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 INTRODUCTION & BACKGROUND

The 2018 U.S. midterm elections marked the highest voter turnout in more than a century, with 53% 
of the eligible voting-age population casting a vote. Two years later, turnout jumped again: 2020’s 
general election saw the highest voter turnout of the 21st century, as 67% of eligible voters headed 
to the polls. Both elections were record years for young voters: Among 18- to 29-year-olds, turnout 
jumped 16 percentage points from 2014 (20%) to 2018 (36%), and 11 percentage points from 2016 
(39%) to 2020 (50%).

While encouraging, this upward trajectory isn’t guaranteed to continue. For one, midterm election 
turnout notoriously trails behind that of general elections. For another, American voters are increas-
ingly pessimistic about President Biden and the country overall: A spring 2022 online survey from the 
Ad Council Research Institute (ACRI) revealed that 70% of Americans feel the country is headed in 
the wrong direction, and 52% disapproved of Biden’s job performance. A July telephone survey from 
The New York Times and Siena College Research Institute showed an even bleaker picture, with 77% 
of registered voters saying the U.S. is headed in the wrong direction, and 60% disapproving of Biden. 

While one might think this pessimism and disapproval would translate to higher turnout as Americans 
seek to change the direction of the country, skepticism about election fairness and the U.S. govern-
ment in general is brewing. Fifty-eight percent of all voters—and 56% of voters ages 18-29—think 
America’s system of government needs major reforms or a complete overhaul. Those who lean left, 
for example, point to voter suppression, gerrymandering and the Supreme Court, while those on the 
right conform to the stolen-election narrative. Together, a further 53% of voters—and 70% of young 
voters—believe America’s political system is too divided to solve its problems. 

As of 2020, young voters now make up nearly a third of the electorate, and their voting power will 
only continue to grow as more Gen Zers come of voting age. But is this group of voters already too 
disillusioned with the system to return to the polls? Or will strategic efforts— combined with su-
per-charged issues like the economy, Roe v. Wade, gun control, climate change, racism and more—
be the force this generation needs to get out and vote this November?

As the U.S. nears the 2022 midterm elections, and as Americans’ trust in elections and election offi-
cials dwindles, ACRI and MTV Entertainment (MTVE) are partnering to get a better understanding of 
the voting attitudes and perceptions among younger Millennials and voting-eligible members of Gen 
Z on the upcoming midterm elections, and to understand what brands and causes can do to excite 
and encourage them to vote.

https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2019/04/behind-2018-united-states-midterm-election-turnout.html
https://time.com/6049270/2020-election-young-voters/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/07/24/voter-turnout-always-drops-off-for-midterm-elections-but-why/
https://www.adcouncil.org/pulse
https://int.nyt.com/data/documenttools/us0722-crosstabs-nyt071122/33ffa85627ee4648/full.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/07/11/us/politics/biden-approval-polling-2024.html
https://int.nyt.com/data/documenttools/us0722-crosstabs-nyt071422/f034d2429900e8eb/full.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/07/13/us/politics/government-trust-voting-poll.html
https://time.com/6049270/2020-election-young-voters/
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 YOUNG VOTER TURNOUT RESEARCH: PHASE 1

Through a multi-phased, mixed-methods research study, ACRI and MTVE Studios are looking to 
understand young voters’ motivations and potential barriers to the voting process, specifically for the 
upcoming 2022 midterm elections. 

Phase 1 of this study comprised of three methods: an environmental scan of existing research, 
strategies and trends of young voters in the 2018 and 2020 elections; a social listening analysis 
exploring online conversations around social issues, voting and the midterms; and an online 
qualitative discussion examining attitudes, perceptions and motivations around voting, as well as 
testing message frames and concepts that brands and causes can use to encourage young voter 
turnout in this year’s midterm elections. The findings from Phase 1 of the study will be used to inform 
a deeper exploration in Phase 2, a quantitative online survey.

ENVIRONMENTAL SCAN

This is a summary of the environmental scan as part of Phase 1. ACCESS THE REPORT HERE.

