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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This project offers a detailed analysis of the factors influencing engagement
levels among students at the University of St Andrews in the 2024 US presidential
election, focusing on three factors: American citizenship, degree level and faculty.

e The results show that American citizenship correlates with higher
engagement in the US election, with American students showing significantly
higher engagement than non-American students.

e Degree level was not shown to correlate with engagement, but there is some
evidence suggesting a correlation between faculty and engagement. While
there are some indications that engagement varies between Sciences and
Social Sciences, further research exploring the impact of faculty on political
engagement is recommended.

e Finally, whilst a history of involvement in a political party or activist
organization is shown to correlate with engagement, the importance of
friends and family relatives is found to correlate negatively with engagement.
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1. INTRODUCTION

With a record-breaking number of elections worldwide, 2024 marks an
unprecedented year for global politics, as more than two billion voters in 50
countries head to the polls. These elections take place amidst increasing global
instability and worsening impacts of climate change. Anticipation of potential
changes in domestic and global policy as well as heightened tensions among the
major parties in America have made the US election one of the most anticipated
of this year (Berg et. al, 2024). The previous US presidential election witnessed a
14% increase in national student voting rates, from 52% in 2016 to 66% in 2020,
showing a rising level of political engagement amongst young people (NSLVE,
2020). Young people, particularly students, play a pivotal role in shaping the
direction of global politics, which makes understanding their engagement in
elections a crucial area of research.

We developed three hypotheses in order to analyse the factors impacting
students' engagement levels. Firstly, that American citizenship will correlate with
higher engagement. Secondly, that engagement will differ based on degree
level. Thirdly, that engagement will differ based on faculty. St Andrews University
is renowned for its international student body, hosting a significant number of
American students: 2,205 out of a total student population of 12,160 (HESA, 2023).
This student demographic at St Andrews offered a unique opportunity to
examine the differences in engagement between American students and non-
American students, also providing valuable insights into the engagement of
American students living abroad.

In what follows, we provide a review of previous literature on engagement in
elections and demonstrate how our research contributes to this field. We then
present the methodology that we used to conduct the survey and suggest some
limitations to our approach. Finally, we outline and discuss our key findings and
propose some future research recommendations.

2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Interest and Engagement

This literature review introduces the wider academic discussion on the topic of
political engagement. This will be done by first defining the concepts of interest
and engagement, followed by analysing existing themes in surveys and research
data, highlighting potential gaps that we aim to address through this project.

The relationship between interest and engagement is convoluted. The project
at hand disproves the intuitive belief that higher interest would guarantee higher
engagement, by highlighting that engagement is contingent on more than just
interest. This disagreement stems from how we define engagement. If 4



engagement is simply said to be ‘having interacted with or attracted by election
materials,’ then this indicator does not illustrate the active element of
engagement. However, purely describing engagement as having an influence on
the outcome of the election, as described by Wicks et al. (2013), limits the extent
to which we can measure engagement from students. Hence, this project
suggests a middle ground: an active ‘participation’ in election-related activities
would be enough to satisfy this condition. This can range from actively reading
the news (a low degree engagement) to participating in campaigns (a higher
degree engagement), and allows the project to measure the varying degree of
engagement across the University. While having an interest in the US elections
may lead to engagement, the former does not necessarily guarantee the latter.
Therefore, multiple indicators were set up to measure interest and engagement
separately. This will be further explored in the following section.

2.2 Current Discussions

Two major themes emerge from the current discussion on election engagement.
First, previous academic discussions focused overwhelmingly on engaging with
the election itself, e.g. voting or participating in rallying, etc. This is primarily
because they are easy indicators on whether an election was highly contested
and controversial, which then implies the importance of that specific election.
Election data that measures ‘engagement’, have mostly focused on (1) voter
turnout; and (2) politically supportive actions (donations, rallying, etc.) (Daniller
and Gilberstadt, 2020). Although there is a growing number of calls to include
more indicators of engagement beyond measuring voter turnout (Best, Johnson
and Krueger, 2012), the amount of reports that focus on non-voting
engagements is still minimal. One good example is the report by O'Donnell
(2024), which studies interaction with political news. This has naturally led to a
discussion on what can be identified as engagement other than voting. Crucially,
contemporary discussions have tried to argue that there are non-conventional
forms of engagement (lvaldi, Bonatti and Soliani, 2017), and modern forms of
engagement such as social media campaigns and discussions should be
considered a new indicator that measures ‘alternative participation’ (Ilvaldi,
Bonatti and Soliani, 2017; Gibson and Cantijoch, 2013). Even in the traditional
‘offline engagement’ category, more indicators have been suggested to be
effective measurements of political engagement, such as social interactions
(McClurg, 2003). Therefore, measuring engagement is highly variable and
different forms of engagement likely suggest a varying degree of engagement in
politics, which will be reflected in the survey design of this research.

