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Introduction  

 

Political public relations is far from being a science. Candidates employ teams of 

public relations practitioners in an effort to gain as much support as possible from their 

constituencies. This is most evident during an election, when eligible voters take to the 

polls after numerous appeals from candidates for their votes. During an election season, 

potential voters are bombarded with a plethora of advertisements, debates, and volunteers 

confronting them about supporting a specific candidate (Pfau et al. 1995).  However, over 

the last half a century, voter turnout has declined significantly. In 1960, nearly 65 percent 

of eligible voters turned out to vote, but in 2008 only 52 percent of eligible voters voted 

with little evidence that the trend will turn around in the near future. According to Denton 

and Woodward (1998),  

"We won the Cold War, interest rates are low, the rate of inflation is the 

lowest since World War II, and we are ever reducing the national deficit 

with a united call from both political parties for a balanced budget in the 

future. Yet, voter turnout remains low, where less than half of all 

registered voters participated in the defining act of democracy." 

 

A way must be determined to attract individuals to vote on Election Day because a 

representative democracy should represent the voting population as accurately as 

possible. If the same demographics keep being the majority of voters, then the United 

States democracy will look more like those demographics and less like the population as 

a whole.  

 The average American voters are not the individuals who are being interviewed 

on television about the candidate they support. They are the people who spend less time 

thinking about the upcoming election and more time concerned with the aspects of their 

lives that deserve immediate attention (Shea, 1996). The youngest of potential voters (18-
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24-year-olds) have many different sources vying for their attention. Most of these 

potential voters are either in college or starting a career. In some cases, they are trying to 

do both at the same time. For them, voting is not at the top of the list of things to do, even 

if it only comes once a year. Candidates address issues, such as taxes, free trade, tort 

reform and homeland security, all of which have little bearing on a young adult’s daily 

life. It is not until young voters settle down in one location that they start to care about 

the political atmosphere around them (Abramson, Aldrich, and Rohde 1998).  

 A major segment (91%) of 18-24-year-olds are affiliated with a political party, 

but the level of commitment to that party is questionable (Keeter et al. 2008). This does 

not mean they promise absolute allegiance to the views of that political party; it just 

means that when they registered to vote they had to choose one party over another. As 

young people's demographic information shifts (i.e. geographic location, amount of 

education, age, and experiences) they are inclined to consider changing where their 

allegiances lie in reference to the political environment (Highton and Wolfinger 2001). 

America is a 30-30 nation: approximately 30 percent of the electorate is firmly 

Republican, 30 percent are dedicated Democrats, and 35 to 36 percent are in the middle, 

(Faucheux 2003). This holds true for 18-24-year-olds, as well, but with a slight lean 

toward the Democratic Party (Keeter et al. 2008). The fact that the middle bloc is larger 

than either party’s base is the key to the future of American politics. According to 

Faucheux (2003), 

"The big chunk of voters is not enamored with either party. In fact, most 

of them are repelled by the whole idea of partisanship…[I]f and when 

these middle-ground voters swing heavily to either side, as opposed to 

splitting nearly down the middle the way they’ve done in recent elections, 

they have the power to realign the entire political system" (7). 
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In addition, these people are the ones who choose not to vote for any number of 

reasons. Most 18-24-year-olds view politics with increasing boredom and disinterest. For 

most 18-24-year-olds, politics is increasingly intangible, a spectator sport barely worth 

watching (Dionne 1991). This study will examine ways that political candidates and their 

public relations mechanisms appeal to young supporters, and how they cultivate new 

relationships with this demographic of the voting population.  

 The theory most applicable for political public relations practitioners trying to 

attract young support for their causes is the uncertainty reduction theory, introduced by 

Charles R. Berger and Richard J. Calabrese. This theory outlines the initial interactions 

between strangers, explaining that when people meet for the first time they go through 

three distinct stages to determine whether they want to cultivate a deeper relationship 

with one another.  

 The purpose of this study is to discover if the uncertainty reduction theory can be 

applied to the political communication process. With 18-24-year-old voter turnout being 

incredibly low, with only 47 percent of this demographic participating in the 2008 

election, this phenomenon should be studied. Other studies have shown that the 18-24-

year-old demographic feels disenfranchised with their political representatives who, in 

their opinion, do not address issues of importance to them. This study will address both 

of these matters and propose potential remedies. It is important for a candidate to reduce 

a voter’s uncertainty by appealing to the voter’s values, beliefs and attitudes so that a 

vital connection can be made. This study's results will provide political candidates with a 

framework for effectively appealing to the 18-24-year-old demographic of the population 
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which, in the end, will prove more successful at building a positive public opinion than 

the use of political advertisement.  
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Literature Review 

 

Three areas are important to this study: political communication, the uncertainty 

reduction theory, and the voting habits of 18- to 24-year-olds. First, the study will look at 

the definition of political communication and the different components that go into its 

practice. The literature will show how it is currently being used and some of adverse 

effects of the practice on voters. Secondly, the study will look at the basic premise of the 

uncertainty reduction theory as well as its development since inception more than 30 

years ago. The literature will show that the theory has been tested, retested, and expanded 

in an effort to bolster its position in the academic community. Finally, the study will look 

into the voting habits of 18- to 24-year-olds. This voting demographic is of particular 

interest because of what appears to be a disinterest in the electoral process. 

Understanding why this age group chooses not to participate in elections may shed light 

on what can be done to bring them back into the fold. Examining the literature of political 

communication, uncertainty reduction theory, and swing voters will provide the 

researcher with an initial framework and basis for any future studies on the topic.  

Political Communication 

 

The typical voter is flooded with information about candidates and campaigns. 

Newspapers, television news, speeches, interviews, advertisements, debates, as well as 

interpersonal communication are among the most influential sources of information about 

candidates (Pfau et al. 1995). All of these forms of communication can be placed under 

the all-encompassing term of political communication. Political communication is 

defined as “the process of negotiating a community orientation through the interpretation 

and characterization of interests, of power relationships, and of the community’s role in 
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the world” (Craig Allen Smith 1990, 44). William Swenney’s definition of political 

communication takes the concept a step farther by claiming “a political campaign is 

fundamentally a communication exercise about choices between the aspirants for public 

office and the audience of voters” (Swenney, 1995, 14-29). 

The modern political campaign passes through relatively discrete stages, which can 

be categorized as preliminary, primary, convention and general election (Trent and 

Friedenberg, 2004). When the time comes, it is through communication that the 

campaign draws to a close. Candidates verbally concede defeat or extol victory and the 

posters/billboards are taken down, announcing nonverbally that one campaign is over, 

even as another begins (Trent and Friedenberg, 2004). All in all, communication is the 

process by which the campaign starts, continues, and ends (Trent and Friedenberg, 2004). 

Candidates form personal campaign organizations charged with getting their message 

out to potential voters, while parties and interest groups pursue their broader agendas 

with parallel effort. Options for communicating with the public are often divided into two 

categories: free media and paid media. The main source of free publicity is news 

coverage, and campaign activities such as local rallies and national party conventions 

often are designed to “make news.” The other option is paid advertising, which comprises 

posters and buttons, direct mail, and radio and television spots (Brader 2006, 19).   

“As might be expected, while political managers are anxious to know what works 

in influencing voting decisions, they are not very interested in how these 

communications work. They rarely take time to contemplate systematic theories 

of communication or persuasion…They concentrate on the effects produced by 

their messages, not on explanations of how their results are achieved” (Arterton 

1992, 83-126).  
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There is a sense that the impact goes deeper than merely capturing the attention of the 

viewers. Because few people say precisely how the ads are effective, it could be inferred 

that they believe emotional appeals simply make the message of the ad more compelling 

(Brader, 2006). 

One emotional appeal that is seen throughout political communication is in the form 

of stereotyping. Because societal stereotypes are usually conveyed in insignificant terms, 

meaning observers do not usually notice the candidate is using stereotypes to get their 

message across, voters do not object to the candidate using these types of stereotypes. 

The language politicians use in communicating about their opponents, issues, and voters 

is developed through stereotypes rather than as trait-based categories, such as honesty or 

humor (Anolli et al. 2006). This communication strategy can be effective only if the 

receiver holds a similar stereotype about the subject being addressed. If the receiver of 

the message holds a contrasting stereotype, the message will be seen as political rhetoric, 

and be dismissed without evaluating the candidate's message.  

 Jackson and Lilleker (2007) observed that politicians and the political parties that 

support them are increasingly attempting to communicate to sections of the electorate 

directly in order to relay targeted messages. A tactic that is becoming a mainstay when it 

comes to interacting with voters is the use of the Internet. The first federal election that 

used the Internet on a large scale was the 2004 election cycle (Williams and Tedesco 

2006). 

Internet communication techniques are becoming increasingly popular and strategic. 

