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Available Online: other social groups. Nevertheless, access to information does not
Sep, 2022 automatically produce meaningful electoral participation. This article

examines the relationship between political awareness and electoral
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political knowledge, civic education, political efficacy, social media
exposure, family influence, institutional trust, socioeconomic position,
gender, and university environments shape students’
register, vote, discuss public issues, evaluate candidates, and participate
in election-related activities. The article argues that political awareness
can strengthen electoral participation when students possess accurate
information, believe that their participation can influence public
decisions, and have access to inclusive democratic opportunities.
However, misinformation, political polarization, distrust of institutions,

willingness to

weak civic education, socioeconomic inequalities, and restrictions on
constructive campus political activity can prevent political awareness
from being translated into responsible voting behaviour. Social media
provides students with rapid access to political information and
mobilization networks, but it also exposes them to manipulated content,
partisan narratives, and superficial forms of engagement. Universities,
election-management bodies, civil-society organizations, and political
parties should therefore develop non-partisan voter-education
programmers, media-literacy initiatives, youth policy forums, candidate
debates, mock elections, and accessible voter-registration services.
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Introduction:

Electoral participation is one of the most visible ways through which citizens contribute to democratic
governance. Although democratic participation includes public discussion, political campaigning,
advocacy, community organization, protest, petitioning, and engagement with public institutions, voting
remains a central mechanism through which citizens select representatives and communicate approval or
dissatisfaction with political leadership. The legitimacy and responsiveness of democratic institutions are
therefore influenced not only by the conduct of elections but also by the extent to which citizens understand
electoral processes and participate in them voluntarily and responsibly. University students are especially
important in this context. Most students enter higher education during the period in which they become
legally eligible to vote, develop relatively stable political attitudes, and begin to form independent views
about government, citizenship, public policy, and national identity. Universities expose students to diverse
social backgrounds, academic disciplines, political arguments, student organizations, digital technologies,
and public debates. As a result, the university period can become a formative stage for democratic
socialization. Pakistan possesses a particularly significant youth population. The United Nations
Development Programmer’s 2018 national youth report described approximately 64 percent of Pakistan’s
population as being below the age of thirty and emphasized the importance of integrating young citizens
into national development and decision-making. This demographic structure means that the political
attitudes and electoral behavior of young people, including university students, can substantially influence
the direction of democratic development. Political awareness refers to more than familiarity with political
personalities or party slogans. It includes knowledge of constitutional institutions, voting procedures,
electoral constituencies, political parties, public policies, citizens’ rights, candidates’ backgrounds, and the
relationship between government decisions and everyday life. It also involves the capacity to compare
competing claims, identify misinformation, distinguish factual reporting from political propaganda, and
evaluate political choices according to public interests rather than personal pressure or emotional
manipulation. Electoral participation, similarly, should not be restricted to the act of casting a ballot. It may
include obtaining a national identity card, confirming voter registration, learning about candidates,
examining party manifestos, attending public discussions, encouraging others to vote, volunteering in
campaigns, observing elections, and reporting electoral violations. Political awareness can influence each
of these activities by increasing citizens’ confidence, interest, and ability to make reasoned decisions. The
Election Commission of Pakistan has recognized the importance of youth engagement through its Students’
Voter Education and Awareness Program. The programmer reports that student-orientation sessions have
been organized in universities and colleges to increase youth participation and electoral turnout. Such
initiatives demonstrate growing institutional recognition that voter education must begin before Election
Day and should address students as future voters, community leaders, professionals, and public officials.
Political Awareness as a Foundation of Electoral Participation:

