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Abstract
Drawing on data from a three-wave longitudinal study, the present research examined predictors of young adults’ intentions to participate
in politics and their actual political activities while referring to the broader assumptions of the theory of planned behavior. The analyses
were based on a sample of university students from the federal state of Thuringia, Germany. The results showed that attitudes toward
political behaviors and internal political efficacy beliefs explained changes in students’ intentions to participate in politics. However, the
perceived meaning that political participation has for important others had no additional effect. Furthermore, students’ intentions to participate in politics and their internal political efficacy beliefs predicted changes in their actual behaviors. Together, the findings supported
the theory of planned behaviors as a useful framework helping to predict young adults’ intentions and actual involvement in political
activities.
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What motivates young people to become active citizens? Over the
past decades, this question has been frequently discussed and still is
in the focus of many public debates. Certainly, political involvement might include a broad array of different activities. In this
regard, conventional or traditional forms of political involvement
(e.g., joining political parties) are generally distinguished from
unconventional forms of involvement, such as demonstrating or
signing petitions (Barnes et al., 1979). Even though young people
approve of several forms of political involvement, research has
indicated that participation is rather rare when it comes to more traditional forms of involvement (Syvertsen, Wray-Lake, Flanagan,
Osgood, & Briddell, 2011; Torney-Purta, Lehmann, Oswald, &
Schulz, 2001). Considering this finding, a better understanding of
the processes underlying political participation is of particular
importance. Although a variety of predictors of (intentions toward)
political behaviors have already been identified by previous studies,
they mostly lack a solid theoretical foundation (Wilkenfeld, Lauckhardt, & Torney-Purta, 2010). Therefore, it was the goal of the
present study to select theory-based predictors of young people’s
conventional political participation drawing on the broader assumptions of the theory of planned behavior (TPB; Ajzen, 1991; Ajzen &
Madden, 1986), which has been shown to be a valid framework in
predicting a broad spectrum of human behaviors (for an overview,
see Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010).
We conducted this research based on a sample of young adult
university students. Particularly in industrialized countries, the
young adulthood years are characterized by numerous changes,
such as the encounter of new contexts or roles (e.g., entering tertiary
education, moving out of parental home) and an intensive identity
exploration (cf. Arnett’s notion of emerging adulthood; Arnett,
2000; Kroger, 2007). Moreover, it is not until young adulthood that
young people acquire all rights and responsibilities of citizenship. This applies especially to conventional politics (e.g., voting