Previous research indicates that the Internet, like other information and communication 

technology, offers many potential benefits to the sender. The majority of people receiving 
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this information have requested it because of their political affiliation or interest in 

learning more about the candidate or issue.  

There is, however, a minority of less-active, politically interested voters, who also use 

the Internet to help them select a candidate. The Internet encourages users to develop and 

build relationships with a candidate, which in the end may make this group more 

politically active than they originally intended due to the quantity of information 

available to them (Jackson and Lilleker 2007). This form of communication is much 

different than other political communication. Campaign news on the Web utilizes sound 

bites, and clips that are less than one minute in length so that voters can get the main 

point of the speech quickly (Powers 2007).  

Another new avenue for political communication is mobile technology. Katz (2007) 

looked at significant questions and relevance related to mobile communication 

technology such as cell phones and mobile devices that play music, videos and games. 

The popularity and market penetration of new media has helped drive the changing 

nature of public space. The ease of this form of communication occasionally undermines 

the content it is trying to get across to the receiver. Candidates need to make sure they do 

not send mobile messages that overdramatize the information; otherwise, it will not be 

taken seriously. Mobile phone users are skeptical of all forms of communication that 

seem to be exaggerated (Katz 2007, 389-394).  

Powers (2007) also emphasized the effects of digital technology on political 

communication in the U.S. He asserts that the fragmentation of the audience is the most 

significant outcome of the media explosion in the 1990s. Political communication 

techniques can now focus on smaller segments of the population in an effort to 
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communicate a message that has a connection to the group as a whole, with few outliers 

receiving the message. Prior to this fragmentation, messages would be disseminated to an 

audience that would have several unintended receivers (Powers 2007). These individuals 

would not be as receptive to the message because it was not created with them in mind. 

Many campaign resources are squandered on individuals who are not receptive to the 

message. With the Internet, it has become easier for candidates to send messages to 

intended audiences with little waste.  

The interactive capability of the Internet distinguishes it from the majority of other 

forms of political communication (Tedesco 2004). However, studies (Lupia and Philpot 

2005) have shown that the vast majority of political Web sites do not take advantage of 

this resource. Campaigns are afraid of losing control of the content available to those 

visiting their Web site, so they offer few interactive functions, such as message boards, 

polls and picture albums. (Stromer-Galley 2000). Some believe that this could turn away 

voters who are heavy Internet users because they expect Web sites that offer interactive 

features.  

When it comes to persuading potential voters, a candidate needs to present 

convincing evidence that he or she is the best person for the job. It has been shown that 

interpersonal communication techniques are the most effective way of accomplishing this 

task. Interpersonal communication techniques, whether it be in a one-on-one setting or 

within a small group of people, is much more effective in persuading potential supporters 

than mass communication (Johnson-Cartree and Copeland 2004). This is not saying that 

mass communication techniques are not effective. Rather, these techniques should be 

used to reinforce existing beliefs and establish awareness among individuals who are not 
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familiar with the candidate (Shea 1996). The best strategy is to pair the two techniques 

together. By pairing mass communication and interpersonal communication techniques, a 

candidate will be able to achieve greater and longer lasting success in gaining voter 

support. (Rice and Atkins 1994).  

Uncertainty Reduction Theory 

 

Uncertainty is defined by two components. First, at the beginning of a particular 

encounter, there are a number of alternative ways in which each interactant might behave. 

Thus, one task for each interactant is to attempt to predict the most likely alternative 

actions the other might take. Moreover, the individual interactant must then select from 

his own available response alternatives those which might be most appropriate to the 

predicted action of the other. However, before such response selection can occur, the 

individual must reduce his uncertainty about the other. This can be accomplished by 

narrowing the range of alternatives about the other’s probable future behavior (Berger 

and Calabrese 1975). The second sense of uncertainty concerns the problem of 

retroactively explaining the other’s behavior.   

Charles R. Berger and Richard J. Calabrese introduced the uncertainty reduction 

theory which outlines the initial interactions between strangers. The theory explains that 

when individuals meet for the first time, they go through specific stages to determine 

whether the two people want to cultivate a deeper relationship with one another. Their 

paper provided a theoretical perspective for dealing with the initial entry stage of 

interpersonal interaction. The seven axioms and 21 theorems presented suggest a set of 

research priorities for studying the development of interpersonal relations (Berger and 

Calabrese 1975). 
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The first stage of the transaction is labeled the entry phase. One reason for the use of 

the term “entry” is that when strangers are face-to-face with each other in a particular 

situation, their communication behaviors are, in part, determined by a set of 

communication rules and norms (Berger and Calabrese 1975). According to Berger and 

Calabrese (1975), message content tends to be focused on demographic information 

during this phase. Given the relatively high level of uncertainty existing at the onset of 

the entry phase, one would expect persons in this situation to interrogate each other in 

order to gain information, which might be instrumental in uncertainty reduction. 

Moreover, the kinds of questions asked during the entry phase might be ones which 

demand relatively short answers. For example, requests for such information as one’s 

occupation, hometown, places of prior residence, and so on, generally call for relatively 

short responses (Berger and Calabrese 1975). 

The second phase of the communication transaction is called the personal phase, 

according to the researchers. This phase begins when the interactants engage in 

communication about central attitude issues, personal problems, and basic values.  This 

phase could begin after a few minutes of interaction; however, in most informal 

communication situations, the personal phase does not appear until the individuals 

involved have interacted on repeat occasions (Berger and Calabrese 1975). 

According to Berger and Calabrese (1975), the final phase of the transaction is the 

exit phase. During this phase, decisions are made concerning the desirability of future 

interaction. Frequently, decisions are discussed and plans for future interaction made.  

According to the theory, the base level of uncertainty a person has about a stranger 

can be modulated by the communication itself. For example, the street of a large city 
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provides an observer with relatively little information about the persons walking along it. 

By contrast, an observer at a political rally for a particular candidate may be able to infer, 

with a high probability of being correct, the political attitudes of those present at the rally 

(Berger and Calabrese 1975). 

 For the same reason, the high uncertainty levels at the beginning of the encounter 

lower the amount of verbal communication during the period and uncertainty also acts to 

lowers nonverbal expressions of affiliation (Berger and Calabrese 1975). 

Jourard (1960) found evidence suggestive of a “dyadic effect” concerning the 

intimacy level of self-disclosure. In this study, he found that persons who disclosed more 

to others reported that they also received high amounts of disclosure from others. 

Moreover, Sermat and Smyth (1973) found that when a confederate continued to demand 

higher levels of disclosure through the questions he asked the subject, while refusing to 

disclose intimate information about himself, the subject tended to lower his positive 

feelings for the confederate. Other researchers (Byrne, 1971; Duck, 1973; Homans, 1961; 

Newcomb, 1953, 1961) have argued that similarities along such dimensions as attitudes 

and conceptual structure produce interpersonal attraction, while dissimilarity produces a 

negative interpersonal effect. Duck’s (1973) research supported a positive relationship 

between similarity of conceptual structure and friendship formation. It is the researcher’s 

contention that both types of similarity reduce the level of uncertainty in a relationship. In 

other words, similarity of attitudes and conceptual structure decreases uncertainty, while 

dissimilarities along these same lines raise uncertainty levels.  

Anticipated future interaction with another is presumed to increase a person’s 

motivation to reduce their uncertainty. (Douglas 1988). Prior to conversation, for 
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example, observers engage in higher levels of information-seeking when they expect to 

meet the target. However, examination of subjects’ use of question-asking strategies 

suggested this effect did not extend to ongoing interaction. Instead, the highest levels of 

mutual interrogation occurred at moderate levels of anticipated future interaction, in 

dyads required to negotiate a second encounter (Douglas 1988). Participants’ use of 

question-asking strategies did not vary as a function of the anticipated/no anticipated 

future interaction manipulation. Indeed, persons in those conditions were remarkably 

similar in regard to their overall rate of question-asking, the frequency with which they 

requested specific types of information, and the temporal structure of their question-

asking (Douglas 1988). 

According to Douglas (1988) there is strong evidence a person’s motivation to find 

out about each other is also heightened when the likelihood of future interaction is not 

situationally fixed. Compared to couples who were told they would, or would not, meet 

again, those in the negotiated future interaction group asked more questions, asked more 

questions about the partner’s opinions and experiences, and in same-sex dyads, asked 

more questions about the partner’s objectives. Hence, in choice-based situations, 

interactants may be especially keen to know each other in order to maximize the 

likelihood that they will avoid further conversation when insufficient 

commonality/similarity exists and establish an inappropriate topic bank for second 

conversations with partners judged acceptable (Douglas 1988). 

