencumbered by the obligation of seeking employment for the sake of subsistence, the anxieties of insecurity and instability of wondering whether one will be able to secure food and shelter, and the ever-present “chores” of making ends meet in the absence of an adequate basic income. 

Non-wage time alone is not enough to facilitate an increase in civic participation.  As was pointed out above, non-wage time must be unencumbered by the threat of destitution for it to be available for civic participation. In addition, Putnam points out a number of other barriers that prevent non-wage time as it exists today from being allocated to civic pursuits.  First, regardless of whether non-wage time is increasing or declining in the aggregate, for the purposes of civic participation, these hours are useless, for they do not come in blocks solid enough to facilitate such participation. Rather, they come in a vast series of small moments just long enough to catch one’s breath or run a quick errand. Secondly, civic involvement is a collective endeavor that cannot be carried out by individuals acting alone, and thus, requires not just that individuals have available to them non-wage time, but shared non-wage time – meaning on similarly coordinated schedules. With more and more Americans working non-traditional hours, with more and more jobs structured outside of the traditional Monday through Friday 9am to 5pm workweek, and with more and more low wage workers stringing a series of part-time and temporary jobs together on a catch as catch can basis, non-wage time that coincides with that of others has also become a less frequently occurring phenomenon (Putnam, 2000). Furthermore, for non-salaried low-wage workers, leaving work for a short while to attend a meeting not only means lost pay but also the risk of losing the job.

A Policy Proposal for More Time:  Basic Income as a Subsidy for Non-wage Time


Thus far we’ve argued 1) that low-income persons are less likely to participate in civic social networks than high-income ones 2) the lower the level of civic engagement among low-income persons the lower the extent to which government policies will reflect their interests 3) the higher one’s income the more money they’ll allocate to civic networks and 4) the lower one’s income the more important non-wage time is to their ability to engage in civic involvement. Assuming these hypotheses are correct and that equitable government policies reflect the interests of, among others, high and low income persons, a policy that could free up more non-wage time for low-income persons might be justified. 

A policy that might have this effect is one similar to the Family Assistance Plan (FAP) that almost passed three decades ago during the Nixon Administration. FAP is often regarded as having been a guaranteed income plan that is, a plan that would have set a floor under which no family’s income would have been allowed to fall, regardless of whether or not that family sold its labor. In fact, FAP was almost a guaranteed income plan. Except for mothers of preschoolers, it required able-bodied “heads” of families receiving benefits to accept work or job-training or risk losing their portion of the benefit (Burke and Burke, 1974).  A truly non-labor conditioned guaranteed income plan that is starting to gain momentum is the Basic Income Guarantee – a policy that would ensure that all Americans, regardless of their income or labor market status, would receive income from the government (Lewis, 1998; Van Parijs, 1995; and Widerquist, 1999). While the primary purpose of such a policy would be to eradicate poverty, we believe an ancillary benefit would be that more people, especially those at the lower end of the income spectrum, would allocate more time to civic pursuits, at least partially freed from the need to allocate every waking hour to wage work.  The following passage, again from Putnam, is particularly compelling:

This striking fact [that women who work part-time by choice have the highest levels of civic involvement] suggests that one practical way to increase community engagement in America would be to make it easier for women (and men too) to work part-time if they wished (Putnam, 2000, p. 201). 

A basic income might free up more non-wage time for low-income persons because as a source of non-wage income, in accordance with the non-wage time/wage time choice, model it would allow them to purchase more non-wage time. Those of us in the United States often pride ourselves on having a government that represents the interests of all citizens. If the hypotheses presented in this paper are correct and there is a current tendency for government to focus on representing the interests of high-income persons this pride may be misguided. A basic income might be just the policy required to justify it. 
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� Actually, it is usually defined using terminology from an area of mathematics called graph theory which, itself, is based on set theory.


� This may be a difference we have with Putnam.


� Actually, economists typically regard non-wage time as a normal good meaning that, holding all other factors constant, demand for it increases with increases in income over some given income range. See Nicholson (1989). 


� . Commonly defined as workers whose take home pay is ( 1.5 times the poverty threshold given the size of their households.
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