Political awareness provides citizens with the cognitive resources required to understand political
alternatives and connect public decisions with personal and collective interests. Politically aware students
are more likely to understand why elections matter, how representatives are selected, what responsibilities
elected institutions possess, and how public policies affect education, employment, taxation, healthcare,
digital rights, gender equality, environmental protection, and economic opportunity. Political knowledge is
important because electoral choices often require citizens to compare complex information. Students may
need to assess candidate qualifications, party manifestos, past performance, ideological positions,
constituency-level concerns, and the credibility of campaign promises. Without adequate awareness, voting
decisions may depend primarily on social pressure, political personalities, ethnic loyalties, family
preferences, misinformation, or short-term incentives.Deli Carping and Keener conceptualize political
knowledge as factual information about politics that citizens retain and use when interpreting political
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events. Research building on their work indicates that informed citizens are generally better able to
understand institutional responsibilities, evaluate political alternatives, and connect policy outcomes with
elected representatives. Political awareness therefore improves both the probability of participation and the
quality of electoral decision-making. Awareness may also strengthen political efficacy. Political efficacy
refers to the belief that an individual understands politics and that political participation can influence
government actions. It contains an internal dimension, concerning confidence in one’s own political
understanding, and an external dimension, concerning the perceived responsiveness of public institutions.
Students who understand electoral procedures but believe that elections cannot produce meaningful change
may remain politically inactive. Conversely, students who possess limited factual knowledge but strong
partisan enthusiasm may participate without critically evaluating political information.Recent cross-national
research on civic education has found that civic knowledge, political self-efficacy, institutional trust, and
parental political interest are significant predictors of young people’s voting intentions. This indicates that
awareness operates together with confidence, socialization, and institutional legitimacy. Providing
information alone may not increase participation unless students also believe that their votes are meaningful
and that elections are conducted fairly. Political awareness should therefore be understood as
multidimensional. It includes factual knowledge, critical reasoning, procedural understanding, political
interest, awareness of rights, and the ability to recognize reliable sources. A student who can name political
leaders but cannot explain the functions of parliament, local government, courts, or the Election
Commission possesses only limited political awareness. Similarly, repeated exposure to campaign content
does not necessarily produce informed citizenship when the content is misleading or exclusively partisan.
Individual, Family and University-Level Determinants:

Students’ electoral participation is shaped by a combination of personal, social, economic, and institutional
factors. Education can increase political awareness by strengthening literacy, communication skills, critical
thinking, and access to political information. However, being enrolled in a university does not guarantee
equal political knowledge. Students studying political science, law, sociology, journalism, public
administration, or economics may encounter political institutions more frequently than students in
disciplines where civic and constitutional matters are rarely discussed.Political interest is another major
determinant. Students who regularly follow public affairs are more likely to search for candidate
information, discuss political issues, and vote. Interest may emerge from personal experiences such as
unemployment, tuition increases, discrimination, public-service failures, inflation, environmental problems,
or restrictions on civil liberties. When students recognize that political decisions affect their future
opportunities, politics becomes more relevant to their daily lives. Family political socialization can
significantly shape students’ attitudes. Political conversations within households may introduce young
people to electoral issues, party identities, historical experiences, and community concerns. Parents and
older relatives can also encourage voter registration and turnout. However, strong family influence may
limit independent decision-making when students are expected to support a particular party, candidate, clan,
ethnic group, or influential local figure without critical evaluation.Peer networks within universities provide
another source of political learning. Students exchange information through classrooms, hostels, societies,
study groups, social events, and digital platforms. Peer discussion can expose students to alternative
viewpoints and motivate participation. Nevertheless, politically homogeneous groups may create echo
chambers in which members repeat similar opinions and reject conflicting evidence. Universities can
contribute to democratic development by providing spaces for respectful debate, student representation,
policy discussions, seminars, mock elections, research projects, and civic-service activities. Research
examining the role of universities has found that curricula, student activities, and institutional environments
can contribute to political awareness when they encourage critical inquiry and informed discussion.
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The quality of campus participation is more important than the mere presence of political activity. Violent
competition, intimidation, personal attacks, and rigid partisan divisions can discourage students from
politics. In contrast, issue-based dialogue, transparent student elections, inclusive societies, and academic
freedom can teach negotiation, tolerance, accountability, and democratic leadership. Socioeconomic status
also influences participation. Students from financially secure households may possess greater access to
digital devices, transportation, newspapers, political networks, and time for civic activities. Students facing
financial pressure may prioritize employment and academic survival over political engagement. Registration
difficulties may particularly affect students who study away from their permanent residences, live in hostels,
or are uncertain about their assigned polling location.Gender can shape electoral engagement through
unequal mobility, family restrictions, safety concerns, digital harassment, and differences in access to
political networks. Female students may possess strong political knowledge but face practical or social
barriers to attending rallies, travelling to polling stations, participating in public debate, or expressing
political preferences. Inclusive voter education must therefore address the different constraints experienced
by male, female, transgender, and rural, disabled, and economically disadvantaged students.