in elections, joining political parties). Therefore, young adulthood
has been identified as one important time when political values and
positions are shaped (Finlay, Wray-Lake, & Flanagan, 2010; cf.
impressionable years hypothesis; Sears & Levy, 2003). Hence, it
is important to understand predictors and processes leading to political participation during this period in life.
According to the TPB’s main assumptions, an immediate
predictor of a behaviors is the intention to perform the respective
behaviors. The behavioral intention, in turn, can be explained by
three proximal factors: (1) attitudes toward the behavior, (2) the
perception of important others’ approval of the behavior (subjective
norm), and (3) the perceived behavioral control. According
to Ajzen (1991), the perceived behavioral control might affect
behaviors even directly and beyond its effect on the behavioral
intention, if the behavior is highly dependent on internal (e.g., competencies) or external (e.g., opportunities) requirements. In applying these theoretical assumptions to established concepts from
political participation research, three main predictors were in the
focus of the present study: Attitudes toward political behaviors,
important others’ attitudes toward political behaviors, and internal
political efficacy beliefs.
Drawing on these theoretical considerations, it can be assumed
that the conscious decision to become involved in political activities
corresponds to a positive evaluation or approval of the respective
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behavior (i.e., attitude toward behavior). Indeed, with respect to
young people’s political involvement, several studies showed that
attitudes and (intentions concerning) political participation are
interrelated (e.g., Benton et al., 2008; Jülisch, 1996; Pancer, Pratt,
Hunsberger, & Alisat, 2007). Yet, political orientations surely do
not develop in a social vacuum. Rather, they are related to experiences within different social contexts, as for example family or
peers. Correspondingly, contextual models of human development,
such as Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1979), underline that individual development cannot be investigated separately
from contextual influences (Sameroff, 2010). Generally, important
others affect young people’s political participation in several ways:
Besides explicit discussions, being a role model, or providing access
to social networks (Marzana, Marta, & Pozzi, 2012; Oswald &
Schmid, 2006; Verba, Schlozman, & Burns, 2005; Zaff, Malanchuk,
& Eccles, 2008), the approval of political behaviors expressed by
close persons is another important influencing factor (e.g., Da Silva,
Sanson, Smart, & Toumbourou, 2004; Fletcher, Elder, & Mekos,
2000). TPB introduces the subjective norm as a crucial kind of social
influence.
Finally, one essential finding in the field of social science is that
a person’s sense of efficacy affects his or her motivation to act
(cf. social cognitive theory; Bandura, 1986, 1997). According to
Bandura (1986), self-efficacy denotes ‘‘people’s judgments of their
capabilities to organize and execute courses of action required to
attain designated types of performances’’ (p. 391). Bandura (1995)
also summarized several sources that facilitate the development
of self-efficacy beliefs, such as mastery experiences, seeing other
people acting successfully, or receiving positive feedback. Within
the TPB, the importance of self-efficacy beliefs is reflected in the
concept of perceived behavioral control, more precisely in its
dimension of perceived self-efficacy (i.e., perceived ability to carry
out a certain behavior; Ajzen, 2002b). Applied to the political
domain, the concept of internal political efficacy appears to be of
particular importance. It has been defined as the perceived competence to understand and to participate effectively in politics (Niemi,
Craig, & Mattei, 1991) and has also been conceptually related to the
notion of self-efficacy (e.g., Richardson, 2003; Vecchione &
Caprara, 2009). Accordingly, people who feel confident when it
comes to politics and think their actions can make a difference are
more likely to become politically engaged (Beaumont, 2010). In
fact, across different national contexts and age groups, internal
political efficacy beliefs were found to be a strong predictor of the
intended and actual involvement in various political activities (Gastil & Xenos, 2010; Krampen, 1998; Vecchione & Caprara, 2009).
Given this importance, political participation research strived for
a better understanding of pathways leading to internal political efficacy. According to Bandura (1995), one possible way is having
positive experiences within the political domain. Indeed, among
U.S. college students such positive political learning experiences
(e.g., summer institutes, politically-related internship programs,
extra curricular programs) were found to strengthen internal political efficacy beliefs (cf. Beaumont, 2010, 2011; Colby, Beaumont,
Ehrlich, & Corngold, 2007). Correspondingly, research generally
assumes a reciprocal relation between internal political efficacy and
political participation. In line with this reasoning, TPB does not
negate the importance of past experiences which, in turn, are also
assumed to affect attitudes, subjective norms, and the perceived
behavioral control (Ajzen, 1991).
Even though the TPB has already been applied to predict political behaviors, such as voting (Glasford, 2008; Netemeyer &

Burton, 1990), peace activities (Fox-Cardamone, Hinkle, & Hogue,
2000), women’s rights activities (Kelly & Breinlinger, 1995), or
environmental activities (Fielding, McDonald, & Louis, 2008), the
present study goes beyond previous research in several aspects:
While research on political participation mostly focused either on
the intention or the behavior, we aimed at explaining both behavioral intentions and actual political behaviors. In doing so, we
were able to test multiple tenets of the theory simultaneously.
Moreover, our theory-based assumptions are tested in a longitudinal
design which allows for a stronger test of the hypothesized relationships and, therefore, helps to provide a better understanding of the
processes underlying political behaviors.

