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Do Diverse Networks Demobilise 
Young People?1

1. Introduction

In recent years, increased interest has been 
paid to the effects of social diversity on the 
health and well-being of democratic politics in 
advanced, industrialised societies. 
Immigration from non-traditional source 
countries, whose populations are largely of 
non-European decent, is changing the face of 
European and North American societies. 
Popular commentary and academic research 
have recently raised concerns about how this 
changing demographic reality will impact 
citizens’ politics. At the same time, advanced 
industrialised democracies continue to be 
divided by issues of class, ideology, religion 
and, in many states, language. How do various 
forms of diversity – both new and old – shape 
democratic politics?

Recent studies suggest that diversity might have 
dampening effects particularly on resources such 
as social capital, which includes social networks 
and norms of cooperation that underpin active 
and vibrant civil societies. Research particularly 
in the United States has found that neighborhoods 
and cities characterised by high levels of ethnic 
and racial diversity also show lower levels of 
generalised trust, social relations and civic 
engagement. However, two major criticisms are 
launched against these findings. First, one 
important argument is that actual diverse contact 
might be able to overcome the negative effects 
of diversity. The second criticism holds that these 
pessimistic findings might not hold for political 
participation. 

This article looks at the effects of social 
network diversity on political participation 
among youth by focusing on the peers with 
whom young people have regular contact. 
Since young people in Western democracies 

are increasingly socialised in diverse personal 
and public environments, our question is 
about whether and how social network 
diversity matters for young people’s political 
engagement. More specifically, we examine 
how different types of network diversity in 
strong and weak ties influence political 
participation among young people in Canada 
and Belgium. 

2. Comparative Youth Study (CYS)

The study draws on the Comparative Youth 
Survey (CYS). The Canadian study was designed 
by a research team led by Dietlind Stolle (McGill 
University, Montreal). Individual surveys with 
young people were collected in seven cities in 
Quebec and Ontario, ranging from two large 
urban centers to three small towns of 
approximately 15,000 people (n=3,334). In 
Belgium, Marc Hooghe and a research team 
based at K.U.-Leuven collected a representative 
sample of young people from across Belgium, 
both the French and Dutch-speaking communities 
(n=6,330). Combined, the dataset includes 
almost 10,000 young people between the ages 
of 15 and 17 from these two countries and 
provides a unique perspective into the 
experiences of the next generation of citizens.

In our analysis, we focus on four dimensions of 
diversity: racial/religious, linguistic, political and 
economic diversity within peer networks. Young 
people were asked to report how many of their 
close friends (close ties) and other people at 
school they talked to other than their close 
friends (weak ties) were different from them on 
each of these dimensions. Responses for each 
question varied from 1 to 7, where 1 meant no 
close or weak ties differed from the respondent 
on the relevant dimension and 7 meant all of 
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their close or weak ties differ from them on that 
dimension of diversity. 

The main dependent variable is a count of how 
many different types of political activities the 
young person has been involved in during the 
past twelve months. Fifteen activities were 
included in the survey, which encompassed such 
things as signing petitions, volunteering and 
raising money for a cause, membership in 
political organisations, and participation in 
protests and marches. 

In addition, youth provided detailed demographic 
information (gender, nationality, etc.) as well as 
their interest and knowledge in politics and the 
frequency with which they talk about politics with 
their friends. The analyses described in this article 
are based on a series of OLS regression models 
that allow us to assess the impact of each variable 
on the level of political activism, controlling for 
other salient characteristics of the respondent. 

3. Young People’s Network Diversity

Before assessing the impact of diversity of social 
networks on political participation, it is important 
to determine just how much diversity is found in 
young people’s social circles. In general, it should 
be noted that despite rising levels of overall 
diversity in our societies, otherness in peer 
networks is quite low. In Canada, the average 
response across all dimensions of diversity for 
close friends is 2.75 and for acquaintances it is 
3.22, which means that on average Canadian 
youth experience “a few” people in their networks 
that are different from them. In Belgium, the 
average for close friends is 2.12 and for 
acquaintances is 2.36, indicating that on 
average, Belgian youth report that “almost none” 
of their friends and acquaintances differ from 
them. Across all four dimensions of diversity, 
Canadian youth report slightly higher levels of 
network diversity than their Belgian counterparts, 
with the exception of political diversity. 