Sunnafrank (1986) provided an expansion and reformation of uncertainty reduction 

theory. The study suggested that uncertainty reduction is not the primary concern of 

individuals during this entry phase, as previously posited. Rather, uncertainty reduction is 
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cast as subordinate to the more central concern of increasing positive relational outcomes. 

During initial interactions, uncertainty reduction is expected to enhance individuals’ 

perceived ability to forecast future relational outcomes. Important initial interaction 

behaviors and decisions are presumed to follow from the values these forecasted 

outcomes take (Sunnafrank 1986). This perspective generates a unifying explanation for 

previously diverse research findings. Although this ability to explain past occurrences is a 

desirable characteristic, the crucial test of uncertainty reduction theory is to predict 

accuracy of its unique proposals. Novel propositions and implications from this 

perspective have generated a substantial amount of research on the antecedent and the 

consequents of uncertainty (Sunnafrank 1986). This study proposed one such 

modification in an effort to increase the uncertainty perspective’s explanatory and 

predictive utility. This change involves altering the theory to reflect a potentially 

important relationship between uncertainty about another individual’s perceptions of 

future relational rewards and costs to be obtained with the other (Sunnafrank 1986).  

Coping with uncertainty is a central issue in any face-to-face encounter, whether 

interactants are conscious of this fact or not. In order to conduct a coordinated 

communication episode that has any meaning, people must be able to reduce their mutual 

uncertainties about each other’s past, current, and future actions so that they can select 

from their individual repertoires those responses that will enable them to keep the 

interaction episode going. When people are unsure of their conversational partners’ 

actions and intentions, the flow of interaction is disturbed and interaction becomes 

effortful (Berger 1986). By contrast, predicting whether a conversational partner is likely 

to compliment or criticize one in the future is more relevant to the issue of predicted 
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outcome values. Thus, predicted outcomes concerning value are a subset of the totality of 

uncertainty-reduction activities that occur during initial encounters. In either case, the 

inability of people to reduce their uncertainties in these domains has considerable 

relational impact (Berger 1986). Planap and Honeycutt (1985) have vividly demonstrated 

that uncertainty-provoking events can have significant cognitive and effective 

consequences on persons involved in long-term relationships.  

Gudykunst (1985) found that each of the selected aspects of the uncertainty reduction 

theory can be extended to culturally similar and dissimilar acquaintanceships and 

friendships. Extending uncertainty reduction theory to include the influences of cultural 

similarity/dissimilarity and type of relationship is important because it increases the 

generality of the theory. The present data revealed only one significant difference 

between the two types of acquaintanceships; it showed a higher level of attraction in the 

cultural dissimilarity condition than in the cultural similarity condition. This might 

suggest that a higher level of attraction is necessary to call someone from another culture 

an acquaintance than is necessary if the person comes from the same culture, but the 

results may be an artifact of the specific culturally dissimilar acquaintance the participant 

selected (Gudykunst 1985). The data from the study revealed that both cultural similarity 

and type of relationship influence uncertainty reduction and that these two factors interact 

to further impact the process (Gudykunst 1985).  

When face-to-face conversations are held between members of the same gender, 

uncertainty decays over time. Uncertainty reduction is associated with decreased use of 

question-asking between individuals, as well as an increase in the level of disclosure, and 

increased social attraction contributes to the reduction of uncertainty in interactants 
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(Douglas 1990). Douglas' study, lent further support for uncertainty reduction theory. 

Global uncertainty decays across conversation segments and is associated with decreased 

use of question-asking. Similarly, while positive feelings for a partner do not change 

significantly over time, the relationship between social attraction and global uncertainty 

is consistent (Douglas 1990). Consistent with uncertainty reduction theory, information-

seeking is a direct function of uncertainty while information provision is more common 

as uncertainty decreases (Douglas 1990).  

Douglas found that during initial interaction, disclosure depends more on the 

interactants’ ability to predict a partner’s future conversation behaviors than on their 

overall attributional confidence. This is significant because it implies that initial 

interactants can be uncertain about one social feature but comparatively certain about 

others, and that the consequences of uncertainty vary as a function of what persons are 

uncertain about (Douglas 1990). 

Uncertainty reduction techniques can be broken down into three main strategies. The 

first strategy is passively reducing uncertainty by using social comparisons to understand 

the situation in which the individuals find themselves. An active strategy is utilized when 

the interactant asks third parties about the other interactant in an effort to derive 

information applicable to the situation. The final strategy, which is interactive, uses 

interrogation, self-disclosure, and deception detection to garner information and reduce 

uncertainty (Berger 1979).  

In using an interactive strategy, the cultural similarity of the interactants can make a 

difference in their ability to reduce uncertainty. Culturally dissimilar interactants tend to 

interrogate their fellow interactant more than those who are culturally similar. They also 
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tend to use self-disclosure and display nonverbal affiliative expressiveness. Uncertainty 

reduction theory predicts that these strategies should be used more extensively in 

communicative contexts with higher levels of uncertainty (Gudykunst and Nishida 1984).  

"Cultural similarity/dissimilarity, in contrast, influenced the intent to use 

uncertainty reduction strategies and display nonverbal affiliative expressiveness, but 

it does not yield an independent effect on attraction. This suggests that the axioms 

and theorems involving “similarity” in the uncertainty reduction theory must have 

boundary conditions specified. One plausible condition is that cultural similarities 

reduce uncertainties, while attitude similarities do not (Gudykunst and Nishida 

1984)."  

 

Tolerance for uncertainty, anticipation of future interaction, and incentive are 

determinants of information seeking, while level of uncertainty, incentive value, and 

deviance are determinants of attraction (Kellermann and Reynolds 1990). As each 

determinant increases, tolerance for uncertainty decreases, which in turn leads to 

increases in monitoring of social behavior. Only anticipation of future interaction has an 

indirect effect on social behavior monitoring (Kellermann and Reynolds 1990). 

Currently, the theory asserts, three causes of uncertainty level exist: perceived similarity, 

nonverbal affiliative expressiveness, and amount of verbal communication. The more a 

person perceives himself or herself to be similar to another, the more positive nonverbal 

feedback they provide, and the longer they talk, the less uncertain they tend to be. It is not 

possible to suggest the addition of two other determinants of uncertainty to the list: 

deviance and incentive value. The first suggests that as the individual's behavior becomes 

more deviant, levels of uncertainty increase. Secondly, the greater the incentive values of 

the individual, the lower the person’s level of uncertainty. (Kellermann and Reynolds 

1990).  
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When levels of uncertainty are found to exceed levels of tolerance for uncertainty, 

persons typically are more uncertain than they cared to be as is presumed by the rationale 

for uncertainty reduction theory (Kellermann and Reynolds 1990).  

Uncertainty decays over the course of an initial interaction. Researchers have not 

been able to agree whether physical attractiveness is able to decrease substantial levels of 

uncertainty. Most studies agree that it does have some effect, if only nominal in nature 

(Douglas 1994). Research has shown that global uncertainty, the average level of 

uncertainty that an individual has about all situations, is positively linked with both 

uncertainty about the partner (following to examination and exchange) and the extent to 

which persons reduced their uncertainty during the interaction.   

"Moreover, persons high in global uncertainty are relatively successful in 

reducing their uncertainty; they remain somewhat less able to foresee others’ 

thoughts, feelings, and actions during initial encounters," (Douglas 1994, 169).  

 

The pattern of parallels between pre-observation uncertainty and question-asking and 

disclosure suggests that when people first meet others, those who are high in global 

uncertainty engage in high levels of information seeking. Information seeking relies 

primarily on disclosure and, as interaction progresses, becomes constructed around 

question asking (Douglas 1994). This is congruent with uncertainty reduction theory in 

that uncertainty is positively related to the amount of information seeking and can be seen 

to reflect interactants’ attempts to reduce their uncertainty. It is possible that, in naturally 

occurring situations, especially those in which persons are free to terminate conversation, 

such actions contribute to high global uncertainty (Douglas 1994).  

Indeed, although uncertainty reduction theory focused on individuals 

communicating with one another, it seems reasonable to suppose that uncertainty 
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reduction originates not only from how people talk, but also from what they talk about. In 

particular, mutual uncertainty reduction requires that persons identify subjects of 

common interest (Douglas 1994). To some extent, the theory is based on 

acquaintanceship that is sensitive to neither the predispositions that persons bring to the 

process nor the convolution of social information. Interactants plan their actions to fit 

specific norms and gain information about the partner in an additive and linear way. This 

allows the theory to address such issues as the relationship between uncertainty about a 

target and amount of information seeking. However, if it is assumed, first, the initial 

conversation is comparatively stylized and, so, may rely on deep-rooted social cognition 

rather than concurrent contextual cues, and, second that some information may have a 

profound influence on attributional confidence whereas other information may have no 

impact (Douglas 1994). 