The present study
Following the broader assumptions provided by the TPB, the aim of
the present study was threefold: First, we examined whether attitudes toward political behaviors, the perceived attitudes toward
political behaviors of important others (subjective norm), and internal political efficacy (perceived behavioral control) would explain
changes in young adults’ intentions to participate in conventional
political activities (behavioral intention according to TPB; research
question 1). Second, we assessed whether young adults’ intentions
to participate in politics would predict their political activities at a
later measurement point (research question 2). Third, following the
assumption of the TPB that the perceived behavioral control might
even affect behaviors directly, we examined whether young adults’
internal political efficacy would also directly predict the amount of
actual activities (research question 3). Finally, each of these
research questions was examined while controlling for the effects
of socio-structural variables (i.e., age and gender).

Method
Sample
The present study is based on data from a longitudinal survey on
political attitudes in young adulthood. Students from a mediumsized university located in the federal state of Thuringia, Germany1
were surveyed three times over a period of 1 year (Time 1: April
2008; Time 2: October 2008; Time 3: April 2009). We chose a time
gap of 6 months between each measurement occasion because it
corresponds to one semester in Germany. Moreover, the fact that
the university years involve many changes (e.g., place of residence,
social life) supported the decision for a shorter time gap. The sample comprised 428 young adults with more females (n ¼ 291,
68.0%) than males (n ¼ 137, 32.0%) participating in the survey.
The mean age at Time 1 was 21.33 years (SD ¼ 2.57, age range:
17–33; T2: Mage ¼ 21.79, SD ¼ 2.54, age range: 17–33; T3:
Mage ¼ 22.33, SD ¼ 2.44, age range: 18–34). The overall number
of completed semesters ranged between 1 and 12 (M ¼ 4.00,
SD ¼ 2.10). Participants came from various majors, such as economics, humanities, social science, and natural science, in order to reflect
a student body as broad as possible. At the initial assessment, participants were contacted in lectures and seminars and asked to fill out a
paper-pencil questionnaire on different political topics. Since it
would have been extremely difficult to contact each of the participants at the end of the semester in their changing courses, the following two assessments were conducted via an online survey. As an
incentive for the participation in the survey several gift certificates
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Table 1. Intercorrelations, means, and standard deviations.
Measure
1. Attitudes toward political behaviors T2
2. Important others’ attitudes toward political behaviors T2
3. Internal political efficacy T2
4. Intentions to participate in politics T1
5. Intentions to participate in politics T2
6. Political behavior T1
7. Political behavior T3
8. Age
9. Gender
M
SD

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

–
.67***
.45***
.50***
.64***
.33***
.30***
.03
.14***
4.17
0.82

–
.45***
.45***
.57***
.29**
.31***
.04
.05
3.54
0.77

–
.58***
.66***
.42***
.46***
.03
.37***
3.51
1.16

–
.70***
.60***
.46***
.09
.26***
2.76
0.96

–
.52***
.51***
.15*
.26***
3.28
0.92

–
.70***
.15**
.16**
0.62
0.88

–
.15**
.17**
0.77
0.87

Note. ***p < .001; **p < .01; *p < .05.

were given to randomly selected participants after each assessment.
The implications of this sampling procedure will be discussed.

Measures
Four items were used to examine students’ intentions to participate
in conventional political activities (‘‘I would . . . work for a political party, support a political candidate, visit political debates, contact politicians;’’ Cronbach’s alpha ¼ .77). The students were also
asked to indicate whether they have already participated in any of
these political activities (i.e., actual behavior). Attitudes toward
political behaviors were assessed with four items (e.g., ‘‘There are
not too many, but too few people politically active in Germany;’’
Fischer & Kohr, 2002; Cronbach’s alpha ¼ .73). Moreover, four
items were used to capture young adults’ perceptions of important
others’ attitudes toward political behaviors (e.g., ‘‘People in my life
whose opinions I value would approve, if I were politically
engaged;’’ adapted from Ajzen, 2002a; Cronbach’s alpha ¼ .79).
Finally, participants’ sense of internal political efficacy was also
assessed by four items (e.g., ‘‘I consider myself well qualified to
participate in politics;’’ Niemi et al., 1991, Cronbach’s alpha ¼
.88). The complete item wordings are presented in the appendix.
Except for the assessment of actual political behaviors (0 ¼ no,
1 ¼ yes), the response options ranged from 1 ¼ I do not agree at all
to 6 ¼ I totally agree. Finally, gender was coded 0 ¼ male and 1 ¼
female.