The environmental scan report reflects young voters’ attitudes and actions during elections since 
2018 and, informed by this information, suggests what campaigns targeting young voters in the 2022 
midterms must consider to be successful.

2018 MIDTERM ELECTIONS
In the 2018 midterm election season, any kind of contact with a young person prior to Election Day 
improved the likelihood that they’d vote—but knocking on their door and speaking to them in person 
was most effective. The most productive time to do so was prior to October for the first contact and 
within six weeks of the election for a second contact.

Overall, a party or campaign representative knocking on a person’s door resulted in the highest 
self-reported voting rate, though being contacted by peers still resulted in a substantial number—
indicating the important role of non-candidate/party organizing in mobilization.

2020 ELECTIONS
In 2020, issues, particularly racism, drove young adults to cast votes in the presidential election. 
Driving this historic turnout was communication from peers, educators and civic organizations, as 
well as the belief among more than 80% of youth voters that the election would ultimately affect 
everyday issues—issues that peers, educators and civic organizations talked about. Two-thirds voted 
for Biden, one-third for Trump, yet young voters were not loyal to political parties.

Overall, 70% of young voters voted early or absentee in 2020. But despite high participation in the 
process, the public conversations, news stories and lawsuits surrounding the election dealt a serious 
blow to young voters’ beliefs in U.S. democracy: A quarter either don’t trust the outcome or don’t 
believe the election was fair, and a third fear it’s now “somewhat likely” the U.S. no longer will hold 
free and fair elections. (That one third includes one of every two young voters who voted for Trump.) 

2022 MIDTERM ELECTIONS
By the 2022 midterm elections, the issues that drove young voters to the polls in 2018 and 2020 
remain, so turnout is expected to match the high of the last midterm elections. At the same time, a 
high percentage of these voters—more than 90% of each party—are pessimistic about the power 
of the vote to bring about change and are frustrated with, even angry about, what’s happening in 

http://adcouncil.org/young-voters-full-report
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Congress. Regardless of party or candidate affiliation, significant numbers of young people believe 
American democracy is in trouble. In addition, many new state voting laws that repeal pandemic-era 
changes and implement restrictive provisions (like stricter voter ID and residency requirements) will 
make it harder for young people to register to vote in college towns.

Learning how to participate in early voting will drive more youth voters to the polls than efforts to 
persuade them to choose one candidate over another. Youth who aren’t on college campuses and 
who haven’t already registered to vote represent a largely ignored bloc of potential voters—ones who 
are easily reachable through social media. Messages for young adults should show how issues affect 
their everyday lives, and how their daily lives are part of democracy.  

Access the full environmental scan HERE.

SOCIAL LISTENING ANALYSIS

This is a summary of the social listening analysis as part of Phase 1. 
ACCESS THE FULL REPORT HERE.

ACRI and MTVE Studios partnered with social media research firm MarketCast to explore online 
conversations of 13-29-year-olds around voting and the midterm elections, such as barriers to voting 
and voting participation. This analysis sought to:

 Identify where this conversation is happening;
 Discover what messaging is resonating with younger voters; 
 Pinpoint opportunities to ignite interest with young voters; and 
 Understand the issues that are top of mind with this demographic.

Using proprietary technology, MarketCast analyzed hundreds of thousands of unsolicited organic 
conversations of those who self-identify between the ages of 13-29, specifically around voting and 
political issues, and across all major social platforms (Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, TikTok and 
Reddit). Major themes are identified below.

13-29-YEAR-OLDS RARELY DISCUSS THE MIDTERMS ON SOCIAL MEDIA, 
ESPECIALLY COMPARED TO OLDER COHORTS.
Midterm-specific conversation on social media among young users (ages 13-29) was low, 
comprising just 7% of the total midterm-specific share of voice since January 2022. This group 
generated roughly 12k midterm-specific mentions between January and July, compared to 30k 
from Millennials, 40k from Gen X and 76k from Boomers. Of those 12k mentions, less than 25% 
were organic—meaning most conversation came from direct press or influencer shares. 

