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Introduction
Sidney Verba, Kay Lehman Schlozman, Henry Brady, and Norman Nie’s 1993 article “Citizen Activity:
Who Participates? What Do They Say?” asks a question that reaches beyond voter turnout: when
citizens communicate with government, do the people who speak resemble the people who remain
silent, and do they communicate the same concerns? The study matters because democratic equality
depends not only on formal rights but also on the practical ability to convert preferences into political
signals. Voting is one channel, yet citizens also contact officials, donate, volunteer, attend meetings,
join organizations, and participate in campaigns. These activities vary greatly in the time, money,
civic skills, information, and recruitment they require. The article’s central insight is therefore
descriptive rather than partisan: unequal participation can shape the information that policymakers
receive even when citizens share some broad attitudes. A representative political system may
formally allow everyone to participate while still hearing more frequently from groups with greater
resources and organizational connections (Verba et al., 1993).

What the 1993 Study Actually Asked
The 1993 study drew on a large national survey designed to compare forms of political activity and
the messages citizens sent through them. One of its important findings was that voters and nonvoters
were often more similar in issue attitudes than their different demographic profiles might suggest.
Voters tended to be older, more educated, more affluent, and more politically engaged, yet these
differences did not mean that nonvoters consistently held an entirely different ideological agenda.
This distinction matters because demographic inequality and preference inequality are not identical. A
group can be underrepresented in participation even when its average views overlap substantially
with those of more active citizens. At the same time, life circumstances can affect which problems
receive the greatest urgency. Housing costs, wages, transportation, public benefits, taxation, schools,
or retirement policy can matter differently across groups even when they share broad political values.
The study therefore directs attention to intensity and communication as well as simple opinion.
Political influence depends partly on which concerns become visible to officials through repeated acts
of participation.
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Participation Is Unequal Even When Attitudes
Overlap
More demanding forms of participation create a stronger representational question because they
allow citizens to transmit detailed information, not merely choose among candidates. Campaign
workers, donors, organization members, and people who contact officials can explain priorities,
provide stories, request action, and remain involved between elections. Verba and colleagues found
that activists were not necessarily radically different from inactive citizens in every attitude, but they
were socially and economically different in important ways. Higher levels of education, income, civic
skill, organizational membership, and political interest increased the likelihood of activity. Those
resources make it easier to write a persuasive message, attend a meeting, make a contribution,
understand a policy process, or maintain contact with representatives. Officials may therefore receive
more frequent and more sophisticated input from advantaged groups even when disadvantaged
citizens have equally important needs. The representational problem is not that active citizens speak
illegitimately. It is that political communication becomes less socially balanced when some people can
speak repeatedly through several channels while others rarely enter the conversation.

Resources, Recruitment, and Civic Skills
Later work by Verba, Schlozman, and Brady organized these participation differences through the
civic voluntarism model, often summarized by three questions: can people participate, do they want
to participate, and has anyone asked them? The first question concerns resources such as time,
money, and civic skills. The second concerns political interest, information, efficacy, and attachment.
The third concerns recruitment by parties, churches, unions, neighborhood organizations, professional
associations, friends, or advocacy groups. This framework is useful because it avoids treating
inactivity simply as apathy. A person may care strongly about policy while working unpredictable
hours, providing unpaid care, lacking transportation, having limited English proficiency, or never
receiving a clear invitation to participate. Organizations can reduce these barriers by teaching public
speaking, letter writing, meeting procedures, and collective action. They can also reproduce
inequality when recruitment remains concentrated among already connected people. Political voice is
therefore partly an institutional outcome: the design of meetings, registration systems, outreach, and
civic organizations affects whose preferences are converted into visible public activity (Brady et al.,
1995).

Political Messages and Representational Bias
The content of political messages matters because participation does more than register support or
opposition. Citizens who contact government may emphasize different problems, request different
services, or provide different kinds of information about community conditions. Affluent homeowners
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may communicate frequently about taxation, zoning, property values, environmental regulation, or
public spending, while lower-income renters may have urgent concerns about wages, housing
stability, transit, healthcare, policing, or assistance programs. These examples should not be treated
as fixed group stereotypes, because individuals within every economic category hold diverse views.
The analytical point is that unequal participation can alter the mixture of issues that officials
encounter directly. Policymakers operate under limited time and incomplete information, so organized
groups and habitual participants can become especially visible sources of evidence. A small but active
constituency may therefore appear more politically urgent than a larger but quieter population. The
article’s concern is not that officials should discount active citizens, but that democratic institutions
need ways to gather information from people who are less likely to volunteer it themselves.

Hardship Can Increase Need While Reducing
Capacity
Economic hardship illustrates why political need and political capacity can move in opposite
directions. Financial stress may motivate protest, contacting, union activity, or community organizing
because government decisions directly affect employment, housing, food, healthcare, or benefits. Yet
the same hardship can reduce participation by limiting free time, transportation, childcare, stable
internet access, and the ability to make donations or attend meetings. Recipients of government
programs may gain strong policy interests from direct experience, but participation also depends on
whether agencies are accessible, respectful, and easy to navigate. Complicated procedures or stigma
can discourage engagement, while clear information and organized advocacy can make participation
more feasible. Collective institutions are particularly important because they can transform individual
problems into shared political voice. Unions, churches, neighborhood groups, disability organizations,
and advocacy networks can provide skills and recruitment that individuals lack on their own. The
democratic implication is descriptive: political inequality is shaped not only by what citizens believe
but by whether social structures give them realistic opportunities to express those beliefs.

Contemporary Relevance and Limits of the Original
Study
The study predates contemporary social media, online petitions, email campaigns, and virtual public
meetings, but its framework remains useful for analyzing digital participation. Online tools can reduce
travel and scheduling costs, allow rapid organization, and enable people to communicate directly with
officials or broader publics. They can also create new inequalities involving broadband access, digital
literacy, language, disability, harassment, algorithmic visibility, and misinformation. A widely shared
post may generate attention without producing sustained institutional influence, while a smaller
organized group may combine online communication with voting, fundraising, litigation, testimony, or
direct lobbying. For this reason, digital activity does not eliminate the resource and recruitment
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questions identified in earlier participation research. Contemporary analysis should also recognize
that the original 1993 findings were produced in a different media, campaign-finance, and
organizational environment. Their exact numerical patterns should not simply be assumed to describe
every present population. The enduring contribution is conceptual: participation has multiple forms,
those forms impose different costs, and unequal access to them can affect whose concerns become
visible within political institutions.

Conclusion
“Citizen Activity: Who Participates? What Do They Say?” shows why political representation cannot be
evaluated by turnout alone. Citizens may share many attitudes while differing substantially in the
resources, skills, recruitment, and opportunities that allow those attitudes to reach government.
Voting provides one signal, but contacting officials, donating, volunteering, organizational
membership, and public meetings can supply more frequent and detailed information. When these
activities are concentrated among socially advantaged groups, policymakers may hear an incomplete
picture of public priorities even without any formal exclusion from participation. The civic voluntarism
framework helps explain the mechanism by linking activity to time, money, civic skills, engagement,
and recruitment. Contemporary digital tools change the cost and form of participation but do not
automatically remove inequality. The broader implication is neutral but important: democratic
institutions gain more representative information when participation channels are accessible to
people with different resources and life circumstances. Political equality therefore involves both the
legal right to speak and a realistic opportunity for diverse citizens to make their concerns heard.
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