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Depression is prevalent in the United States



Research shows depression is undertreated



I Depression is prevalent

I Depression is socially stratified

I Depression is undertreated



What is the effect of depression
on political participation?



1. Depression diminishes political
participation

2. Depression has developmental effects:
adolescent depression diminishes
political participation in adulthood

3. Depression helps explain the
income-participation gap
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Why do the poor participate less than the rich?



Why do the poor participate less than the rich?











Chronic Poverty

Transitory Poverty



Stress

Food
insecurity

Being fired

Loss of utilities

Medical
Insecurity

Homelessness

Death of a
relative

Illness/injury

Substance
abuse



Long-term Consequences of Poverty

Exposure
to crime

Fewer
educational
opportunities

Neighborhood
deterioration

Poor physical
health

Mental illness



Depression





1. Depression diminishes political
participation

2. Depression has developmental effects:
adolescent depression diminishes
political participation in adulthood

3. Depression helps explain the
income-participation gap



Symptoms of
Depression



loss of energy

low self-esteem

concentration problems

changes in eating patterns

changes in sleeping patterns

psychomotor retardation

thoughts of suicide



Depression reduces participation

Lack of motivation to participate:
I sad, anxious, flat mood
I hopelessness, apathy

Lack of energy to participate:
I general lack of energy
I somatic complaints
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Schur and colleagues (2003) find that mental impairment
is unrelated to efficacy, civic skills, or participation.

The measure of mental impairment– trouble learning,
remembering, or concentrating– is broad and may reflect
any number of mental disorders.

Plutzer and Wiefek (2006) find that turnout is unaffected by
either a "nervous-sad" scale, symptoms of mental illness,
or feeling positive about life.

Sample not nationally representative; respondents are
young African-American inner-city women in mayoral
elections.
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I I hypothesize that depression reduces participation
I Lack of motivation
I Lack of energy

I However, reserach does not find a linkage between
mental health and political participation

I Schur et al. (2003); Plutzer and Wiefek (2006)
I BUT they use either weak measures of depression or

weak data

I Improve the researh design: conduct cross-sectional
analysis using better measures of depression and a
nationally representative sample
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The General Social Survey



The General Social Survey (1998)

Self-reported turnout in the 1996 presidential
election; about 68% report voting

Depressed mood:
In the past 30 days, how often did you feel...

I so sad nothing could cheer you up?
I hopeless?
I that everything was an effort?
I worthless?

[none, a little, some, most, or all of the time]
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Coefficient First
(SE) Differences

Depressed Mood

Hispanic

Age

Education

Income

Married

Partisan Strength

Church Attendance

* p < 0.05 (two-tailed); non-significant controls are
sex, race, health, and happiness



Coefficient First
(SE) Differences

Depressed Mood -.09∗ -10%
(.03)

Hispanic -1.06∗ -10%
(.35)

Age 0.04∗ +25%
(.01)

Education 0.21∗ +24%
(.04)

Income 0.07∗ +11%
(.03)

Married 0.37∗ +7%
(.19)

Partisan Strength 0.87∗ +33%
(.09)

Church Attendance 0.09∗ +10%
(.03)

* p < 0.05 (two-tailed); non-significant controls are
sex, race, health, and happiness
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About 1 in 10 adolescents experience depression



Consequences of Adolescent Depression

education
problems

(Lee et al. 2009)

obesity and
high BMI

(Franko et al. 2005)

other mental
illness

(Colman et al. 2007)

increased
smoking

(Bardone et al. 1998)

adult
depression
(Rutter et al. 2005)

strained
relationships
(Kashani et al. 1988)

alcohol and
drug use

(Glied and Pine 2007)

body
dissatisfaction

(Franko et al. 2005)
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other mental
illness
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smoking

(Bardone et al. 1998)

adult
depression
(Rutter et al. 2005)

strained
relationships
(Kashani et al. 1988)

alcohol and
drug use

(Glied and Pine 2007)

body
dissatisfaction

(Franko et al. 2005)

lack of party
identification



Education increases turnout

BUT

Depression impairs attainment



Interaction is mobilizing

BUT

Depression is isolating



PID motivates and lowers costs

BUT

Depression cuts sense of belonging



I I used GSS data to show that depression in adulthood
diminishes participation

I But we know correlation is not causation
I Depression and political behaviors both have

developmental components

I I hypothesize that adolescent depression will affect
participation in adulthood

I Three potential mediators
I Educational attainment
I Social interaction
I Party identification

I Two-fold analytic strategy
I Logistic regression of adolescent depression on voting
I Mediation analysis of education, social interaction,

and PID
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The National Longitudinal Study
of Adolescent and Adult Health



Measuring Turnout

“Did you vote in the most recent
presidential election?”