Second, many factors impact the level of interest and engagement across all
demographics. Specifically for the USA, factors such as economic growth, human
rights and the profile of specific candidates have proven to be some of the key
factors that generated interest (Worthy et al,, 2024; Stockemer, 2012). One crucial
factor in American politics is identity. The multicultural nature of the country and
the public discourse over various types of discrimination made the background



of every individual an important factor in their level of interest and engagement
in elections. This is easily reflected by how different demographics tend to have a
clear party preference in the USA (Pew Research Center, 2024). While some
common elements of identity include race, gender and class, less attention has
been given to the variable of education level. Even the articles that do engage
with the topic of education mostly do so from a rather basic perspective, i.e. the
difference between those who are educated and those who are not (for examples
of this, see Doherty and Kiley, 2020; Democratic Audit UK, 2014; Tenn, 2007).
Some have challenged this approach and called for a more detailed analysis on
whether the type of education, i.e. degree and subjects, could impact the
engagement of an individual. Stockemer (2012) and Persson (2015) have both
argued that different degree pathways may potentially reflect the personal
interests of individuals, hence affecting their engagement in politics. This is
clearly intuitive at least on a prima facie level, where one could argue that those
who study Political Science, for example, are more likely to be engaged in politics
than others. Hence, as this project attempts to illustrate engagement across the
University of St Andrews, the differences in degree pathways are of concern in
the design of the survey.

2.3 University of St Andrews as the Context of This Research

Given the large number of American students at the University of St Andrews,
this has provided the project with a unique opportunity to determine the
differences in engagement between American students and non-American
students. It is rare for existing literature to measure engagement across multiple
indicators, let alone do so within a university setting and compare across
different demographics. Shrivastava's (1987) research was one of the earlier works
that measured engagement at the university level and had done so using a
multitude of indicators such as participation in meetings and affiliation to
political parties. Shrivastava's research was, however, restricted by its
geographical location, and thus unable to measure differences in engagement
for individuals of different backgrounds; this is precisely the gap that this project
seeks to address. Furthermore, having one of the highest American student
populations (18% of all students) out of all universities across the United Kingdom
(HESA, 2024), the survey of this project examines how Americans abroad can
politically engage in domestic elections in the modern era, as opposed to the
past where overseas Americans were typically less involved in the politics of their
home country (Dark, 2003).

Therefore, while the existing literature features an extensive conversation over
general political engagement, it is rare to address political engagement using
multiple indicators other than voter turnout. Moreover, the role played by
education can be argued in much more depth, i.e. the distinction between
different schools, as opposed to the binary distinction of ‘educated’ and
‘uneducated’ individuals. Hence, this project seeks to address these issues by



by determining whether nationality and education pathways affect political
interest and engagement in US elections at St Andrews. Furthermore, through a
multi-indicator approach, this project also seeks to determine whether there is a
necessary relationship between such indicators and the respondents’
engagement. All in all, this project seeks to provide a holistic view of how
backgrounds, identities and different schools of the University may impact the
level of interest and engagement of students at the University.

3.0 METHODOLOGY

We set out to measure the degree to which students at St Andrews were
engaging with the American election of 2024 and discern the influence of key
variables on the level of engagement. To do this, we collected responses to a
digital survey (Appendix 1) which we designed to:

a) measure the participant's level of engagement in the American election (Q6,

Q7,Q8, Q9)

b) test for a broad range of variables that could correlate to a high level of
engagement (Q1-Q5, Q10, Q12, Q13, Q14, Q15).

3.1 Sampling

The timescale of this research project limited our ability to use random or quota
sampling methods; instead, following Stockemer's (2012) study of student
political engagement at the University of Ottawa, we solicited responses to our
digital survey from students in person, working in small groups across different
locations on campus, such as the library and departmental social spaces.
Students were approached and given a brief explanation of the research
guestion and PIAR before being asked to scan a QR code which would lead them
to the survey. The survey could then be completed in the participant’s own time,
providing minimal interruption to their workflow, and increasing the likelihood of
participation. The survey was also sent out on a list of departmental emails,
delivering the survey directly into the inboxes of a large volume of students
across the university.

