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RESEARCH REPORT

Recently in these pages I discussed the impact of income 
inequality on civic participation in the New York Metro 
area in 2008. It was clear from my statistical findings that 

those in households with incomes of less than $30,000 a year were 
considerably less likely to be civically engaged than those in 
households with more, and that this was a nationwide problem. But 
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discusses politics might speak to an interest in politics. It also 
speaks to the requisite knowledge level for the development of 
social capital that Putnam talks about. Discussing politics would 
certainly constitute what we might term a low level of civic 
engagement. Therefore, more active participation would require 
more than frequent discussions of politics. More active forms of 
participation would include visiting public officials, belonging to 
a school group, being active in religious organizations, and being 
involved in civic organizations. In this paper, I actually use 
different measures of civic engagement because I wanted a 
consistent set of variables running through the three survey years. 

Robert Putnam has suggested that involvement in associations 
(“associative life”) is the means by which society develops social 
capital, and that it is critical to a vibrant democracy. Visiting 
political officials and participating in different types of 
organizations can then serve as a proxy for interest in political 
affairs that extends beyond nominal voting. Therefore, to the 
extent that voting represents passive participation, visiting a public 
official then becomes a proxy for political activism, albeit what we 
might term mid-level participation. Participation in school groups 
and civic and religious organizations, then, would appear to speak 
to a level of voluntary civic engagement in communal affairs that 
also extends beyond nominal voting activity. Alexis de Tocqueville 
considered involvement in communal affairs to be the defining 
characteristic of American democracy. Many students of social 
capital maintain that participation in communal organizations 
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32h o u s e h o l d  g r o u p  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  t h e  N e w  Y o r k  m e t r o  a r e a  decreased by 18.9 percent in 2009, but increased by 8.1 percent in 2010. In both the U.S. and New York State participation among the high-income household group in a school group decreased by 5.2 percent and 4.4 percent respectively in 2009, but it increased by 11 percent and 2.2 percent respectively in 2010.    Participation in civic organizations declined among both low- and high-income household groups in the New York metro area. In 2008 participation among the low-income household group was actually higher than in the U.S. and New York State than in the New York metro area, by 45 percent and 8.8 percent respectively. The differences were even greater among those in the high-income household group. Participation in civic organizations among this group was 42.6 percent and 46.3 percent higher in the New York metro area than in the U.S. and New York State respectively. Still, among the low-income household group participation in civic organizations in the New York metro area decreased by 22.4 percent in 2009 and by another 30.4 percent in 2010. In both the U.S. and New York State participation among this group decreased by 32.4 percent and by 61.5 percent respectively in 2009. But in 2010 participation among this group increased by 80 percent and 149.1 percent in the U.S. and New York State, respectively. Among the high-income household group participation in civic organizations declined by 31 percent in the New York metro area in 2009 but increased by 101.9 percent in 2010. In the U.S. participation among the high-income household group increased by .3 percent, but it decreased by 25.9 percent in New York State in 2009. But in 2010 participation among this group decreased by .9 percent in the U.S. while increasing by 85.6 percent in New York State. On the issue of participation in a religious organization, participation among the low-income household group was 40 percent and 8.2 percent less in the New York metro area in 2008 than in the U.S and N e w  Y o r k  S t a t e  r e s p e c t i v e l y .  I n  t h e  N e w  Y o r k  m e t r o  a r e a  participation among the low-income household group decreased by 69.3 percent in 2009, but then increased by 454.8 percent in 2009.  Participation among this group decreased by 24.8 percent and 35.5 percent in the U.S. and New York State respectively in 2009, but then increased by 48.1 percent 48.2 percent the U.S. and New York State respectively in 2010. Among high-income households in the New York metro area, participation in a religious organization decreased by 32.9 percent in 2009, but rebounded by 13.7 percent in 2010. In both the U.S. and New York State, participation in a 
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religious organization among high-income households dropped by 
6.1 percent and 47.9 percent respectively in 2009, but rebounded by 
8.5 percent and 34.5 percent respectively in 2010.

Although there were some changes from one year to the next, with 
the most pronounced declines in participation among those in lower 
income households during the height of the recession in 2009, the 
remaining constant appears to be that those in lower income 

households are participating considerably less in communal affairs 
than those in higher-income households. These percentage 
differences between the lowest- and the highest-income households 
can be seen in Table 4.

