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INDIVIDUALS, POWER,  
AND PARTICIPATION: 
MICRO-LEVEL ANALYSIS
Whether you have health insurance or are subject to a mil-
itary draft depends, in part, on the political and economic 
decisions made by the government in power. Political sys-
tems influence our personal lives in myriad ways, some of 
which are readily apparent: health and safety regulations, 
taxation, a military draft, and regulations on the food and 
the drugs we buy. In this section, we explore the impact 
individuals have on the government and the variables that 
influence participation in political and economic policy-
making processes. At the micro level, individuals decide to 
vote or otherwise participate in the political system. This 
private decision is, in turn, affected by where those indi-
viduals fall in the stratification system of society, not just 
by personal choices.

Participation in  
Democratic Processes
Citizens in democratic countries have the right to free 
and fair elections. Many social scientists, including 
sociologists, have tried to understand what influences 
cit izens’  decisions on whether and how to vote. 
Political sociologists want to know how participation 
affects (and is affected by) an individual’s perception of 
his or her power in relationship to the state. They look 
at how such trends as growth in Hispanic and Asian 
groups, shifts of the population to different regions of 
the country and from rural to urban areas, changing 
family structures and shifting women’s roles, the aging 
of baby boomers, and increasing resentment of the 
political status quo by many less educated citizens 
influence the electorate and elections (Teixeira and 
Halpin 2012). These factors combine with ideology and 
attitudes about government to influence participation 
in elections.

Levels of Participation in Politics.  As mentioned in 
previous chapters, wealthier people are more likely to 
vote. For example, they tend to

•• have been socialized to believe they can make an 
impact on the political process,

•• benefit from an educational background that 
allows them to understand the issues at hand and 
how their own self-interests are at stake,

•• have the time to follow the news and political 
issues, and

•• experience a more flexible schedule that allows 
them the time to vote.

Those with little money, on the other hand, tend to feel 
that politics has little relevance for them (apathy) or that 
they cannot affect the process and are disaffected by the 
scandals or corruption in politics (alienation from a sys-
tem that does not value them). Participation in elections 
in the United States is the second lowest of the Global 
North democracies, as indicated in Table 12.1.

Structural factors also influence voting. The debates 
over voter registration in the United States are a case in 
point, with some states combing their voter lists for ineligi-
ble voters or making registration and voting difficult for 
some citizens, usually the elderly, minorities, and people in 
poverty who may have problems obtaining acceptable ID. By 
contrast, in 28 countries, voting is compulsory, a legal obli-
gation of citizenship, and voter turnout tends to be close to 
90%. For example, 10 countries that enforce voting are 
Argentina, Australia, Brazil, the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo, Ecuador, Luxembourg, Nauru, Peru, Singapore, and 
Uruguay; it is a violation of the law not to vote (Desilver 
2015; Frankal 2011; World Factbook 2016b). Fines, commu-
nity service, and even jail time are penalties for not voting. 
Elections are held over many days to ensure that people can 
get to the polls. Some other countries also make sure that 
ethnic minorities and women have a voice by structuring 
elections to ensure broad representation. Even inmates in 

Two woman in Afghanistan cast their ballots during the 2014 
presidential elections. In many parts of the world, voting is not just a 
treasured privilege, it is an act of courage.
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