While there are great limitations to the reliability of data collected from
convenience (non-probabilistic) sampling, we tried to increase the reliability of
our data by increasing the volume of participants and using geographic areas to
select for student populations that would otherwise be represented (Stratton,
2021). By using in-person solicitation across a large geographical region of
campus, combined with digital distribution through email lists, we expected to 7
increase the volume of participants. We a Iso tried to mitigate any selection bias



we may have generated by just sticking to a single social space on campus as
departments and subject-specific equipment are spread across a large
geographical range; travelling to different parts of campus allowed us to target
students from different departments who may choose to primarily study in one
area (for instance, computer science students in IT labs). This was particularly
important to us given that the subject of study was one of the variables which we
analysed.

Collecting data in person also led to some interesting interpersonal
engagements with the student population which provided some anecdotal
insight into reasons why students may or may not want to engage with the
election: for instance, one student refused to answer the quiz as a gesture of
protest against validating any interest in the United States given that he believed
its foreign policy on the conflict between Israel and neighbouring countries has
led to profound disaster in the affected areas, particularly the Gaza Strip.

3.2 Dependent Variables: Political Engagement

As discussed previously, we opted for a measurement of ‘engagement’ that was
not necessarily political or civic but would rather account for a broad range of
consumptive and discursive activities that indicated the amount of time spent by
each participant on thinking about the election. While this diverged from the
traditional measurements of political engagement often used in research on
civic engagement, it allowed us to collect data across a sample where most
participants could not engage in civic activities such as voting or party
membership.

We first sought to measure the extent to which a student was consuming
textual, audio or video coverage of the American presidential election. Q6 asked
participants to report the number of articles, posts or videos about the American
election they had consumed in the last week - in order to focus on active
participation and interest, we asked participants to only include coverage which
they distinctly remembered consuming. Q7 asked which of the presidential and
vice-presidential debates they had watched, specifying “watched” as having
watched at least a quarter of the debate (given that each debate is 90 minutes,
this would have resulted in at least 20 minutes of time dedicated to coverage
consumption).

We then asked participants to indicate their participation in a range of discursive
activities on the topic of the election. Q8 asked students to report the weekly
frequency with which they have talked about the election over the last year.
Participants were then asked to indicate which civic and campaigning activities 8
they had participated in the last year in Q9; these ranged from low-effort



activities such as sharing social media posts to those requiring larger time or
economic commitments (e.g. canvassing or financial donations).

Coding for metric of engagement

While it may prove to be fruitful to measure the correlation between each of
these factors of engagement and our dependent (IE potentially causational)
variables, we decided to use the responses of Q6, Q7, Q8 and Q9 to create a
combined “engagement score” for every participant.

Q6: Number of separate written, audio or visual texts concerning the election
consumed during the previous week (multiple-choice with ranges).

Q7. Polar question, whether participants watched at least a quarter of each of the
three official electoral debates (Y/N per debate).

Q8: Frequency participants talked about the election in the last 12 months
(multiple-choice with ranges).

Q9: Polar question, whether participants participated in each of a list of election-
related activities in the last 12 months (Y/N per activity).

All potential answers to each question were given an engagement term, as seen
in Tables A through d in the Presentation of Results and Discussion. These terms
were developed to indicate the relative weight of an indicator. Thus ‘In person
canvassing for a US presidential candidate’ under Question 9 has an
engagement term of 4, while 1-3' texts consumed under Q6 has an engagement
term of 1, to account for the relative time and energy commitments of these
activities; similarly, watching the vice-presidential debate has a higher
engagement term than watching only one presidential debate, since US vice-
presidential debate viewing rates are usually lower than for presidential debates
(Crowley, 2024).

Questions 6 and 8 provide single terms for each participant, while questions 7
and 9 provide multiple terms because they are composites of multiple polar
guestions. Questions 6 and 7 both asked participants about events close to the
election, with spikes in media attention concerning the election. These forms of
engagement were judged to take less time and effort and to indicate less
sustained activity and thus were weighted less than Questions 8 and 9 in
determining final engagement scores (Questions 6 and 7 accounted for 15%
each, and Questions 8 and 9 for 35% each, of final engagement). Participants
were thus assigned engagement scores as weighted sums of their answers to

9



these four questions. These engagement scores form the basis of this project’s
understanding of a participant’'s engagement. We also asked participants to
indicate the amount of importance they place on the Election (Q10) - we did not
include this in the engagement score, nor did we consider it an explanatory
variable. Instead, we anticipated that it would be useful to contrast this direct
measurement of interest (IE how important the American Election is to them) to
the engagement score as a “check” on the reliability of the engagement score.