(2000 presidential election)

About 41% reported voting



How often were the following true during the past week?
[never or rarely, sometimes, a lot of the time, or most or all of the time]

I You were bothered by things that don’t usually bother you

I You felt that you could not shake off the blues

I You felt that you were just as good as other people

I You had trouble keeping your mind on what you were doing

I You felt depressed

I You felt that you were too tired to do things

I You enjoyed life

I You felt sad

I You felt that people disliked you
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Coefficient First
(SE) Differences

Depressed Mood: Adolescence

Depressed Mood: Adulthood

Black

Hispanic

Other Race

Education

General Health

Parent Income

Parent College

Parent Civic Engagement

* p < 0.05 (two-tailed); non-significant controls are sex and age



Coefficient First
(SE) Differences

Depressed Mood: Adolescence -0.02∗ -4%
(.01)

Depressed Mood: Adulthood -0.02∗ -3%
(.01)

Black 0.56∗ +14%
(.09)

Hispanic -0.22∗ -5%
(.11)

Other Race -0.56∗ -12%
(.15)

Education 0.22∗ +20%
(.02)

General Health 0.38∗ +4%
(.15)

Parent Income 0.02∗ +6%
(.01)

Parent College 0.47∗ +11%
(.11)

Parent Civic Engagement 0.25∗ +6%
(.07)

* p < 0.05 (two-tailed); non-significant controls are sex and age



Measuring the Mediating Variables

Educational attainment: highest grade

completed (range: 6-22, mean = 13.19, SD = 2.0)

Social interaction: In the past seven days, how

many times did you just ’hang out’ with friends, or talk on

the telephone for more than five minutes?

(range: 0-7, mean = 4.33, SD = 2.4)

Party identification: 35% reported "identifying with a

political party"



Mediation analysis

Total Effect
the effect of adolescent depression on

participation

total effect = c + a*b



Mediation analysis

Direct Effect
the effect of adolescent depression that is

NOT mediated

direct effect = c



Mediation analysis

Indirect Effect
the effect of adolescent depression that IS

mediated

indirect effect = a*b



Mediation analysis

Percent Mediated
the percentage of the effect of adolescent

depression that IS mediated



Voter Turnout

Mediating Total Direct Indirect Percent
Variable Effect Effect Effect Mediated
Education

Party Identification

Social Interaction



Voter Turnout

Mediating Total Direct Indirect Percent
Variable Effect Effect Effect Mediated
Education -.17∗ -.11∗ -.06∗ 36%

Party Identification

Social Interaction
∗p < 0.05
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Voter Turnout

Mediating Total Direct Indirect Percent
Variable Effect Effect Effect Mediated
Education -.17∗ -.11∗ -.06∗ 36%

Party Identification -.17∗ -.13∗ -.04∗ 23%
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∗p < 0.05
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What’s Next?
Complete final dissertation chapter

I “The Income-Gap Revisited: Examining the Role of
Transitory and Chronic Poverty”

Current research

I “The Influence of Health on the Habit of Voting” with
Julianna Pacheco (The University of Iowa)

I “Beyond Resources: How the Demands of Everyday Life
Impact Political Participation”

Future Research

I Expand on the politics of mental health

I Depression is prevalant, socially stratified, and
undertreated

I Build a research program around the study of poverty
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Thanks!

Questions? Comments?







Political participation: about 7.8% reported
at least one of the following:

I joining a political club or organization
I contributing money to a political party
I contacting an official
I running for public office
I running for non-public office
I attending a rally



Political First
Participation Differences

Depressed Mood: Adolescence -0.04∗ -1%
(.02)

Depressed Mood: Adulthood 0.01
(.02)

Female -0.41∗ -2%
(.11)

Age -0.09∗ -1%
(.03)

Education 0.22∗ +4%
(.04)

Parent College 0.52∗ +2%
(.34)

Parent Civic Engagement 0.26∗ +1%
(.13)

* p < 0.05 (two-tailed); non-significant control variables include
race, ethnicity, health, parental income, and parental education



Political Participation

Mediating Total Direct Indirect Percent
Variable Effect Effect Effect Mediated
Education -.07∗ -.05∗ -.02∗ 29%

Party Identification -.07∗ -.06∗ -.01∗ 13%

Social Interaction -.07∗ -.07∗ -.00∗ 5%
∗p < 0.05



Depression diminishes newspaper readership



Depression increase as income decreases (GSS)