18- to 24-Year-Old Voting Habits 

 

According to Paterson (2002), the downward trend in voting during the past several 

decades is the largest decline in the nation's history. Similar studies have been done on 

voting habits of 18- to 24-year-olds with even more dire results. Over the past 30 years, a 

participation rate among the youngest voting demographic has declined more rapidly than 

the general population. In fact, since earning the right to vote in 1972, 18- to 21-year-olds 

have voted in a progressively declining pattern in each presidential election until 2000 

(Jamison, Shin, and Day 2002).  

"Low participation among the young, however, appears to be a lifestyle phenomenon. 

As young Americans marry, have children and develop community ties, their turnout 

tends to increase" (Abramson, Aldrich, and Rohde 1998, 76). One of the reasons for this 
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low participation in elections has been cited as the age group’s high level of mobility. 

Individuals who have not lived in a place for a long period of time are not strongly 

connected to the area. This lack of connection makes younger voters less likely to vote 

(Conway 2000).  

Another reason for low turnout for 18- to 24-year-olds is the priorities they set for 

themselves during early adulthood. People in their early twenties, and even younger, tend 

to have two major objectives in their lives: finding a spouse or life partner and a fitting 

job (Converse and Niemi 1971). These two objectives give young people a form of tunnel 

vision that does not allow them to focus on broader events, such as politics. However, 

once these young adults accomplish these two goals, they start broadening their attention 

to other areas in the world around them and over time will participate more and more in 

the political process (Highton and Wolfinger 2001). It has been shown that once young 

adults become homeowners, they become increasingly more interested in the political 

process because of its effects on their property (Highton and Wolfinger 2001). 

Young voters regularly assume the same political leanings as their parents, but these 

leanings can easily be broken (Nickerson 2006). According to Dell Carpini (2000), when 

compared to young adult voters of previous generations, current young voters are:  

“1. Less trusting of their fellow citizens, 

2. Less interested in politics or public affairs, 

3. Less likely to feel a sense of identity, pride, or obligation associated with 

American citizenship, 

4. Less knowledgeable about the substance or processes of politics, 

5. Less likely to read a newspaper or watch the news, 

6. Less likely to register to vote, 

7. Less likely to participate in politics beyond voting, 

8. Less likely to participate in community organizations designed to address 

public problems through collective action or the formal policy process, and 
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9. Less likely to connect individual efforts to help solve problems with more 

traditional, collective forms of civic engagement," (Carpini 2000, 341-342).  

 

Other factors that contribute to low rates of involvement in this voting bloc include: 

youth, inexperience, evanescent standing in their communities and political culture 

(Haslup et al., 2001). Even more pressing might be the fact that many states have 

residency laws that forbid students attending a college or university in the state to 

participate in an election. Twenty-one states have some form of residency restrictions on 

what students must do to participate in an election in that state (Haslup et al. 2001). The 

only option these students have when it comes to participation in the electoral process is 

to use their absentee ballot rights in their home state, which can present further obstacles 

for them to overcome.  

Studies find that the main reason young adults decide not to participate in elections is 

because they lack the necessary knowledge about the candidates or issues (Kaid, 

McKinney, and Tedesco 2000). The 2000 National Association of Secretaries of State 

(NASS) survey showed that inefficacy, the sense that their votes do not count and that 

politicians do not take into account their outlook, is the main indicator of whether or not a 

young adult will decide to vote. In the same survey, political ignorance, defined as lack of 

knowledge about the candidates or political process, was cited as a major indicator of 

whether a young adult would vote (NASS 2000).  

One of the best ways to attract younger voters to a campaign or a candidate is to use 

groups that are part of their daily lives as mediums for recruitment. Churches, employers, 

community organizations, nightclubs, clinics, retailers, social services, and schools all 

interact with people under the age of thirty on a daily basis (Nickerson 2006, 61). 
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Campaigns that focus on attracting young supporters through campaign activities with 

groups they are affiliated with are much more likely to gain youth support. It gives the 

young voter a connection with the candidate, which increases positive feelings and builds 

relationships.   

According to Pew (2004),  

"18-29 year olds are the most likely of any age demographic to use the Internet 

for political purposes." Twenty-four percent of young adults surveyed said they 

use the Internet for getting information about where a candidate stands on an 

issue, sending or receiving campaign e-mails, getting information about campaign 

activities occurring in the area, visiting Web sites of special interest or political 

groups, visiting candidate Web sites, and engaging in conversations on blogs or 

other interactive Web functions," (Pew 2004).  

 

For all the research (Dermody and Hanmer-Lloyd 2004) which asserts that 18- to 24-

year-olds do not vote for a variety of reasons and that this pattern will not likely change 

no matter what the political climate, it does not appear to be accurate as of late. In both 

the 2004 and 2008 federal elections, voter turnout for 18- to 24-year-olds rose 

significantly. While votes were still being tabulated during the 2004 election, it was 

found that young adult voter turnout was much higher than previous elections. According 

to the Center for Information & Research on Civic Learning and Engagement (2008), 47 

percent of registered 18- to 24-year-old voters went to the polls in 2004, which was an 11 

percent increase from the 2000 election. This was the largest positive change in young 

adult voter turnout since 18-year-olds got the right to vote in 1972. 

During the build-up to the 2008 national election, the press heavily covered the 

engagement of young people to the two major party campaigns, but researchers were 

skeptical about whether young adults would actually participate in the election. Every 

election cycle sees national stories about youth participation in campaigns through 
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canvassing, get-out-the-vote drives and other campaign activities; however, on Election 

Day, they rarely show up. Critics were proven wrong once again in 2008. When it came 

time to cast their vote, 52 percent of registered 18- to 24-year-olds voted in the 2008 

presidential election (Center for Information & Research on Civic Learning & 

Engagement 2008).  

 Research is still ongoing as to why the youth came out and voted in such higher 

numbers for the 2004 and 2008 national elections, but many researchers are crediting it to 

the campaigns’ use of new media. Young adults are the highest users of new media 

(Mediappro 2006), and are much more susceptible to the information they receive from 

these sources (Mediappro 2006). In future elections, it will be interesting to see whether 

tactics used during the 2004 and 2008 federal elections will work again on the 18- to 24-

year-old voting demographic.  
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Research Questions 

 

Based on the review of the literature, the following research questions are offered 

to determine the effectiveness of political advertisements, attachment of 18- to 24-year-

olds to the current political platforms of the two major political parties, and the likelihood 

of 18- to 24-year-olds voting for a candidate not associated with their ideology.    

 

RQ1: Do political advertisements reduce a potential voter’s levels of uncertainty about a 

candidate? 

RQ2: Are young voters willing to cross party lines to vote for a candidate they have more 

in common with than the one supported by their party in an election?  

RQ3: Does a candidate who exercises high levels of disclosure reduce uncertainty in 18- 

to 24-year-olds? 

RQ4A: Do young voters know a great deal about the politicians who represent them in 

the United States House and Senate?  

RQ4B: Do young voters have a connection to the politicians who represent them in the 

United States House and Senate?  

RQ5: Are the current platforms of the two major political parties important to young 

voters? 

RQ6: Are candidates who utilize the phases of uncertainty reduction more likely to make 

18- to 24-year-olds interested in voting for them? 
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Methodology 

 

The purpose of this study was to test whether the uncertainty reduction theory could 

be applied to the political campaigning process. The study also set out to address the 

effectiveness of political advertisements, attachment of 18- to 24-year-olds to the current 

political platforms of the two major political parties, and the likelihood of 18- to 24-year-

olds voting for a candidate not associated with their ideology.    

Prior to survey distribution, all elements of the study were reviewed by the 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) to assure that respondents would not suffer any ill 

effects for participating in the study. Upon review, the IRB approved the study and the 

researcher moved forward with the distribution of the survey.   

For this study, 246 group-administered surveys were distributed to 18- to 24-year-

olds at a public university located in the Midwest over the course of two weeks in March 

2009. All but one of the surveys were used to calculate the results. One of the participants 

was not eligible to vote in the United States, so those responses were considered 

inapplicable to the study. The final number of surveys collected was 245.   

A convenience sample of 18- to 24-year-olds was chosen for this study because the 

research was conducted at a public university in the Midwest, the age demographic of the 

study fit the university population, and the majority of uncertainty reduction research has 

been done on college-aged students. A convenience sample means that a researcher 

selects participants because they are readily available (Seitel 2001). A group-

administered survey was chosen because it offers the researcher the most control over the 

gathering of the data.  This methodology usually takes longer than other survey methods, 

but garners more completed surveys than any other survey method (Stacks 2002).  
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To select participants, the researcher sent e-mails to professors of classes residing in 

departments from the entire university. All of the professors who agreed to have their 

classes participate in the study were visited within a week of their agreement to 

participate. This process was repeated until a sufficient number of surveys were collected.  