3.3 Explanatory Variables

Initially, our primary research interest was to measure the effect of American
nationality on engagement with the election: this would allow us to provide an
insight into the place of American politics in the imagination of a highly
international student body: does the American election matter to young people
who are not American? This would also have interesting implications for campus
life given the student population at the University has a remarkably high
proportion of American nationals; should the university, and the town of St
Andrews by extension, begin to expect the “importation” of American political life
to this small village in Scotland as the population of US citizens persist on
campus? In addition to asking participants to declare their nationality (Q2), we
also asked participants to cite how much time they've spent in the United States
(Q5); this would allow us to see if a greater amount of time spent in the United
States would track with a higher engagement score, regardless of citizenship.

As discussed in the previous section, we also measured the significance of
many other factors that have been shown to affect student civic activity, such as
subject (Q3) and year of study (Q4) (Stockemer, 2012; Persson, 2015), pre-existing
civic participation (Q13) (Stockemer, 2012), as well as different types of media
usage to learn about Election news (Q14), as compellingly discussed by Kim
(2022). We also decided to test for a breadth of other variables that we
anticipated would have an impact on engagement but have been under-
researched, such as the kind of media outlets and non-traditional sources (such
as online personalities) they engaged with (Q15). We further asked our
participants to rank a pre-set list of institutional and personal factors in order of
influence for engaging with the Election (Q12), turning our survey into an
experimental exercise: in addition to addressing a research hypothesis derived
from previous literature, this measurement of engagement across a broad range
of explanatory factors could also allow us to see potential avenues for further
inquiry. Finally, we began the survey by asking the participants for their age as a
key demographic indicator and control (Q1). A major oversight in our work must
be highlighted here: the exclusion of gender as a control variable; the
consequential limitations will be explored later in the paper. 10



Following Stockemer’s (2012) operationalisation of his research question, we
envisioned the explanatory variables into four categories of interaction:
demographic, institutional, participatory, and consumptive. The overall survey
design can be visualised as follows (Fig. A):

Engagement variables Measurement of engagement
Q1
Q2 ==/ : —sot Q10 Interest Q6
emographic
Qb5
Q7
Q3 1 Institutional +— Qs
o En 4
_— gagement - Q9
Factor
Q13 Participatory
Q14 Consumptive
Q15
Q12 | A~
Ranking

Fig. A

4.0 PRESENTATION OF RESULTS AND ANALYSIS

The following results inform on the three sub-hypotheses of the research
question, ‘What are the factors that influence student engagement with the
2024 US election”.

Hypothesis 1: Having American citizenship correlates with higher engagement.
Hypothesis 2: Engagement differs based on degree level.

Hypothesis 3: Engagement differs based on Faculty.

4.1 Accepted Responses

There were a total of 233 responses, of which 219 were used for final analysis.
Three responses were blank but recorded as submitted. Eleven participants did

not fully answer the questions by which engagement was determined, and thus

) ) 1
were removed from consideration.



Given the large number of Schools at the University, the sample size was too
small to detect significant between-School differences for most Schools (of the
26 official Schools, 22 had fewer than 20 respondents in the sample, 15 had fewer
than 10 respondents, and 3 schools had no respondents). The Schools were
organised into three departments: Sciences, Social Sciences, and Humanities.
The University of St Andrews divides departments into Arts, Divinity, Medicine,
and Science. The University division was rejected for two reasons: medicine and
divinity students were not sufficiently represented in the sample to show
significant effects; and the Arts faculty encompasses both Humanities and Social
Sciences, which would obscure differences between these distinct fields in our
analysis. It is common for students to study two subjects during their
undergraduate degree at St Andrews, and so there are a total of 9 composite
faculties accounting for the different combinations of degrees:

1.Three single degrees: Humanities, Sciences, Social Sciences
2.Three single-department degrees: Humanities-Humanities, Sciences-
Sciences, Social Sciences-Social Sciences
3.Three multi-department degrees: Humanities-Social Sciences, Humanities-
Sciences, Social Sciences-Sciences
4.,
The primacy of subjects was not accounted for. By this division double-counting
students for multiple faculties is avoided, and the potential effects of dual
degrees are tested.

4.2 Engagement results

The engagement metric was checked against a self-reported ‘importance’ score,
and the perceived importance of the election did indeed correlate positively with
engagement (Kruskal-Wallis test, P<.001). The majority of respondents used low-
frequency, low-effort modes of engagement (reading multiple texts about the
election, engaging through social media, and having discussions). Tables A
through d show response frequencies for the four individual engagement
guestions. As can be seen in Figure X, the data is heavily skewed to the left, with a
mMinimum engagement score of 0.15, a mean score of 1.8 a max score of 9.4, and a
standard deviation of 1.51. The majority of participants (78%) had an engagement
score between 0.15 and 2.5. This non-normal distribution required a log-gamma
Generalised Linear Model (defined as log(engagement) = 5o + f1*variable; +
pB2*variable; + ps*variables + fs*variables), as well as non-parametric tests (Kruskal-
Wallis and post-hoc Dunn tests) for further analysis.