Attrition
Before examining the research questions of the present study, a
closer analysis of missing values was carried out. As part of the
longitudinal design of the study, not all students continued to participate in the survey (complete data: n ¼ 324, 75.4% of initial sample). Comparing the two subgroups of students with and students
without missing data revealed no significant differences concerning
intentions to participate in politics, t(426) ¼ 1.46, p ¼ .15, d ¼ .14,
actual political behaviors, t(426) ¼ 1.31, p ¼ .19, d ¼ .13, attitudes
toward political behaviors, t(426) ¼ 1.78, p ¼ .08, d ¼ .17, important others’ attitudes toward political behaviors, t(426) ¼ 0.91, p ¼
.36, d ¼ .09, and internal political efficacy, t(426) ¼ 1.67, p ¼ .10, d
¼ .16. Also, with respect to the examined socio-structural variables
– age and gender – no differences occurred; age: t(426) ¼ 1.42, p ¼
.15, d ¼ .14; gender: w2(1, N ¼ 428) ¼ 0.68, p ¼ .72. Nevertheless,
to prevent a further reduction of the initial sample size, missingness

was taken into account using a MLR estimation (maximum likelihood estimation with robust standard errors) that is comparable to
the full information maximum likelihood approach. Thus, cases
with missing data were not excluded, but all model parameters were
estimated based on the cases with complete data and the (conditional) missing values under the missing at random assumption.
Instead of using listwise deletion, the latter has shown to be a more
appropriate method of dealing with missingness, since it prevents
the common disadvantages such as losing statistical power or
biased parameter estimation (Graham, 2009; Jeličič, Phelps, & Lerner, 2009).

Results
Structural equation modelling (SEM) was applied using Mplus 6
(Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2010) which allowed us to investigate
variable relationships at a latent level. In order to apply latent SEM,
while keeping the model at a limited amount of complexity, item
parcels were constructed for each scale. Item parcelling has also
shown to be advantageous regarding the accuracy of parameter estimates, model fit, and reliability. Moreover, item parcelling can lead
to a distribution that is similar to a normal distribution, especially
for larger scaled items (for an overview, see Bandalos, 2002). All
constructs were measured by two parcels. Items were allocated to
parcels according to their factor loadings so that each parcel had
a similar relation to the latent construct (cf. Little, Cunningham,
Shahar, & Widaman, 2002).
The intercorrelations, means, and standard deviations for all
variables are shown in Table 1. Two models were specified in order
to test our assumptions.
In Model 1, students’ intentions to participate in politics at Time
2 were predicted by attitudes toward political behaviors, important
others’ attitudes, and internal political efficacy at Time 2. Intentions
to participate in politics were controlled for their Time 1 assessment, so Time 2 predictors could explain changes in the dependent
variable (research question 1). Correlations among the latent exogenous constructs were permitted. The extent of actual political
activities was also included in the analysis. To account for past and
future political activities, political behaviors reported at Time 1 and
Time 3 were considered. In addition to the above-described relationships, the effects of young adults’ political behaviors at Time
1 on their behavioral intentions at Time 2 as well as correlations
between political behaviors at Time 1 and students’ behavioral
intentions at Time 1, their attitudes toward political behaviors, the
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Figure 1. Graphical depiction of Model 1 and Model 2 (addition of Model 2 indicated by dashed arrow). Coefficients represent standardized path
coefficients of Model 1 and Model 2 (latter coefficients in parentheses).
Note. ***p < .001; **p < .01; *p < .05, n.s. ¼ not significant, n.a. ¼ not assessed.