Social Media, Political Communication and Student Mobilization:

Social media has transformed how university students encounter political information. Political speeches,
campaign advertisements, parliamentary debates, public-policy discussions, election updates, opinion
surveys, and citizen commentary are now distributed through digital platforms within seconds. Students can
communicate directly with political representatives, participate in online discussions, organize events, share
voter-registration information, and document electoral problems. A study of students at the University of
Narwhal found that many respondents used social media for political information and awareness. It also
reported a significant relationship between online political activity, political efficacy, awareness, and offline
participation. This suggests that digital engagement can contribute to real-world participation when students
use online platforms to obtain information, discuss issues, and coordinate activities.International research
involving college students similarly indicates that the political use of social media is more relevant to online
participation than the total amount of time spent on social platforms. A student who spends several hours
watching entertainment content may gain little political knowledge, whereas a student who deliberately
follows credible news organizations, election authorities, researchers, and policy institutions may become
better informed. Digital platforms can reduce participation costs. Students do not need to attend formal
meetings to obtain information, communicate with representatives, or join a civic campaign. Online
communication can be particularly valuable for students who face mobility restrictions or live far from
major political centers. Social media can also increase visibility for issues that traditional media
organizations overlook.However, social media exposure does not always produce informed political
awareness. Platforms frequently reward emotional, sensational, polarizing, and highly shareable content.
Misleading claims can circulate more rapidly than detailed policy explanations. Edited videos, fabricated
quotations, anonymous accounts, artificial images, coordinated propaganda, and selective statistics can
influence students who lack media-literacy skills. Algorithmic personalization may further limit political
understanding by repeatedly presenting content similar to what users already believe. Such echo chambers
can strengthen partisan identities while reducing willingness to consider alternative evidence. Students may
become highly active in defending political groups online without developing substantial knowledge of
constitutional procedures, economic policy, legislative performance, or local governance.Online political
expression can also create an illusion of participation. Liking posts, sharing slogans, using hash tags, and
attacking political opponents may provide emotional satisfaction but may not lead to voter registration,
attendance at policy discussions, community organization, or voting. Digital engagement should
consequently be evaluated according to whether it develops knowledge, encourages peaceful participation,
and connects students with meaningful democratic action. Universities should incorporate digital political
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literacy into civic education. Students need practical training in source verification, reverse-image checking,
identification of manipulated content, comparison of competing reports, interpretation of statistics, and
recognition of sponsored political communication. These abilities are increasingly essential for responsible
electoral participation.

Barriers to Informed Electoral Participation:

A central barrier to student participation is distrust in political and electoral institutions. Students may
believe that political parties are controlled by established elites, that ordinary citizens have little influence,
or that elected representatives do not respond to youth concerns. Such perceptions weaken external political
efficacy and can produce electoral apathy even among politically knowledgeable students. Political
polarization creates another difficulty. When political identities become intensely emotional, students may
begin to view opponents as enemies rather than legitimate participants in democratic competition. Polarized
environments discourage balanced evaluation of candidates and policies. They can also produce harassment,
intolerance, misinformation, and conflict within campuses and online communities. Weak civic education
further limits participation. Many students complete school and enter university without a practical
understanding of voter registration, constituency boundaries, ballot procedures, local government,
parliamentary functions, constitutional rights, or methods of contacting elected representatives. Political
information may be encountered only during election campaigns, when communication is dominated by
partisan interests. Procedural difficulties may discourage first-time voters. Students may not know whether
their vote is registered, where their polling station is located, or how to correct registration errors. Those
living away from their permanent addresses may find it difficult to travel home on Election Day. Lack of
accessible transportation, long distances, safety concerns, and academic commitments can also reduce
turnout.

Misinformation represents a particularly serious barrier because it produces false confidence. Politically
unaware students may recognize that they lack knowledge and seek further information. Misled students
may believe that they are well informed while relying on inaccurate evidence. This makes misinformation
more dangerous than simple lack of awareness.Political parties may contribute to youth disengagement
when they involve students primarily as campaign workers rather than as participants in policy development
and organizational decision-making. Symbolic youth representation cannot substitute for meaningful
participation. Students are more likely to develop long-term political commitment when parties allow them
to influence manifestos, candidate selection, internal elections, and policy forums. Social inequalities also
create unequal opportunities for participation. Students from rural areas, marginalized communities, low-
income families, linguistic minorities, and underrepresented regions may have fewer opportunities to
interact with political representatives or access high-quality information. Students with disabilities may face
inaccessible registration services, campaign events, information materials, or polling stations.The
distinction between manifest participation and latent civic engagement is useful in understanding these
patterns. Ekman and Amana argue that formal political activities and less visible forms of civic engagement
should be examined separately, because interest, attentiveness, and community involvement may exist even
when individuals are not participating directly in elections or campaigns. A student who does not attend
rallies may still possess strong civic values and later participate when appropriate opportunities become
available.