4.3 Citizenship and engagement

The first factor of engagement was citizenship. Hypothesis 1 maintains that
having American citizenship positively correlates with engagement in the US
elections. Of the students sampled, 20% were American, 72% were non-American,
and 3% had multiple citizenships that included American citizenship (American-
dual). Americans had significantly higher average engagement scores than both
non-Americans and American-duals. A Kruskal-Wallis test was used for the null
hypothesis that there is no difference in engagement between citizenship
groups, yielding a P-value well below .001, and a follow-up Dunn’s test was
deployed to determine which distributions were significantly distinct. The Dunn's
test revealed that non-American and American-dual participants did not differ
significantly in engagement scores (P=.94), but Americans differed from both
non-Americans (P<.001) and American-duals (P=.02).

4.4 Degree level and engagement

Hypothesis 2 concerned the effect of degree level (Undergraduate, Postgraduate,
PhD). Undergraduates constituted the majority of the sample (75.78%), with
18.26% of the sample being postgraduate students (taught and research), and
2.17% being PhD students. This is fairly consistent with demographic data
provided by the University of St Andrews, where undergraduates account for
roughly 82% and postgraduates 17% of the student body (University of St
Andrews, 2024).

Table f shows the average engagement scores by degree level. A Kruskal-
Wallis test for the null hypothesis of no between-group difference revealed that
degree level does not have a significant correlation with engagement (P=.14).

4.5 Faculty and engagement

Hypothesis 3 prescribed a test for the correlation between faculty (School
clusters) and engagement. Table g shows the number of responses and average
engagement scores per faculty. According to University records the sample
matches proportional representation by faculty very closely (see Table h), with
only a slight overrepresentation of the Sciences. Students with subjects in both
Humanities and Social Sciences had the highest engagement score at 2.5]1,
followed closely by students with double Social Sciences degrees. A Kruskal-
Wallis test for the null hypothesis that there was no correlation between faculty
and engagement provided weak evidence to believe that there is a difference
between faculties (P=.056), and a subsequent Dunn'’s test gave weak evidence for
a significant difference between Sciences (only) and Social Sciences (only) 13
students (P=.04).



4.6 Other influences on engagement

In addition to these three factors of engagement, self-reported influence on
students' engagement was tested. Question 12 of the survey allowed participants
to rank predetermined factors. Kruskal-Wallis tests were performed for each
factor to see whether the perceived importance of that factor (given by ranking)
correlated with engagement. Only ‘Influence of friends and family’ had a
significant effect (P=.01), and this was found to be negatively correlated with
engagement (the lower the perceived importance of this factor relative to other
factors, the higher engagement was).

A secondary hypothesis that was tested was the relationship between
previous political participation and engagement in the 2024 US election. This was
measured using Question 13, which asked participants whether they had been a
member of a political party, a youth group of a political party, an activist
organisation, or a political education institution. Both membership in a political
party and membership in an activist organisation were positively correlated with
engagement (respectively, P=.015 and P<.001). Of these, a history in activism was
more strongly correlated.

4.7 Discussion

The first hypothesis, that having American citizenship correlates with higher
engagement, can be accepted with a 95% confidence level. The second
hypothesis, that degree level correlates with engagement, must be rejected on
the basis of the Kruskal-Wallis test. The third hypothesis, that faculty correlates
with engagement, is tentatively accepted at the 90% confidence level, and the
sub-hypothesis that engagement will differ between Sciences and Social
Sciences can be accepted at the 95% confidence level. In addition, previous
history in both a political party and an activist organisation can be accepted as a
significant factor affecting engagement (at the 95% and 99% confidence level
respectively), and the perceived importance of friends and family on political
engagement can be accepted as a negative factor at the 95% confidence level.

Due to limitations in the data, these findings may not be representative of the
broader population (see Limitations section). Additionally, there may be other
factors that are more informative but were not included in the questionnaire (see
4, Methodology). This analysis assumes that the responses are independent.
However, it is difficult to assert complete independence, as much of the data was
gathered through interviews conducted in public areas, often with students in
groups. It is not clear what effects social pressure may have had on the
responses. Nevertheless, the potential implications of these results will now be
discussed under the assumption of independence.