perceived attitudes of important others, and internal political efficacy at Time 2 were permitted. Students’ political behaviors at
Time 3 were regressed on their political behaviors at Time 1 and
behavioral intentions at Time 2 (research question 2). Furthermore,
gender and age were added to the model, whereby each of the
examined constructs was predicted by the two socio-structural variables. A graphical depiction of the model is given in Figure 1. To
keep the graphical depiction at a manageable amount of complexity, the results of the socio-structural variables are not displayed in
Figure 1.
Overall, Model 1 showed a good fit to the data, w2(63, N ¼ 428) ¼
98.67, p ¼ .00, CFI ¼ .99, TLI ¼ .97, and RMSEA ¼ .04. The correlational relationships indicated that students’ political behaviors
at Time 1 were not only positively related to their behavioral intentions at Time 1 (std. coefficient ¼ .56, SE ¼ .06, p < .001), but also
to attitudes (std. coefficient ¼ .27, SE ¼ .07, p < .001), the perceived attitudes of important others (std. coefficient ¼ .24, SE ¼
.08, p ¼ .002), and their sense of internal political efficacy (std.
coefficient ¼ .33, SE ¼ .06, p < .001) at Time 2. Addressing the
study’s first research question, the results revealed that after controlling for behavioral intentions at Time 1 (std. coefficient ¼
.32, SE ¼ .09, p < .001), both attitudes toward political behaviors
(std. coefficient ¼ .26, SE ¼ .06, p < .001) and internal political
efficacy (std. coefficient ¼ .30, SE ¼ .06, p < .001) explained
changes in young adults’ intentions to participate in politics. Yet,
the perceived attitudes of important others had no additional effect
(std. coefficient ¼ .12, SE ¼ .07, p ¼ .11). In answering the second
research question, the results revealed that young adults’ intentions
to participate in politics at Time 2 predicted changes in their actual
behaviors at Time 3 (std. coefficient ¼ .31, SE ¼ .12, p ¼ .008),
even after controlling for political activities at Time 1 (std. coefficient ¼ .65, SE ¼ .13, p < .001). The results of the background
variables pointed to a small effect of age on young adults’ intentions to participate in politics at Time 2 (std. coefficient ¼ .10,
SE ¼ .04, p ¼ .003), indicating that older students reported higher

levels of agreement. With respect to gender, the results revealed a
negative effect on students’ internal political efficacy (std. coefficient ¼ .40, SE ¼ .04, p < .001), attitudes toward political behaviors (std. coefficient ¼ .13, SE ¼ .05, p ¼ .02), and intentions to
participate in politics at Time 1 (std. coefficient ¼ .23, SE ¼ .05,
p < .001). Thus, male students reported higher levels of agreement
on these variables.
In a second model, political behaviors at Time 3 were additionally predicted by students’ internal political efficacy at Time 2
(research question 3; see dashed line in Figure 1). Apart from this,
the model specifications were the same as described for Model 1.
The model also showed a good fit to the data, w2(62, N ¼ 428) ¼
93.33, p ¼ .01, CFI ¼ .99, TLI ¼ .98, and RMSEA ¼ .03. The
results revealed that, controlled for political activities at Time 1,
students’ internal political efficacy predicted changes in their political behaviors at Time 3 (std. coefficient ¼ .25, SE ¼ .11, p ¼ .03).
Neither for attitudes nor for the perceived attitudes of important
others was this direct path significant. Yet, when accounting for this
effect, the influence of intentions to participate in politics at Time 2
on political activities at Time 3 was no longer significant (std. coefficient ¼ .13, SE ¼ .13, p ¼ .32). All other parameter estimates, however, remained basically the same as in Model 1 (see Figure 1). Since
Model 1 and 2 were nested, a subsequent w2-difference test was carried out.2 The results showed that Model 2 (i.e., unconstrained
model) fit the data significantly better, w2D (1,428) ¼ 7.78, p ¼ .01.
Considering the often cited gender differences, especially for
conventional political behaviors, in a last step we tested for potential moderator effects. The results indicated that the constrained
model (parameter estimates constrained to be equal across male and
female subgroup) did not fit the data significantly worse than the
unconstrained model (parameter estimates allowed to vary across
the two groups), w2D(17,428) ¼ 16.70, p ¼ .472. Thus, the model
with equal parameter estimates for males and females was not
rejected. Since age was included as a second covariate in our model,
we also tested whether the model might differ when comparing
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younger (Mage  22; n ¼ 247) and older students (Mage  23; n ¼
181). Again, the w2-difference test was non-significant,
w2D(17,428) ¼ 22.90, p ¼ .152, indicating that the more parsimonious model with equal parameter estimates across the two age
groups (constrained model) could be maintained.