Similar to past sociological research on the 
phenomenon of homophily, we find that young 

people’s closer friends tend to be on average 
more homogenous across all four dimensions of 
diversity than their acquaintances. In other 
words, more intimate relationships tend to be 
characterised, in general, by more similarities 
than broader networks. This, in many ways, 
should not be surprising. Friends tend to have a 
lot in common, and we do not find any counter-
evidence in our study. On the other hand, schools 
provide young people with exposure to a wider 
range of people than is likely found in their 
families or immediate neighbors. Because of 
this, schools are an important source of exposure 
to diversity for young people.

While diversity levels tend to be low, differences 
do emerge across different youth groups. The 
relationships, in general, are in the direction 
suggested by the current literature on the nature 
of network diversity across the four diversity 
dimensions. For example, visible minorities, 
urban dwellers, and those from more educated 
families have significantly higher reported 
diversity scores on most dimensions in the 
Belgian sample. The effects are in similar 
directions in the Canadian sample as well, 
although fewer differences emerge as statistically 
significant. This is consistent with past research 
that shows minorities, those living in the city, and 
those from higher socio-economic backgrounds 
tend to have more access to heterogeneous 
others. 

In general then, overall exposure to various 
dimensions of social diversity tend to be low 
among young people, but it is clearly not non-
existent. Furthermore, there are important 
differences in the tendencies to have more 
diverse friendships. What effect do such social 
networks have on the political participation of 
young people? That is the question we turn to 
next.

4.  Network Diversity and Political 
Participation

In both Canada and Belgium, the results reveal 
that of the four dimensions of diversity tested, 
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political and socio-economic network diversity 
appear to mobilise political participation among 
youth. In both cases, political diversity and 
economic diversity were positively and 
significantly related to young people being 
involved in more activities, even after controlling 
for the impact of important background variables, 
including citizenship status, gender, minority 
status, living in an urban area, parental education, 
and network size. The effect was largest for 
political diversity. In other words, we find a 
significant, positive relationship between the 
composition of young people’s social networks 
and the ways in which they engage politically.

However, having more friends or acquaintances 
who spoke the other official language in each 
country had no discernable effect on reported 
political activity in either country. Furthermore, 
racial and religious diversity only appeared to 
influence political participation among Belgian 
youth. No evidence of a parallel relationship was 
found among the Canadian youth in the study. 
While these effects do not provide the same 
evidence as economic, and especially political 
diversity, we clearly do not find any evidence of a 
negative effect of racial/religious diversity or 
linguistic diversity, as is suggested by past studies 
that have focused on the diversity of 
neighborhoods.

How do we explain the relationship between 
some dimensions of diversity and participation? 
One possibility is that diverse networks expose 
individuals to the types of information and 
discussion about politics that can motivate 
political involvement. We hypothesize that 
political knowledge, interest, and discussion may 
mediate the relationship between network 
diversity and political participation. In other 
words, being exposed to a wider range of political 
opinions and class differences may make young 
people more aware, knowledgeable and 
interested in wider political debates in society. 
This, we argue, in turn facilitates mobilization.

In a second step of the analysis, we include 
these three variables in the full model. All three 
variables, as expected, were positive and 

statistically significant. Not surprisingly, those 
who know more about politics, express more 
political interest, and discuss politics more often 
are more likely to report actually engaging in 
politics. What is interesting is that by including 
these variables, we reduce the size of the impact 
of political diversity in half, suggesting one of two 
things: either having more diverse friends is 
promoting interest, knowledge and discussion or 
that those more interested in politics are more 
likely to surround themselves with diverse friends. 

While this study cannot establish the causal 
order between these variables, it does point to 
the important relationship between political and 
economic diversity and political participation 
among youth. Young people with more diverse 
social networks are the ones who express more 
interest in politics, who are more likely to discuss 
it and be knowledgeable about it. They are also 
the ones more likely to participate in various 
forms of political action. 

5.  Social Cleavages and 
Engagement Among the Next 
Generation

The world in which young people are coming of 
age is a world in which a diversity of opinion, 
background, and experiences has the potential 
to divide communities into self-contained 
factions that do not interact on a personal level. 
More startling are recent suggestions that such 
divisions may also erode the types of democratic, 
cooperative values that underpin a healthy civil 
society. Yet, while our findings do speak to the 
tendency of people to become friends with those 
that are similar to themselves, the diversity that 
they experience also appears important in 
promoting their engagement in politics. 