Prior to administration, the primary researcher read a statement to all potential 

participants. The statement included the reason for the survey the importance of their 

participation, and the promise to keep all information collected confidential and all 

identities anonymous. The participants were informed that if they did not want to 

participate in the survey, they were free to make this choice without any consequences.  

The 32-question survey consisted of five sections that covered political 

advertisements, importance of political platform, connection to political candidates, 

getting to know the candidate, and demographic information. The “political 

advertisements” section included seven questions about the effectiveness of political 

advertisements and the amount of attention 18- to 24-year-olds pay to them. The 

“importance of political platform” section included four questions about whether the 

issues addressed in the current political platforms are of importance to young voters. The 

“connection to political candidates” section included nine questions about how strongly 

the respondent feels connected to different political candidates and whether he or she 

would vote for a candidate of a different political ideology if issues of importance to the 

respondent were addressed. The “getting to know the candidate” section included seven 

questions seeking to determine if the tenets of the uncertainty reduction theory could be 

applied to the political campaign process. In the “demographic information” section, 

background questions regarding gender, age, political affiliation, and voting habits were 
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asked.  

The demographic information questions were placed at the end of the survey because 

it has been shown that this technique allows for more accurate responses. “Demographic 

data, personal questions, and other sensitive items should be placed at the end of the 

questionnaire to allow the interviewer to establish a rapport with each respondent or, for 

self-administered questionnaires, to relieve suspicions.” (Wimmer and Dominick 2006, 

191-192) 

A seven point Likert-type scale was utilized for this study (1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 

= Strongly Agree). It was used to measure the participant's level of affiliation with a 

political ideology, as well as the individual's changing attitudes toward the current 

political platform in an effort to see the respondents’ likelihood of changing their beliefs. 

A survey was chosen to look at this phenomenon because “in general, a survey is a 

method of gathering relatively in-depth information about respondents' attitudes and 

beliefs…they allow the researcher to probe in a controlled and prescribed way why 

respondents feel as they do,” (Stacks 2002, 175).   

According to Stacks (2002) and Seitel (2001), a sample size of 245 respondents 

allows the researcher to generalize to a population within a 93 percent degree of 

certainty.  

This study was expected to show that 18- to 24-year-olds hold strong beliefs on the 

subject matter addressed in the survey and that they more than likely feel disenfranchised 

by the current political system. The variables of gender, age, political affiliation, state of 

residence, and whether they voted in the 2008 election were analyzed to determine their 

effect on political campaigns. 
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Once all the data was collected, it was entered into SPSS 16.0 for Windows. 

Frequencies were used to analyze the research questions and cross tabulations were 

utilized to with a chi-square statistic to show significance between the study's variables.   
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Results 

 

 Nine research questions were posed in this study and sufficient data was collected 

to address each question. Therefore, all of the research questions will be addressed in the 

order they were posed.  

 A total of 245 surveys were administered and collected from 18- to 24-year-olds 

at a public university located in the Midwest over the course of several weeks. One 

hundred and twenty-five (51.4%) of the surveys were completed by females and 118 

(48.6%) of the surveys were completed by males. The age distribution of the participants 

surveyed primarily fell between the ages of 19-21 (69.4%); however, all ages within the 

18- to 24-year-old demographic were sufficiently represented. The respondents indicated 

that 95 (38.8%) of them were Democrats, 39 (15.9%) were Independents, 65 (26.5%) 

were Republicans, and the remaining 31 (12.7%) were either a member of a different 

political party or not affiliated with any political party. Lastly, 177 (73.1%) of the 

respondents indicated that they voted in the 2008 presidential election.  

 In order to answer the research questions, simple frequencies were used.  

 

RQ1: Do political advertisements reduce a potential voter’s levels of uncertainty about a 

candidate? 

 

 The analysis revealed that the majority of 18- to 24-year-olds (62.4%) answered 

that political advertisements do not provide them with enough information to decide 

which candidate is the correct choice for their vote (Table 5.1). Only 59 (18.4%) of the 

respondents felt they were receiving adequate enough information from candidates to 
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make a decision on whom to vote for in the election. The remaining 47 (19.2%) were 

neutral on the topic.  

 

Table 5.1. Political advertisements provide me with adequate information to decide 

whether I should vote for the advertised candidate.  

 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

1 42 17.1 17.1 17.1 

2 71 29.0 29.0 46.1 

3 40 16.3 16.3 62.4 

4 47 19.2 19.2 81.6 

5 31 12.7 12.7 94.3 

6 12 4.9 4.9 99.2 

7 2 .8 .8 100.0 

Total 245 100.0 100.0  

 

 Besides failing to provide young voters with enough information to make a choice 

on Election Day, political ads are also failing to address issues of importance to this 

group of voters. One hundred and sixty-five (67.3%) of the respondents wished that 

political advertisements addressed different issues than they currently do, so they could 

make a better assessment in choosing a candidate to support (Table 5.2). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



32 
 

Table 5.2. I wish political advertisements addressed different issues from what they 

currently do. 

 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

1 2 .8 .8 .8 

2 3 1.2 1.2 2.0 

3 6 2.4 2.4 4.5 

4 69 28.2 28.2 32.7 

5 73 29.8 29.8 62.4 

6 79 32.2 32.2 94.7 

7 13 5.3 5.3 100.0 

Total 245 100.0 100.0  

 

 It was also found that many of the advertisements used to attract 18- to 24-year-

olds to vote are not effective at getting their attention. Both radio and newspaper 

advertisements were found to be largely ignored by 18- to 24-year-old voters. The 

majority of young voters surveyed (139, or 56.7%) stated that they do not pay attention to 

newspaper advertisements, with another 47 (19.2%) being neutral on the topic. Radio 

advertisements yielded similar results, with 117 (47.8%) of respondents saying that they 

do not pay attention to them and another 59 (24.1%) of respondents being neutral on the 

question.  

 The only medium in which political advertisements seem to garner attention from 

young people is television. Participants reported that 129 (52.7%) of 18- to 24-year-olds 

pay attention to political advertisements when they appear on television. Only 65 (26.5%) 

of respondents answered that they did not pay attention to televised political 

advertisements (Table 5.3).  
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Table 5.3. I pay attention to a political advertisements when they appear on 

television. 

 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

1 12 4.9 4.9 4.9 

2 25 10.2 10.2 15.1 

3 28 11.4 11.4 26.5 

4 51 20.8 20.8 47.3 

5 68 27.8 27.8 75.1 

6 57 23.3 23.3 98.4 

7 4 1.6 1.6 100.0 

Total 245 100.0 100.0  

 

RQ2: Are young voters willing to cross party lines to vote for a candidate they have more 

in common with than the one supported by their party in an election?  

 

 One of the popular buzzwords used in recent elections is that of swing voters, 

voters who are willing to switch from one party to another based on the issues being 

addressed by the specific candidates. Some scholars have labeled young voters as a group 

that fits this definition depending on the candidates. Based on this reasoning, the 

researcher asked if a young voter would be willing to vote for a candidate from another 

political party if he or she addressed issues that were specifically pertinent to the voter.  

 The data from RQ2 bolstered the assertions made by some scholars that 18- to 24-

year-olds are potential swing voters. One hundred and ninety-five (79.6%) respondents 

agreed that they would be willing to put aside their preconceived political ideologies to 

vote for a candidate of a different political party if the right issues were addressed. Of the 

respondents that agreed, 58 (23.7%) somewhat agreed, 96 (39.2%) agreed, and 41 

(16.7%) strongly agreed. This result shows that this is not an opinion that is held by some 
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and not others, but is held by the vast majority of the 18- to 24-year-old demographic 

(Table 5.4).   

 

Table 5.4. I would decide to vote for a politician that is not aligned to my political 

party if he or she would address issues that were specifically relevant to my life.  

 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

1 2 .8 .8 .8 

2 5 2.0 2.0 2.9 

3 8 3.3 3.3 6.1 

4 34 13.9 13.9 20.1 

5 58 23.7 23.8 43.9 

6 96 39.2 39.3 83.2 

7 41 16.7 16.8 100.0 

Total 244 99.6 100.0  

Missing 1 .4   

Total 245 100.0   

 

RQ3: Does a candidate who exercises high levels of disclosure reduce uncertainty in 18- 

to 24-year-olds? 

 

This study found that candidates who disclose high amounts of information to 

voters during the campaign are judged to be more trustworthy than their counterparts who 

disclose less information to voters. The majority of respondents, 155 (63.8%) agreed that 

the more information that a candidate provides them while running for elected office, the 

more trustworthy they appear. Only 30 (12.3%) respondents disagreed with this premise, 

with 58 (23.7%) being neutral (Table 5.5).  
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Table 5.5. I find candidates who disclose high amounts of information at the onset of 

campaigning to be more trustworthy. 