Being American positively correlates with engagement in the US elections, as
predicted, and the skew of the data would seem to suggest that this correlation
is quite strong. It is not exactly clear why having American-dual citizenship

14



would seem to negate this effect, but the effect of multiple citizenship could be
an interesting factor to explore for future research on political engagement with
specific country politics. The lack of effect from having American-dual citizenship
may be explained in part by the number of years spent in the US. Of the
American participants, the average years spent in the US was 19.4, while non-
American participants spent very little time in the US (with an average under 1
year), and American-dual participants spent relatively little time in the US (with
an average of 7.14 years). However, there is no strong support for this effect.

Overall, there was a wide range of engagement among St Andrews students.
A non-normal distribution was not expected; the skew of the data suggests that
there is a small population of very highly engaged students, with a large majority
of students having comparatively very low engagement. This distribution is to be
expected for most non-UK elections, where relevant nationals would be
somewhat engaged, and non-nationals would have comparatively low
engagement because they neither live in nor are nationals of that country.
However, these findings contradict the hypothesis that US politics are perceived
as particularly pertinent to non-Americans because of the US' role in global
politics; some skew would be expected to account for the additional investment
of US nationals, but a higher mean engagement is suggested by the US-
pertinancy hypothesis. If US politics are not perceived as particularly salient
among students, this could be explained by several potential factors: the rising
role of other countries or intergovernmental organisations such as BRICS in
world politics, alongside the protectionist anti-global rhetoric of the 2024 US
election may diminish the perceived importance of these elections globally,
especially considering the current deluge of elections worldwide. Comparative
studies in other universities could help to relativise the engagement metric, and
comparisons between home-country political engagement and engagement
with other countries like the US would clarify whether relatively low engagement
in this study is based on US politics, a general trend in political engagement, or
something else entirely.

The insignificance of degree level is not unexpected, but the relative
insignificance of faculty is more difficult to explain. Since this is an under-
explored demographic distinction, it is worth doing further research into the
potential effects of faculty on political engagement. The need to divide schools
into faculties meant that responses from specific schools could not be tracked;
alternative faculty divisions may help to isolate specific fields that traditionally
encourage political engagement, such as International Relations and Political
Science. The weak evidence for a difference in engagement between Sciences
and Social Sciences suggests that subdivisions in these faculties may reveal more
about the engagement cultures potentially present in different fields. 15



Two results stand out as difficult to explain. First, previous history in an activist
organisation correlated far more strongly with engagement than being a
member of a political party. This may be explained by the fact that many St
Andrews students are not currently living in their home countries, and this
makes political party membership in their early adult years more difficult. Since
the bulk of respondents were undergraduates, and political party membership is
usually reserved for adults, such membership may have been less accessible
throughout their lives than membership in an activist organisation. Activist
organisations also tend to be more transnational and accessible to immigrants. A
deeper understanding of the general mechanisms of political engagement
preferred by students, and the reasons for these preferences, would be an
interesting avenue of research, but is outside the scope of this particular project.

The second result that is difficult to explain is the significance of perceiving
friends and family as important influences on political engagement. Those who
considered this influence particularly important had significantly lower
engagement. This could be explained by the fact that the majority of
respondents were non-American, and their friends and family are likely to also be
non-American and thus less interested in general American politics. Additionally,
ranking friends and family quite high as an influence implies that other
influences like foreign policy and the importance of a politician's personality were
ranked as less important; viewing these factors as less important could lead
people to be less interested in the politics of another nation. However, these
factors were not correlated with engagement in the sample, so this claim has
little statistical support.

16
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Figure x: density plot showing distribution of engagement scores

These findings are useful for gauging student interest and engagement with
information on the US elections, from which one could tentatively draw
conclusions about student interest in US politics in general, pending further
studies on engagement with other aspects of US policy.

5.0 LIMITATIONS

This project faced several methodological limitations. First, some engagement
activities included in the survey (such as canvassing) may require US citizenship,
which excluded non-US students from a certain score range by design. However,
these activities are not entirely exclusive to Americans, as some Labour
supporters, for instance, may canvas for Democrats. Furthermore, schools were
grouped in the process of dividing faculties, meaning we were unable to identify
school-specific effects on engagement. This was an issue as although there is less
reason to believe that broad faculties will have an influence, it is much more
likely that specific schools such as International Relations and Computer Science
might have significant effects; further research into school-specific effects on
engagement is recommended. We also did not examine differences between
non-US nationalities; for example, whether European students’ engagement is
higher than Latin American. Further research could investigate comparative
engagement between non-US nationalities. Finally, gender was not included as a
control in the survey, which was an oversight. However, gender is not identified
as a major limitation in the literature, thus the lack of control for gender is not
believed to have had a significant effect on the results.