Discussion
Drawing on the broader framework of the theory of planned behavior, the present study pursued the goal to explain young adults’
(intentions toward) conventional political behaviors. With our first
research question, we found that both attitudes toward political
behavior and internal political efficacy beliefs explained changes
in young adults’ intentions to participate in politics. Whereas this
finding was in line with the theoretical assumptions, the perceived
attitudes toward political behaviors of important others had no additional significant effect. Even though this result pattern was also
reported by other studies based on the theory of planned behavior
(e.g., Ajzen & Madden, 1986; for a metaanalytic overview, see
Armitage & Conner, 2001), simply concluding that social influences
are less meaningful in explaining behavioral intentions would be premature. Concerning the prediction of political behaviors, the results
are not unanimous. While some studies found no significant influence of subjective norms (e.g., Fox-Cardamone et al., 2000; Netemeyer & Burton, 1990), others found significant effects (Fielding
et al., 2008; Kelly & Breinlinger, 1995). Yet, since most studies differ in terms of design, conceptualization, and measurement, it is difficult to draw generalizing conclusions.
Rather, one possible explanation for the results of the present
study might be provided by the consideration of perceptual processes. That is, according to Westholm (1999), important others’
attitudes need to be accurately perceived in order to exert influence.
Hence, if concentrating on the perceived attitudes of important others only, as we did in the present study, it cannot be ruled out that
due to a lack of accurate perception young people project their own
attitudes onto their friends, parents, romantic partners, etc. (e.g.,
Gniewosz & Noack, 2006; Westholm, 1999). This might have led
to the high concordance between students’ own attitudes and their
perception of important others’ attitudes toward political behaviors
(see, zero-order correlation in Table 1). This process, in turn, might
have contributed to the finding that the perceived attitudes of
important others had no additional effect beyond the examined individual predictors. Hence, to address this issue in more detail, future
research accounting for both important others’ actual political attitudes, behaviors and how young people perceive them would be
desirable.
Moreover, while the approval of political behaviors by important others represents one possible way of influence, it is certainly
not the only kind of a social predictor. As, for example, research on
political discussions and controversies has demonstrated, sometimes it is also important others’ diverse opinions that affect young
people’s political behaviors (e.g., Hess, 2009; Richardson, 2003).
Thus, future studies should consider a more thorough investigation
of different kinds of social influences.
Addressing the study’s second and third research question, the
extent of actual political activities was taken into account. Although
students’ intentions to participate in politics predicted their political
activities at a later measurement point (research question 2), their
internal political efficacy was found to be an even stronger predictor. As the results of Model 2 indicated the effect of students’

behavioral intentions was no longer significant, once internal political efficacy beliefs were taken into account (cf. research question
3).
This finding, however, does not contradict the theoretical
assumptions. That is, according to Ajzen (1991),
both, intentions and perceptions of behavioral control, can make significant contributions to the prediction of behavior, but in any given application, one may be more important than the other and, in fact, only one
of the two predictors may be needed. (p. 185)