 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

1 4 1.6 1.6 1.6 

2 15 6.1 6.2 7.8 

3 11 4.5 4.5 12.3 

4 58 23.7 23.9 36.2 

5 78 31.8 32.1 68.3 

6 66 26.9 27.2 95.5 

7 11 4.5 4.5 100.0 

Total 243 99.2 100.0  

Missing 2 .8   

Total 245 100.0   

 

 Along with general disclosure throughout the campaign, sufficient background 

information about candidates is also important to young voters. The more background 

information the candidate provides following the announcement to run for elected office, 

the more likely the young voter will consider voting for them on election day. One 

hundred and sixty-five (67.3%) of the respondents agreed that the more background 

information they have, the better. It provides voters with a foundation of information that 

can be used in comparison with other candidates. Often, the candidate sharing the most 

information about his or her past is considered to be the best option for elected office 

(Table 5.6).  
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Table 5.6. The more background information the candidate provides me when I first 

learn they are running, the more likely I am to consider voting for them.  

 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

1 2 .8 .8 .8 

2 10 4.1 4.1 4.9 

3 17 6.9 7.0 11.9 

4 49 20.0 20.2 32.1 

5 83 33.9 34.2 66.3 

6 65 26.5 26.7 93.0 

7 17 6.9 7.0 100.0 

Total 243 99.2 100.0  

Missing 2 .8   

Total 245 100.0   

 

RQ4A: Do young voters know a great deal about to the politicians who represent them in 

the United States House and Senate?  

 

 The results to RQ4A were straightforward for both members of the United States 

House of Representatives and the Senate. Pundits claim that young voters are not 

interested in politics or the people who represent their interests in Washington D.C.  In 

the case of this study, that seems to be true.   

 Young voters seem to know very little about their Congressmen. One hundred 

forty-four respondents (59%) disagreed that they know a great deal about their United 

States representative. Respondents fared only a little better when it came to their 

representatives in the Senate (Table 5.7). One hundred and forty-three respondents 

(58.6%) also did not know a great deal about the individuals who represent them in the 

Senate. These results may be a little inflated, due to the recent large turnover of House 
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and Senate members as a result of the Republican Party’s losses in the 2006 and 2008 

elections. This will be further addressed in the discussion portion of the study (Table 5.8).  

 

Table 5.7. I know a great deal about the politician who represents me in the United 

States House.  

 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

1 35 14.3 14.3 14.3 

2 78 31.8 32.0 46.3 

3 31 12.7 12.7 59.0 

4 44 18.0 18.0 77.0 

5 33 13.5 13.5 90.6 

6 17 6.9 7.0 97.5 

7 6 2.4 2.5 100.0 

Total 244 99.6 100.0  

Missing 1 .4   

Total 245 100.0   

 

Table 5.8. I know a great deal about the politicians who represent me in the United 

States Senate.  

 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

1 32 13.1 13.1 13.1 

2 79 32.2 32.4 45.5 

3 32 13.1 13.1 58.6 

4 48 19.6 19.7 78.3 

5 32 13.1 13.1 91.4 

6 14 5.7 5.7 97.1 

7 7 2.9 2.9 100.0 

Total 244 99.6 100.0  

Missing 1 .4   

Total 245 100.0   
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RQ4B: Do young voters have a connection to the politicians who represent them in the 

United States House and Senate?  

 

 The findings related to RQ4B are parallel to the findings of RQ4A. It seems that 

not only do young voters not know much about their representatives in Washington D.C., 

but they also do not feel a substantial connection between themselves and their 

representatives. Respondents were asked if they had a connection with their 

representatives in the United States House and Senate; they overwhelmingly disagreed.  

 Of the 245 young voters surveyed, 149 (60.8%) of them disagreed that they had a 

connection with the person who represented them in the House, with 57 (23.3%) being 

neutral on the topic (Table 5.9). Similarly, 134 (54.9%) respondents disagreed that they 

had a connection with the persons representing them in the Senate, with 55 (22.4%) being 

neutral on the topic (Table 5.10).  

 

Table 5.9. I have a connection with the politician who represents my district in the 

United States House of Representatives. 

 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

1 41 16.7 16.7 14.8 

2 86 35.1 35.1 42.6 

3 22 9.0 9.0 54.9 

4 57 23.3 23.3 77.5 

5 17 6.9 6.9 94.7 

6 14 5.7 5.7 99.2 

7 8 3.3 3.3 100.0 

Total 245 100.0 100.0  
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Table 5.10. I have a connection with the politicians who represent me in the United 

States Senate.   

 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

1 36 14.7 14.8 14.8 

2 68 27.8 27.9 42.6 

3 30 12.2 12.3 54.9 

4 55 22.4 22.5 77.5 

5 42 17.1 17.2 94.7 

6 11 4.5 4.5 99.2 

7 2 .8 .8 100.0 

Total 245 100.0 100.0  

 

RQ5: Are the current platforms of the two major political parties important to young 

voters? 

 

 The questions presented to respondents and the data collected related to RQ5 were 

inconclusive to definitively answer the question. The first three questions were related to 

the issues of abortion, the death penalty, and illegal immigration. These issues were 

chosen because they are polarizing issues that easily differentiate the two political parties. 

The majority of respondents (143, or 58.4%) disagreed that abortion was the most 

important issue to them (Table 5.11). Regarding the death penalty, the majority of 

respondents (158, or 64.5%) also disagreed that it was the most important issue to them 

(Table 5.12). A similar response was given for the illegal immigration question. One 

hundred and forty-one (46.5%) respondents disagreed that this was the most important 

issue to them, with 50 (20.4%) being neutral on the matter (Table 5.13).  
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Table 5.11. Abortion is the most important political issue to me.  

 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

1 38 15.5 15.5 15.5 

2 71 29.0 29.0 44.5 

3 34 13.9 13.9 58.4 

4 31 12.7 12.7 71.0 

5 52 21.2 21.2 92.2 

6 12 4.9 4.9 97.1 

7 7 2.9 2.9 100.0 

Total 245 100.0 100.0  

 

 

Table 5.12. The death penalty is the most important political issue to me. 

 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

1 33 13.5 13.5 13.5 

2 84 34.3 34.3 47.8 

3 41 16.7 16.7 64.5 

4 36 14.7 14.7 79.2 

5 36 14.7 14.7 93.9 

6 12 4.9 4.9 98.8 

7 3 1.2 1.2 100.0 

Total 245 100.0 100.0  

 

 

Table 5.13. Illegal immigration is the most important political issue to me. 

 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

1 26 10.6 10.6 10.6 

2 51 20.8 20.8 31.4 

3 37 15.1 15.1 46.5 

4 50 20.4 20.4 66.9 

5 59 24.1 24.1 91.0 

6 18 7.3 7.3 98.4 

7 4 1.6 1.6 100.0 

Total 245 100.0 100.0  
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These findings would make it appear that the platforms of the two major political 

parties were not of importance to younger voters, but when asked whether current issues 

addressed by the major political parties were in line with issues that are important to them 

the results varied significantly. Thirteen (5.3%) strongly disagreed that the issues 

addressed by the two parties were important to them, 20 (8.2%) disagreed, 26 (10.6%) 

somewhat disagreed, 68 (27.8%) were neutral, 79 (32.2%) somewhat agreed, 36 (14.7%) 

agreed, and 3 (1.2%) strongly agreed (Table 5.14).  

 

Table 5.14. The current issues addressed by the major political parties are in line 

with the issues that are most important to me.  

 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

1 13 5.3 5.3 5.3 

2 20 8.2 8.2 13.5 

3 26 10.6 10.6 24.1 

4 68 27.8 27.8 51.8 

5 79 32.2 32.2 84.1 

6 36 14.7 14.7 98.8 

7 3 1.2 1.2 100.0 

Total 245 100.0 100.0  

 

The combination of these two different lines of questioning makes it difficult to 

assert one way or the other whether the platforms of the two political parties were in line 

with the attitudes, beliefs, and values of young voters. Another more lengthy survey 

would need to be conducted to decipher how in line the groups are with one another.  
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RQ6: Are candidates who utilize the phases of uncertainty reduction more likely to make 

18- to 24-year-olds interested in voting for them? 

 

Uncertainty reduction is broken down into three stages: the entry, personal, and 

exit stages. The survey addressed this by asking a different question for each specific 

stage of uncertainty reduction. All of the questions found that the uncertainty reduction 

theory could be applied to the political campaigning process.  