Two additional general limitations are that conducting the survey in the days
leading up to the election may have made it difficult to distinguish between
long-term trends and short-term reactions. However, given the time frame of 17
the project, this was unavoidable. Moreover, we cannot account for the potential



influence of other global events. For example, during in-person surveying some
participants declined to take the survey stating they were boycotting all
American politics and news in protest of the US response to the war in Gaza. As
we did not provide space for participants to express this, its impact on
engagement could not be assessed.

6.0 CONCLUSION

This project set out to explore the factors influencing students' levels of
engagement in the 2024 US presidential election. Whilst previous research
primarily measured engagement through voter turnout, this project furthered
research in this area by adopting a multi-indicator approach measuring factors
such as news and media consumption. Moreover, whilst prior studies mainly
explored the impact of ‘being educated’ on engagement; we developed a more
nuanced understanding of education-related factors affecting engagement,
looking at faculty and degree level.

We focused on three key factors which we expected to have an impact on
students’ engagement levels: American citizenship, degree level and faculty. The
survey results demonstrated wide-ranging engagement levels among students,
with a small population of highly engaged students and a majority of students
with comparatively low engagement. Our results showed that being American
has a strong positive correlation with engagement in the elections. However, we
found that whilst the US election may be perceived as highly significant, for the
most part non-American students had low levels of engagement.

The survey results showed that degree level did not correlate with
engagement and that there was some correlation between faculty and
engagement. Given that we found weak evidence for a difference in
engagement between Sciences and Social Science, further research might
consider the potential effects of faculty on political engagement, especially as
this is underexplored in the literature. Some other notable results emerged from
the data collected in our survey. For instance, those who perceived friends and
family as important influences had low engagement and previous history in an
activist organisation was correlated more strongly with engagement than being
a member of a political party.

The results obtained from this project offer some potential directions for
further research on student engagement in elections. Comparative studies in
other universities considering the difference between home-country political
engagement and engagement with other countries, for example with the US,
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would clarify whether low engagement for non-American students is a general
trend, or whether this is specific to US elections. Further comparative studies
measuring the engagement of American students that live in the US, or in North
America, would also help to explain whether geographical proximity to the US
during the election had any impact on engagement.

The survey results obtained in this project show that American citizenship
correlates with high engagement. The significant differences in engagement
between American and non-American students is an important consideration for
universities, for example in considering how much emphasis or resources US
elections receive compared to other elections, and whether this adequately
reflects the diverse political interests and engagement levels of the student body.
Understanding the factors influencing students’ engagement offers an
important perspective on future political landscapes.
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8.0 APPENDIX

Table a: Question 6 response numbers and engagement terms (weighting:
15%)

Response No. Responses Engagement terms
None 14 0
1-3 articles/videos 52 1
4-7 articles/videos 52 2
8+ articles/videos 101 3

Table b: Question 7 response numbers and engagement terms (weighting:
15%)

Response Frequency Engagement
terms*

Trump/Biden & Trump/Harris 33 3
Trump/Biden 31 K
Trump/Harris 30 1
Trump/Biden & Trump/Harris & 21 6
Vance/Waltz

Trump/Harris & Vance/Waltz 10 5
Trump/Biden & Vance/Waliz 1 4
Vance/Waltz 0 3

None 93 0




Table c: Question 8 response numbers and engagement terms (weighting:
35%)

Response No. Responses Engagement terms
Never 8 0
Less than once a week 56 1
1-2 times per week | 2
3-5 times per week 41 3
At least once a day 21 4
Multiple times a day 22 5

Table d: Question 9 response numbers and engagement terms (weighting:
35%)

Response No. Engagement
Responses terms
In-person canvassing 0 3
Digital canvassing 7 5
Campaign donation 5 5
Campaign fundraising 2 >
Signed up to regular mailing list 8 5
Shared election-related post 17 1
Made election-related post 35 1
Hosted an election-related event 8 1
Participated in civic engagement 18 3

events




Table e: Response frequency and average engagement score by citizenship

Citizenship No. responses Average engagement score®
American 47 314
Non-American 165 1.43
American-dual 7 1.36

*Rounded to two decimal places

Table f: Response frequency and average engagement score by degree level

Degree level No. responses Average engagement score®
Undergraduate 172 1.84
Postgraduate 42 1.72
PhD 5 0.82

*Rounded to two decimal places

Table g: Response frequency and average engagement score by faculty

Faculty No. Average engagement
Responses score®

Humanities 28 1.60
Sciences 85 1.45
Social Sciences 37 2.35
Humanities-Humanities 19 1.67
SocialSciences-Social 10 2.44
Sciences

Sciences-Sciences 11 1.80
Humanities-Social Sciences 13 2.51
Humanities-Sciences + .79
Social Sciences-Sciences 12 1.92

*Rounded to two decimal places



Table h: Comparative representation of faculties in the University and in the
sample

Faculty* Actual university Sample
representation®* representation

Humanities 29% 27%

Sciences 43% 47%

Social 28% 25%

Sciences

* Includes dual degrees (split equally between faculties)

** Rounded to the nearest whole

Survey Questions
Q1 What is your date of birth?