The latter seems to be the case in this study. One possible explanation for this finding might be the considered types of participation. That is, most of the examined activities (e.g., working for a
political party) place high demands on the students. Consequently,
students who are motivated to meet these requirements might
already possess a strong feeling of political abilities and action
competencies (i.e., internal political efficacy). Statistically, this was
reflected in the substantial correlation between students’ internal
political efficacy and their intentions to participate in conventional
politics (see, zero-order correlation in Table 1). Hence, to a large
extent both variables explained the same variance in students’
actual political behaviors. This, in turn, might have led to the finding that when taking into account both students’ internal political
efficacy and their intentions to participate in politics, the latter no
longer predicted subsequent political behaviors independently.
From a practical perspective, this finding underlines the particular importance of internal political efficacy beliefs for the involvement in conventional politics. That is, the mere intention is not
always sufficient. Rather, the decision to become involved seems
to be even more dependent on the perception whether one has the
ability to make meaningful contributions. However, other forms
of political participation which require less personal capabilities,
such as signing a petition or voting in elections, might be less
dependent on a person’s beliefs about his or her political competencies. Therefore, future research should examine in how far this pattern of findings varies across different types of political behaviors.
In addition to the examination of individual and social influences, we controlled for the effects of the socio-structural variables
age and gender: Considering gender differences, male participants
reported higher levels of agreement for intentions to participate in
politics, attitudes toward political behaviors, and internal political
efficacy. This pattern generally fits the existing literature on gender
differences indicating that especially traditional politics is rather
seen as a ‘‘man’s game’’ (Alozie, Simon, & Merril, 2003; Kuhn,
2010). Age differences were only found for young adults’ intentions to participate in politics at Time 2. The absence of more age
differences might be related to the fact that the study concentrated
on the examination of university students only and therefore a
rather narrow age range.
Finally, some methodological issues of this study need to be discussed. At first, it has to be pointed out that even though the prediction of behavioral intentions by variables assessed at the same
measurement point (i.e., Time 2) allowed us to depict rather proximal or contemporary processes, it does not allow for making any
strict conclusions about directional relationships. That is, although
controlling for the stability of young adults’ intentions to participate
in politics provided more information as compared to traditional
cross-sectional designs, longitudinal predictions would be desirable
in future studies. The latter, however, was not possible in the present study, since several variables were not available before the
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second measurement point (e.g., important others’ attitudes toward
political behaviors, internal political efficacy). In contrast to these
proximal predictors, the theory of planned behavior assumes that
past behaviors are rather distant factors. Therefore, we included students’ political activities at Time 1 to control for the stability of
political behaviors.
Second, the characteristics of the sample should be taken into
account. Since the study was carried out at an East German university, the question of representativeness emerges, especially against
the backdrop of the recent German history (for an overview of the
consequences of German unification, see Silbereisen, 2005). With
respect to conventional political activism, national surveys indicated less involvement among young people from the ‘‘New
States’’ (cf. Weßels, 2008), which underlines the importance to
account for regional differences. It should be noted, though, that
regional differences vary across political domains and are mostly
much smaller than the gaps found between generations, for example
(Weßels, 2008). Finally, even though the present study was conducted at an East German university, not all students were born and
grew up in East Germany. That is, approximately 20% of the participants (n ¼ 80) had recently moved to the eastern part of Germany
to attend university.
Moreover, the present study was based on a convenience sample
of university students. Although we tried to examine a student body
as broad as possible, we cannot rule out potential selection effects
in terms of fields of study, gender, and motivation to participate in
the survey. Female students, for example, were overrepresented.
Despite the variety of subjects, this finding showed to be related
to the examined fields of studies. That is, apart from the humanities,
the subjects of psychology and medicine, which constituted the
largest part of the sample, were more frequently attended by
female students. Hence, to make more sustained statements about
the generalizability of our findings, further research which considers participants from different educational, regional, and national
backgrounds would be desirable.
Third, whereas at the first measurement point students filled out
a paper-and-pencil questionnaire, the subsequent assessments were
carried out by means of an online-survey. Yet, despite the change in
modalities research indicates that these two forms of data collection
do not differ in reliability and validity of the examined constructs
(Cronk & West, 2002). Moreover, carrying out online-surveys also
had a decisive advantage. That is, irrespective whether students
changed their subject or were simply not present at a given class,
all participants could be reached.
So far, we primarily concentrated on the examination of predictors of young adults’ (intentions toward) political behaviors. Yet,
positive political experiences, be it in the context of a student council or a local political organization, have also shown to strengthen
students’ political beliefs, such as their sense of internal political
efficacy (Beaumont, 2010). In addition, such experiences might
also convince students of the necessity to play an active role in the
public sphere. As our results indicated, past behaviors were indeed
related to young adults’ attitudes toward political behaviors, the
perception of important others’ attitudes, and internal political
efficacy beliefs. Overall, it is to expect that there is a permanent
process of reciprocity between individual beliefs and political
behaviors. Yet, due to the restricted longitudinal design and the
theoretical rational of our study, we did not pursue this question
in more detail. Therefore, future research, examining a longer
period of time, should take a closer look at these reciprocal
relations.