Schools have traditionally been viewed as an 
important socialising agent for young people. 
While much research has focused on the 
curricular components of civic education, our 
research reflects a classic view of the school 
as a small-version of society where students 
learn the valuable skills of democratic 
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citizenship not just in the classroom, but 
interactions with their peers. If young people 
can make friends with people from different 
economic and political backgrounds, they are 
more likely to be engaged in various forms of 
political action. Given the sheer amount of 
time that young people spend in educational 
institutions, our research speaks to the 
importance of ensuring that schools continue 
to expose young people to the larger divisions 
in society.

Note

1  This article is a summary of the paper “Network 
Diversity and Political Participation: A 
Complication or an Asset” presented at the 
conference “Youth and Politics: Strange 
Bedfellows? Comparative Perspectives on 
Political Socialization” organized by the 
“Comparative Youth Survey” Project of the 
Catholic University of Leuven (Belgium) from 3 
– 4 July 2008 in Bruges, Belgium. The full text 
of the paper is available from the authors 
(harell@queensu.ca).
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Ces dernières années, un intérêt croissant a été 
accordé aux effets de la diversité sociale sur la 
santé et le bien-être de la vie politique 
démocratique dans les sociétés industrialisées 
avancées. L’immigration en provenance de pays 
d’origine non traditionnels, dont les populations 
sont en majorité d’origine non européenne, est 
en train de changer la face des sociétés 
européennes et nord-américaines. Récemment, 
les médias et la recherche scientifique ont 
soulevé des questions préoccupantes quant à la 
façon dont cette réalité démographique en 
évolution va se répercuter sur les activités 
politiques des citoyens. Au même moment, les 
démocraties industrialisées avancées continuent 
d’être divisées par des questions de classe, 
d’idéologie, de religion et, dans de nombreux 
Etats, de langue. Comment les diverses formes 

de diversité, tant nouvelles qu’anciennes, 
modèlent-elles l’activité politique démocratique ?

Cet article examine les effets de la diversité des 
réseaux sociaux sur la participation politique des 
jeunes, en s’intéressant plus particulièrement 
aux pairs avec qui les jeunes ont des contacts 
réguliers. Dans la mesure où, de plus en plus, 
les jeunes des démocraties occidentales 
développent des relations dans des sphères 
privées et publiques diversifiées, la question est 
de savoir si et en quoi la diversité des réseaux 
sociaux a un rapport avec l’engagement 
politique des jeunes. Plus spécifiquement, nous 
examinons comment la diversité des réseaux de 
relations (amis et connaissances) influe sur la 
participation politique des jeunes au Canada et 
en Belgique. 
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In den letzten Jahren wurde den Auswirkungen 
der sozialen Vielfalt auf die Gesundheit und das 
Wohlergehen demokratischer Politik in hoch 
entwickelten Industriegesellschaften 
zunehmendes Interesse gewidmet. 
Einwanderung aus anderen als den traditionellen 
Einwanderungsländern, deren Bevölkerungen 
weit gehend nicht-europäischer Herkunft sind, 
verändert das Antlitz der europäischen und 
nordamerikanischen Gesellschaften. Populäre 
Kommentare und akademische Forschungen 
haben vor kurzem die Sorge zum Ausdruck 
gebracht, wie diese, sich verändernde 
demographische Realität sich auf die britischen 
Ansichten der Bürger auswirken wird. 
Gleichzeitig sind die hoch entwickelten 
Demokratien der Industrieländer weiter zu 
Themen wie Klasse, Ideologie, Religion und – in 
vielen Staaten – Sprache geteilt. Wie bestimmen 

die unterschiedlichen Formen der Vielfalt – seien 
es alte oder neue – die demokratische Politik?

Dieser Artikel betrachtet die Auswirkungen der 
Vielfalt von sozialen Netzen auf die politische 
Beteiligung bei Jugendlichen, indem er sich auf 
die Gleichaltrigen konzentriert, zu denen junge 
Menschen regelmäßig Kontakte pflegen. Weil 
junge Menschen in westlichen Demokratien 
zunehmend in vielfältigen persönlichen und 
öffentlichen Umfeldern sozialisiert sind, geht 
unsere Frage dahin, ob und wie die Vielfalt von 
sozialen Netzwerken für das politische 
Engagement von jungen Menschen eine Rolle 
spielt. Genauer gesagt: wir untersuchen, wie 
unterschiedliche Arten der Netzwerk-Vielfalt in 
starken und schwachen Beziehungen die 
politische Beteiligung bei jungen Menschen in 
Kanada und in Belgien beeinflussen. 