Q2 What is your nationality?

Q3 What school(s) are you in?
e Art History (1)
* Biology (2)
e Business School (3)
o Chemistry (4)
e Classics (5)
e Computer Science (6)
e Divinity (7)
e Earth and Environmental Sciences (8)
e Economics and Finance (9)
e English (10)
e Film Studies (17)
o Geography and Sustainable Development (12)
e Graduate School for Interdisciplinary Studies (13)
e History (14)
e International Education and Lifelong Learning Institute (15)
e International Relations (16)
e Management (17)
¢ Mathematics and Statistics (18)
e Medicine (19)
e Modern Languages (20)
e Music (21)
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e Philosophy (22)

e Philosophical, Anthropological and Film Studies (23)
e Physics and Astronomy (24)

e Psychology and Neuroscience (25)

e Social Anthropology (26)

Q4 What year are you in at St Andrews?

e 1()

* 2(2)

 3(3)

. 4(4)

e PGT (5)

« PGR (6)

e PhD (7)

Q5 How long (in years and months) have you lived in the United States? Write
response

Q6 How many news articles, posts or videos about the US election have you
read/watched in the last week? Count any articles, social media posts or videos
that you distinctly remember viewing/reading.

e None (1)

e 1-3(2)

o 4-7(3)

e 8+ (4)

Q7 Which of the televised debates have you watched (at least a quarter of the
way through)

e Trump/Biden debate (1)

e Trump/Harris debate (2)

e Vance/ Waltz debate (3)

Q8 How often have you talked about the US Election in the last 12 months?
e Never (1)
e Lessthan once a week (2)

1- 2 times a week (3)

3-5times a week (4)

At least once a day (5)

Multiple times a day (0)

26



e Philosophy (22)

e Philosophical, Anthropological and Film Studies (23)
e Physics and Astronomy (24)

e Psychology and Neuroscience (25)

e Social Anthropology (26)

Q4 What year are you in at St Andrews?

e 1()

* 2(2)

 3(3)

. 4(4)

e PGT (5)

« PGR (6)

e PhD (7)

Q5 How long (in years and months) have you lived in the United States? Write
response

Q6 How many news articles, posts or videos about the US election have you
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Q9 Indicate if you have participated in any of the following activities in the last 12
months:

e In person canvassing for a US presidential candidate (1)

e Digital canvassing for a US presidential candidate (2)

e Donated to a presidential campaign (3)

e Fundraised for a presidential campaign (4)

e Participated in civic engagement events at St Andrews (IE voting drives, how
to vote abroad, campaigning for a candidate) (5)

Signed up to regular mailing lists related to the US election (6)

Shared a post on social media about the US election (7)

Written a post on social media about the US election (8)

Hosted/organised an election-related event (debate watch-party, fundraising,
civic engagement) (9)

Q10 How important is the American Election to you?

e Not at all important (1)

o Slightly important (2)

e Moderately important (3)
e Very important (4)

e Extremely important (5)

Q12 Please rank in descending order the importance of each factor in motivating
engagement with political events

. Personal political/ideological beliefs (1)
. National policy issues (2)

e _ Foreign policy issues (3)

. Influence of friends and family (4)

. Academic/vocational requirement (5)
. Media consumption (6)

e _ Specific political figures (7)

Q13 Have you been a member or participant of any of the following political
organisations? Tick all that apply:

e Political party (1)

e Youth group of political party (2)

e Activist organisation (3)

e Political education organisation (reading group, discussion group) (4)

Q14 How do you keep up with the news? Please tick all that apply:
e Traditional print media (1)
e Television broadcasts (2)
¢ Online news websites (3)
e Video sharing platforms (YouTube) (4)
e Social media (5)
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Q15 Please name all the media outlets or independent journalists you get your
news from (IE Al Jazeera, BBC, CNN, Fox News, Politics Joe, Glen Greenwald,
Owen Jones)

Q16 What barriers do you face in participating in the election? Select all that
apply:

e Lack of information (1)

e Time constraints (2)

o Disinterest in candidates/issues (3)

Q18 Thank you for participating in this survey. In this survey we will collect
information about your engagement with the 2024 US presidential election. Data
will not be shared with third parties, and will be deleted within one month of
collection. If you consent to this, please select 'next', otherwise you can exist the
survey.

e Next (1)
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