Institutional Strategies and Policy Recommendations:

Universities should treat civic education as an interdisciplinary responsibility. Basic knowledge about
constitutional institutions, electoral systems, citizens’ rights, media literacy, public policy, and democratic
ethics can be integrated into general-education courses attended by students from all academic disciplines.
Civic education should remain non-partisan and should teach students how to evaluate evidence rather than
what political preferences to adopt. Candidate and policy forums can help students move beyond
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personality-based politics. Universities may invite candidates, scholars, election officials, journalists, and
civil-society representatives to participate in moderated discussions. All major viewpoints should receive
fair opportunities, and discussions should focus on public policies, manifestos, institutional responsibilities,
and constituency problems.Mock elections can provide practical knowledge about ballots, polling
procedures, vote counting, and secrecy, observation, and dispute resolution. Student-government elections
can serve a similar purpose when they are transparent, inclusive, peaceful, and governed by clear rules.
Poorly managed student elections, however, may reproduce the same intimidation and patronage that civic
education seeks to challenge. The Election Commission of Pakistan can expand university-based voter-
registration and awareness campaigns. Temporary information desks may help students confirm their voter
status, locate polling stations, understand relevant deadlines, and learn about complaint mechanisms. Voter-
education materials should be available in accessible formats and major Pakistani languages.Youth
engagement should occur throughout the electoral cycle rather than only immediately before elections.
UNDP guidance emphasizes participation through voter education, political-party engagement, electoral
observation, advocacy, candidacy, and post-election accountability. Universities and civil-society
organizations can therefore organize continuous programmers involving policy monitoring, community
research, legislative awareness, and dialogue with elected representatives.Political parties should establish
democratic and transparent youth structures. Student and youth members should be permitted to contribute
to policy formulation, internal elections, candidate evaluation, and community outreach. Parties should
avoid using students for confrontational mobilization or online harassment. Media-literacy programmers
should accompany voter education. Students should learn to check the original source of a political claim,
identify missing context, distinguish reporting from commentary, examine who funded political content,
and avoid forwarding unverified material. University libraries and journalism departments can develop
election-information portals containing official documents, party manifestos, candidate profiles, fact-
checking resources, and explanatory material.Special measures are required for underrepresented groups.
Safe transportation, accessible polling information, disability-inclusive facilities, anti-harassment
mechanisms, and targeted awareness programmers can reduce barriers faced by female students, students
with disabilities, minority students, and those studying away from home. Finally, youth participation should
be evaluated by quality as well as quantity. Increasing turnout is important, but democratic development
also requires informed choices, acceptance of legitimate disagreement, rejection of violence, respect for

electoral rules, and willingness to hold elected representatives accountable after elections.
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Summary:

Political awareness and electoral participation are closely connected, but the relationship is neither
automatic nor uniform. Awareness equips university students with the knowledge required to understand
institutions, evaluate candidates, recognize political rights, and connect public policy with everyday
concerns. When combined with political efficacy, institutional trust, and practical opportunities for
engagement, awareness can encourage voter registration, electoral turnout, policy discussion, campaign
participation, and post-election accountability. University students acquire political awareness from
academic curricula, families, peers, news organizations, political parties, election authorities, and digital
platforms. Each source can contribute positively, but each may also produce bias or exclusion. Family and
peer networks can encourage participation while simultaneously reinforcing inherited political loyalties.
Social media can provide immediate access to political information while also distributing misinformation,
propaganda, and polarizing narratives. The university has a particularly important democratic role because
it can create an environment in which students learn to examine evidence, debate respectfully, understand
constitutional institutions, and participate peacefully. Civic education should not promote a political party
or ideology. Its purpose should be to help students become independent citizens capable of making informed
electoral choices.Barriers such as distrust, polarization, registration difficulties, weak civic education,
gender inequality, economic pressures, misinformation, inaccessible electoral services, and limited youth
influence within political parties can prevent students from converting awareness into action. Effective
interventions must therefore combine knowledge with institutional reform and practical support. Election
authorities should maintain continuous student voter-education programmers, while universities should
organize policy debates, mock elections, media-literacy workshops, voter-registration support, and inclusive
student-representation mechanisms. Political parties should involve youth in substantive policy
development rather than treating them merely as campaign workers or online supporters.
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