The differences revealed there between the two extreme income 
groups are quite substantial. On daily discussions of politics, in 
2008 the differences between the two groups is considerably larger 

Table 4 
Percentage Differences Between Income Groups

Discuss Politics Visited  
Public  
Official

Participate 
in School 
Group

Participate 
in Civic 
Org.

Participate 
in Religious 

Org.      Daily              Once             Never

2008  

U. S. 

<$30,000/100,000+ +91.9 -4.9 -60.8 +174.4 +161.6 +185.6 +96.5

<$30,000/59,999 +85.8 +52.9 +14.4 + 63.2 + 87.2 +125.2 +85.9

NY.State

<$30,000/100,000+ +191.5 +29.7 -47.2 +249.0 +329.0 +108.8 +217.3

<$30,000/59,999 +86.2 +34.1 -22.4 +134.6 + 62.0 + 58.8 +104.5

NYC.Metro

<$30,000/100,000+ +305.9 +42.9 -38.2 +1566.7 +508.0 +180.7 +314.9

<$30,000/59,999 + 52.9 +42.9 -45.1 + 355.6 + 51.1 -39.8 +69.3

2009

U.S.

<$30,000/100,000+ +147.0 +32.0 -51.4 +276.4 +240.7 +324.0 +239.6 

<$30,000/59,999 +164.1 +163.3 +70.0 +267.9 +195.6 +281.3 +199.1

NY State

<$30,000/100,000+ 0 -8.9 -18.7 +602.3 +754.2 +301.8 +226.8

<$30,000/59,999 +87.5 +54.9 +55.3 +502.3 +327.1 +301.8 +402.8

NYC Metro

<$30,000/100,000+ 0 +40.1 -28.0 +791.7 +478.7 +149.6 +806.5

<$30,000/59,999 +100.7 +40.1 + 1.0 +694.4 +152.0 -50.4 +978.1

2010

U.S.

<$30,000/100,000+ +64.8 +7.5 -54.4 +136.7 +142.0 +133.3 +75.2

<$30,000/59,999 +59.1 +43.8 +4.2 +74.8 +65.2 +88.9 +67.

NY State

<$30,000/100,000+ +132.5 +33.5 -40.9 +173.2 +252.1 +199.3 +92.0

<$30,000/59,999 +57.6 +43.8 +2.7 +28.1 +58.0 +57.7 +67.5

NYC Metro

<$30,000/100,000+ +180.1 +137.8 -27.8 +276.2 +318.8 +624.1 +82.0

<$30,000/59,999 +40.3 +69.2 +5.3 +16.9 +50.0 +100.0 +64.0

in the New York metro area than in the U.S. and New York State. 
Interestingly enough the percentage difference in the New York 
metro area decreases in 2009, but rebounds a bit in 2010, but not 
quite to the 2008 level. The difference between the two actually 
increased nationally in 2009, before it drops substantially in 2010. 
This trend appears to be the same for the U.S., although not to the 
same degree. It is only in New York State that there appears to be 
a steady decline in the difference between the low- and high-
income households. On visiting public officials there appears to be 
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discussions of politics and participation in civic organizations. 
Therefore, I added three different variables to this paper in order to 
have a consistent set of variables throughout the three years. These 
variables do not lend themselves to the same easy categorization as 
the others. Participation in a civic organization still would represent 
a high level of participation, but visiting a public official could also 
represent a high level of participation depending on what the 
purpose of the visit. To simply visit might be considered medium 
level, as one had to actively make the effort to see somebody. But 
if upon visiting a public official one is actively engaged in lobbying 
activity, the participation level may have increased to high. Of 
course, one might think of participation in a school group as a high 
level of participation, but it could conceivably be medium, given 
that parents of children in schools are more likely to participate 
because of their interest in their children’s education. And then 
participation in a religious organization might actually have little to 
do with interest in the affairs of the larger community, rather it may 
speak to people’s commitment to religion and religious practice. 
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likely to be involved in religious organizations may also speak to 
generational differences when it comes to religion. Still, the most 
interesting effect is the significance of being in a low-income 
industry. In 2008, the coefficient estimate was statistically 
significant, with a small positive effect relative to the other 
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some level, and if those at the bottom of the distribution are going 
to disengage themselves, it only becomes a foregone conclusion 
that policy will be skewed towards those at the higher end of the 
distribution. That those most likely to be civically engaged are 
specifically those at the high end of the income distribution in an 
area where income inequality is even higher certainly poses a 
greater threat to democracy. What we do not know is whether 
people at the bottom of the distribution are less civically engaged 
because they are at the bottom per se or because they feel that the 