During the entry phase, individuals seek out as much information as possible 

about their fellow communicator to find commonalities. In the case of political 

campaigning, this is manifested when a candidate first announces they are running for 

elected office. It is at this point that the potential voter wants to know as much 

information about the candidate as possible. The survey found this to be true for young 

people as well. One hundred and fifty-four (62.8%) respondents agreed that as soon as a 

candidate announces their intention to run for office, they want to know as much about 

the candidate's past as possible. This satisfies the application of the entry stage of the 

uncertainty reduction theory to the political campaign process (Table 5.15). 
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Table 5.15. When I first find out a candidate is running for office, I want to know as 

much about their background as possible. 

 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

1 0 0 0 0 

2 23 9.4 9.5 9.5 

3 25 10.2 10.3 19.8 

4 41 16.7 16.9 36.6 

5 74 30.2 30.5 67.1 

6 62 25.3 25.5 92.6 

7 18 7.3 7.4 100.0 

Total 243 99.2 100.0  

Missing 2 .8   

Total 245 100.0   

 

Following the entry phase is the personal phase, where the two communicators 

look into the values and beliefs of one another. In the case of political campaigning, this 

is accomplished when the candidates explain their stance on various issues. The potential 

voter will then determine if this stance is compatible with his or her own view of the 

issue. If the two are in agreement on the majority of issues, then the voter will usually 

decide to vote for that candidate. When asked if voters wanted issue information 

following background information about a candidate, 201 (82.1%) respondents were in 

agreement. To bolster these findings, respondents were also asked if they would be more 

likely to vote for a candidate who has similar values, beliefs, and attitudes as theirs. In a 

similar fashion to the previous question, 220 young voters (89.7%) overwhelmingly 

agreed with this statement. The combination of these two results shows that the personal 

stage of the uncertainty reduction theory applies to the campaigning process (Table 5.16).  
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Table 5.16. After I have sufficient background information, I want to learn more 

about the candidate's stance on specific issues. 

 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

1 2 .8 .8 .8 

2 2 .8 .8 1.7 

3 6 2.4 2.5 4.1 

4 31 12.7 12.8 16.9 

5 48 19.6 19.8 36.8 

6 120 49.0 49.6 86.4 

7 33 13.5 13.6 100.0 

Total 242 98.8 100.0  

Missing 3 1.2   

Total 245 100.0   

 

In the final stage of the uncertainty reduction theory, the exit phase, the two 

communicators decide whether they want to cultivate a future relationship based on their 

interactions and the information gathered thus far. In the campaigning process, this is 

when the voter looks at the information they have about a candidate and decides whether 

to support their bid for elected office. Young voters were asked whether they would vote 

for a candidate if they shared enough commonalities and had been provided with 

sufficient information. The results showed that 185 respondents (73.3%) agreed that, with 

enough commonalities present, they would vote for the candidate. This finding suggests 

that the third and final stage of the uncertainty reduction theory applies to political 

campaigning (Table 5.17).  
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Table 5.17. When I have experienced ample information on about a candidate, I will 

vote for them if we share enough commonalities so that I can relate to them.  

 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

1 3 1.2 1.2 1.2 

2 3 1.2 1.2 2.5 

3 7 2.9 2.9 5.3 

4 43 17.6 17.7 23.0 

5 64 26.1 26.3 49.4 

6 94 38.4 38.7 88.1 

7 29 11.8 11.9 100.0 

Total 243 99.2 100.0  

Missing 2 .8   

Total 245 100.0   
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Discussion 

A number of conclusions were drawn from this study, which applied the 

uncertainty reduction theory to the political campaign process. It is often problematic 

when researchers take an interpersonal communication theory and attempt to extrapolate 

it to a larger area of communication, such as group or mass communication. In the case of 

applying the uncertainty reduction theory to mass communication, the researcher was 

unsure at the onset of this study whether the theory could effectively be applied to 

another area of communication. However, after the data was collected and analyzed, the 

results were overwhelmingly supportive of the uncertainty reduction theory being 

effectively applied to the political campaigning process.  

It makes sense that the uncertainty reduction theory could be applied in this way. 

Communication research has shown again and again that interpersonal communication is 

one of the easiest ways to build rapport with another individual. When candidates stop 

hiding behind their handlers and image consultants, people see who they really are and 

find it easier to trust them. Even more importantly, the media feels more confident that 

the politician is being forthcoming and truthful with them. 

A great example of this phenomenon is when Sen. John McCain ran for president 

in 2000 and 2008. His campaigns were drastically different each time. During his 2000 

campaign, McCain would answer media inquiries well past midnight until all reporters 

were satisfied. This strategy helped him gain a great deal of rapport with the media, 

which then transferred over to the voting public. Both the media and the voting public 

loved that he was so open with them, which translated into him being revered in 
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contemporary American politics, even though he lost to George W. Bush early in the 

primary process.  

When it came time to pick the Republican nominee for president in 2008, many 

believed John McCain would run a campaign similar to the one he ran in 2000, but this 

was not the case. Early on, McCain did run a similar campaign, which more than likely 

aided him in receiving the Republican Party's nomination. But as soon as he received the 

nomination, he started to act like every other politician running for elected office. He was 

handled by a drove of communication and campaign staffers to a point where he appeared 

much different than from what his legacy represented. In the end, he was defeated based 

on an unwillingness to reach out to the voting public and media. If he had picked up 

where he left off eight years ago, he might have become the next president of the United 

States.  

 Barack Obama's campaign, on the other hand, understood what needed to be 

done to win an election and many of their tactics were interpersonal in nature. The 

campaign used Twitter, text messaging, blogs, YouTube, and a plethora of other tactics to 

gain support for the campaign. His campaign reached out to both voters and the media; 

by doing so, he reduced their level of uncertainty about his background, the issues he 

supported, and his plans for the future. This study shows that candidates need to operate 

in this manner if they want to entice voters to support them. This study also shows that 

young voters are willing to cross party lines to support a candidate not of their political 

party if the candidate stands for issues of importance to them. One could assert that this is 

exactly what happened when young people came out in droves to support Obama in the 
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2008 election. The youth voter aided Obama in toppling Republican strongholds in places 

such as Indiana, North Carolina, and Virginia.  

One does not need to look at the recent presidential election to see the results of 

this study applied to their own life. People can look at their own representatives in the 

U.S. House or Senate. This study showed that young voters do not have a connection 

with the individuals who represent them in Washington, D.C. To compound this issue, 

they also do not know much about their representatives either. The implications of this 

are startling. People ages 18 to 24 make up nearly a fifth of the voting population in the 

U.S. If they do not take ownership in their representatives, how will their issues be 

addressed on the floor of the House or Senate? For politicians to take up a cause, there 

has to be some force behind it. Their constituency elects them to represent their interests 

at a national level, so if they want to get re-elected they need to show progress on issues 

of importance.  

The reason that the voting demographic of 65 years and older gets issues such as 

Medicare, Medicaid, and Social Security reform addressed so quickly is because many of 

them vote in elections. They are also vehement about contacting representatives who are 

not prompt about addressing issues of importance to them. Young voters could get the 

same type of treatment from their representatives if they banded together on issues and 

voted in elections. If young people remain as electoral outliers, their issues will not be in 

the forefront unless another influential voting bloc takes them up.   

The study also looked at the effectiveness of political advertisements on young 

voters. The results were predictable in many ways. They showed that traditional media 

advertisements were not effective and that they provide insufficient information to 18- to 
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24-year-olds. The only bright spot for traditional media advertisements was in the realm 

of television. The reasoning for this is that young people still spend on average 3.5 hours 

per day watching television, even though the Internet is taking up an increasing portion of 

their time (Americans 2009). For the most part, newspapers and radio advertisements 

should not be utilized as campaign tactics for young voters since they are ineffective and 

a waste of resources.  

Participants in this study gave answers that reflect the fact that more and more of 

their time is spent with new media. Traditional media, such as radio and newspapers, 

occupy very little of their time. This study suggests that candidates need to employ a new 

media approach to reach young voters if they want to utilize this demographic in their 

campaigns. The results of this study indicate that if candidates keep relying on the 

campaign techniques from the past several decades, the turnout among young voters will 

keep decreasing to a point that may effectively make the youth vote inconsequential.   

This study did not specifically address advertisements in new media, such as 

Twitter, blogs, and smart phones, but it did demonstrate that, with the exception of 

television, traditional media advertising in political campaigns is a bad idea. One could 

derive from this finding that the study did inadvertently address new media. Case in 

point: If traditional media does not get the attention of young voters, then their attention 

is focused on something else. It is the researcher’s contention that young people today are 

focused on new media.  

All in all, candidates and their public relations machines need to keep advertising 

on television in order to reach young people, but they may want to consider advertising 

more heavily on programs watched by the 18- to 24-year-old demographic. Cable 
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televisions is a good strategy to segment young voters from other television viewers; 

MTV, VH1, and Comedy Central are just three examples of networks with a viewership 

of primarily 18- to 24-year-olds. There are other benefits political parties can derive from 

advertising on these types of stations. A substantial portion of this viewership will soon 

be reaching the voting age. The parties could run advertisements that capture their 

support even before they can vote. This will make their appeal for their support when 

they are eligible to vote much easier. Political parties also need to craft messages that are 

appropriate for these voters.  