Referring back to our initial question ‘‘what motivates young
people to become active citizens?’’ the present research yielded
some instructive findings. Overall, the theory of planned behavior
has shown to be a useful theoretical framework helping to provide
a better understanding of why some young adults are more inclined
to become involved in conventional politics than others. Especially
internal political efficacy beliefs were shown to play a crucial role
at this period in life. It is the knowledge of these processes that
enables teachers, politicians, or researchers to take action. Supporting the application of practical approaches that enhance these individual beliefs, for example in the context of university courses or
extracurricular experiences, could represent one practical and concrete way to bring young people closer to the political sphere (cf.
Beaumont, 2011; Colby et al., 2007; Pasek, Feldman, Romer, &
Jamieson, 2007; Sylvester, 2010).
Acknowledgements
This research was supported by the German Research Foundation
(DFG, FOR 481, No 213/9-4) by financial aid given to the second
and third author.
Notes
1. In terms of demographic characteristics, such as students’ age or
socio-economic background, the student body of the FriedrichSchiller-University Jena is comparable to other German universities. Most German universities are public and therefore require
no or only a small amount in tuition fees, which reduces selection effects due to students’ socio-economic background. For
some subjects, such as psychology or medicine, however, there
is a restricted admission, which varies between universities. Criteria of selection are mostly students’ Abitur grades (high school
diploma). Within this study, we tried to include students from
different subjects in order to reflect a broad student body,
thereby reducing possible selection effects.
2. To account for the MLR estimation of the present analyses, this
difference test was conducted using the log-likelihood values
and the MLR scaling correction factors. The test statistic of this
difference test is also chi-square distributed.
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Appendix
Item wording of scale attitudes toward political behaviors (adopted
from Fischer & Kohr, 2002):
1.
2.
3.
4.

There are not too many, but too few people politically active in
Germany.
Somebody who complains about political parties should join a
party to change it.
We should take the chance to participate in politics.
We should participate more in politics to influence political
decisions.

Item wording of scale important others’ attitudes toward political
behaviors (adopted from Ajzen, 2002a):
1.
2.
3.
4.

Most people who are important to me don’t care whether I am
politically engaged.
Most people who are important to me think that it is important
to participate in politics.
People in my life whose opinions I value would approve, if I
were politically engaged.
Many people who are important to me approve of political
engagement.

Item wording of scale internal political efficacy (adopted from
Niemi et al., 1991):
1.
2.
3.
4.

I feel that I have a pretty good understanding of the important
political issues facing our country.
I consider myself well qualified to participate in politics.
I think that I am better informed about politics and government
than most people.
I feel I could do as good a job in public office as most other
people.

Item wording of scales intentions to participate in politics and
actual political behaviors:
1.
2.

3.
4.

I would work for a political party. / I have already worked for a
political party.
I would support a political candidate during an election campaign. / I have already supported a political candidate during
an election campaign.
I would visit political debates or campaign events. / I have
already visited political debates or campaign events.
I would contact politicians (for example via mail or e-mail). / I
have already contacted politicians (for example via mail or email).
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