Eighteen to 24-year-olds feel disenfranchised by politicians. This study did not 

explicitly cover this area, but one can read between the results. If politicians are not 

addressing issues of importance to young voters in their ads and the platforms of the two 

major political parties are not important to young people, then this group of voters may 

feel that politicians are not representing them.   

 All of the social issues addressed in the survey were major tenets of the two 

political parties’ platforms. They should have polarized the respondents, making them 

claim that the issue was important to them, but this did not occur. It did not matter if the 

issue was abortion or illegal immigration because young people who are Democrats, 

Republicans, Independents, and members of other political parties did not hold these 

issues to be of upmost importance. This data explains why young people do not vote in 

elections. It is not because they are apathetic; it is because politicians are not addressing 

issues that affect them on a daily basis. Older voters who own a house, have a full-time 

job, and pay taxes buy into the political process because the issues addressed by 
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politicians will have an effect on the amount of money they gross in their paycheck, 

where they can dump their garbage, and how close to a school a sex offender can live. 

 Politicians and their political parties should spend a significant amount of time 

and money studying what young voters want from their representatives.  It is only 

through research that candidates can effectively appeal to young voters and hope to get a 

response. Any politician can say they want to increase federal aid to college students but 

that has been done before, so it appears they need to take it a step further and appeal to 

areas of further importance. Without researching young people, politicians can expect to 

lose the support of an entire voting demographic in their bid for elected office.  

 This study found that politicians can easily garner support from voters by 

choosing the uncertainty reduction theory over past methods of voter appeals. The three-

step method the study lays out is as follows: provide a lot of background information, 

share issue stances and ideas for the future, and foster a relationship with the voters 

following the election. These steps will now be addressed individually in detail. 

 Once politicians know what 18- to 24-year-old voters want, they should not 

immediately offer everything to them. It has to be a process. The study shows that the 

uncertainty reduction theory can be applied to the political campaign process and to mass 

communication, so politicians need to utilize this process when it comes to disseminating 

information to young voters. They need to lay the groundwork with young voters to 

garner their support. Once a candidate decides they are going to run for office and that 

they wish to have the 18- to 24-year-old voting demographic as a major part of their 

ascension into office, they need to give these voters the information they want in the time 

frame they prefer.  
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 Candidates need to be upfront with this voting demographic. Young people are 

already skeptical of politicians, so if they see skeletons intermittently coming out of a 

politician’s closet, they will probably not vote for the politician. Candidates need to 

provide an information “download” to young voters when they decide to run for office. 

After their announcement, they need to give voters as much background information as 

possible, much like the entry phase of the uncertainty reduction theory. This information 

should cover where they come from, what they have done, and who they really are. It 

should be packaged in a way that is appealing to voters and in a way they can understand. 

A candidate running for president from California will mean very little to a 22-year-old in 

Maine, so the candidate needs to give them reasons to care. By hearing about a 

candidate’s upbringing, the young voter, who is just coming of age, can find ways to 

relate. Even if they are from different geographic areas and socioeconomic levels, 

growing up in America has many commonalities.  

 Following this background information, the candidate needs to share with 18- to 

24-year-olds the issues he or she support and his or her plans for the future. This is 

similar to the personal phase of the uncertainty reduction theory. It is only after sifting 

through the candidate's values, beliefs, and attitudes that the young voter can truly know 

if the two have enough in common to support the candidate. The only way a voter can 

peer into the candidate's belief system is by examining the issues supported by the 

candidate.   

 The final, and probably most important, step in the process is making plans for the 

future, also known as the exit phase. All candidates ask for support, but that is where 

their "relationship" with voters often ends. To truly utilize the uncertainty reduction 
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theory, the candidate needs to keep the relationship going. Obama did a great job during 

the 2008 election of building a strong relationship with his supporters, especially those in 

the 18- to 24-year-old voting bloc. Since the election, however, he has not utilized them 

for any of his initiatives. He could have used them to write their member of the House or 

the Senate, urging them to support different White House-backed legislation. This type of 

grassroots campaign should be able to help pass any piece of legislation favored by 

Obama because there is one tenet of the American electoral system that holds true time 

and time again: Politicians want to get re-elected. So, if constituencies contact their 

politician enough, the politician will support the measure or likely have to find a new job.  

 At this phase of the politician/voter relationship, the politician needs to show 

appreciation to their supporters. Time and time again, newly elected politicians will thank 

their supporters in an acceptance speech, but that is where it ends. The politician's 

gratitude should be reiterated for several months after the election and well into the time 

when he or she takes office. After sufficient gratitude is expressed over several months, 

the politician needs to invoke a "we" mentality in all things because the politician is no 

longer one person; he or she is now a representative for all the members of their 

constituency.  In public speeches, television interviews, and remarks on the floor of the 

House or Senate, a politician should invoke as many personal pronouns as possible (we, 

us, ours, you). This will build further rapport with their constituency and hinder any 

feelings of disenfranchisement after the electoral process is finished, thus making the 

next election cycle easier to win. 

 The concept of the franking privilege, or sending messages to constituents from 

an elected representative at the government’s expense, has been characterized very 
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negatively over the later part of the twentieth century. But if representatives utilize this 

technique in new ways, they could gain uncharacteristically high levels of constituency 

support from younger voters. Using new media to reach supporters will aid the 

representative in building a relationship with their younger constituency, as well as save 

money by eliminating the need for postage.  

 The reason the tenets of the uncertainty reduction theory were applicable to the 

political campaigning process is because people, especially young adults, are not going to 

accept something right away. A politician has to earn the voter's trust if the politician 

wants to get the individual’s vote; the results of this study verify that concept. It may 

seem trite to put it this simply, but it is true. Candidates have been running for elected 

office in the United States for more than 230 years and people still have the same 

complaints about politicians now as they did back in the 1700s.   

Taking it even further, the use of a "we" mentality will attract more supporters to 

the politician. If a candidate’s constituency has positive feelings toward him or her, and 

in effect acts as a spokesperson for the politician, then the voters who are on the fence 

about the politician will end up lending their support. The reasoning for this is because of 

a concept in public relations known as the "me too revolution," which states that the best 

advocates for causes are not celebrities, billionaires, or world leaders; rather, they are the 

friends, neighbors, and co-workers that the average person interacts with on a daily basis. 

So, if a member of the politician's constituency who is on the fence hears people talking 

positively about the politician, there is a good possibility that, over time, that constituent 

will turn into a supporter as well. Politics, much like almost every other realm of the 

human experience, is all about building relationships.  
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 One result from the study that is vexing to the researcher is related to the last 

question in the survey. The question reads, "Did you vote in the last presidential 

election?" This appeared to be one of the easiest questions to answer on the survey, but 

when results were tabulated the researcher found that of the 245 participants in the study, 

176 (72%) of them surprisingly claimed to have voted. Two possible scenarios can 

explain this result. The first scenario is that the majority of the participants voted, making 

the sample and thus the results weighted toward individuals who voted in the election. 

But since only 47 percent of the demographic voted in the election, it would seem this 

solution is not very likely. The second possibility revolves around the social acceptability 

bias. The social acceptability bias explains that people do not report things that may 

reflect poorly on them in the eyes of others. This occurs on a regular basis when surveys 

ask people to self-report on an abortion procedure. In the end, the numbers from actual 

clinics performing the procedures is much higher than the self-reporting surveys because 

of the stigma associated with getting an abortion. It is the researcher's contention that a 

similar bias is held with voting. People are told all their life that they should vote because 

it is their civic duty, yet on Election Day many people do not. The next day the nonvoters 

will claim they voted because they feel they will be judged negatively if they say they did 

not.  

 This study opens the door for further research on both the political science and 

public relations fronts. The primary area for further research on the political science front 

pertains to those issues of greatest concern to 18- to 24-year-old voters. It is the 

researcher's suggestion that exploratory research should be done to find out what issues 

political parties should address to gain the attention and support of young voters. This 
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study only addressed some of the mainstream issues of the two major political parties, 

and it found that none of these were of deep importance to the respondents.  

 Within the field of public relations, research needs to be done on what types of 

media, as well as what types of strategic messages, need to be utilized to get the attention 

of young voters. This study found that advertising on the radio and in newspapers is a 

poor investment for candidates, but with the recent advent of different types of social 

media, there are now more media choices than ever before. Public relations researchers 

need to look into whether sites such as Facebook, Myspace, Flickr, and Twitter have a 

major effect on how young voters make decisions about candidates.  
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