THIS AGE COHORT TALKS A LOT ABOUT POLITICS AND VOTING,  
BUT MANY DON’T TRUST THE VOTING PROCESS.
Despite low midterm-specific conversation, 13-29-year-olds do talk about voting in general. 
From January to July, MarketCast tracked about 6 million mentions of conversations around 
social and political issues overall with this age group, and 1.4 million mentions specifically on 
voting, elections and the democratic process. 

About 25% of voting-related conversations expressed skepticism in the voting process and 
frequently cited barriers to voting like gerrymandering, distrust in politicians and general apathy.

http://adcouncil.org/young-voters-full-report
http://adcouncil.org/young-voters-full-report
https://marketcast.com/
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MARGINALIZED COMMUNITIES ARE AMONG THE MOST VOCAL AROUND 
VOTING, AS ARE YOUNG PEOPLE IN STATES WITH HEADLINE-MAKING 
ISSUES.
Fourteen percent of Gen Z and Millennials’ voting-related conversation came from Texas and 
Florida (compared to 8% for Gen X and Boomers), directly related to laws being passed in 
those states (Florida’s Don’t Say Gay bill; Texas’ abortion restrictions and lax gun control laws). 
In addition, young people who self-identified Black or LGBTQ+ were among the most vocal in 
voting-specific conversations, particularly around issues that directly impact their communities 
(gerrymandering, Don’t Say Gay, etc.). 

THIS AGE GROUP PREFERS QUICK, INFORMAL, OBJECTIVE MESSAGES 
THROUGH PLATFORMS LIKE TIKTOK AND INSTAGRAM.
Already, influencers are stepping in to generate awareness and inform followers on the midterm 
elections, and what they mean for Americans and the issues they care about. Such efforts 
primarily take place on TikTok compared to other platforms, where influencers can deliver short, 
easily digestible assets to help users understand context quickly. 

Notably, many of these engaging videos are objective and nonpartisan, focusing instead on 
social issues and their impact over ties to a specific political party. Growing up in an era of 
“fake news,” young users seek influencers and talent they’ve deemed trustworthy of delivering 
unbiased truth over campaign rhetoric.

And overall, 86% of users ages 13-29 get their political news directly from social media 
(predominantly Instagram and TikTok) and prefer messaging that’s both informal and visual 
(casual videos, designed infographics).

Access the full social listening analysis HERE.

http://adcouncil.org/young-voters-full-report
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ONLINE QUALITATIVE DISCUSSION

While results can be used to effectively understand and describe participant reactions, the relatively 
small number of participants makes it inappropriate to quantify findings. This phase was conducted 
to aid in the development of the quantitative survey. This research is intended to identify new 
emerging themes and topics for further consideration, and explore the breadth, strength and 
consistency of perceptions, opinions, beliefs and attitudes related to a topic.

This is a summary of the online qualitative discussion as part of Phase 1. 
ACCESS THE FULL REPORT HERE.

Through a two-day online immersive discussion (June 14-15, 2022), ACRI and MTVE Studios 
sought to better understand voting habits, perceptions, motivations and potential barriers to the 
voting process, specifically for the upcoming midterm elections. This conversation took place 
among 30 Gen Z and young Millennial voters (ages 17-29) across a mix of political ideologies 
and affiliations. In addition, the team gauged reactions to and sought feedback on four potential 
voting-related messaging frames. Major themes are identified below.

MANY BELIEVE VOTING IS A CIVIC DUTY/RESPONSIBILITY AND PLAN TO 
VOTE IN THE MIDTERMS.
Young voters across all demographics believe that voting is important, and that it’s a civic 
duty: They have a responsibility to make their voices heard. However, many wonder if their vote 
matters, or believe voting matters more locally than at higher levels of government. 
Many voters from the qualitative discussion have voted in the past and plan to vote in the 2022 
midterms, whether in-person or by mail. Voting early is appreciated for its convenience, though some 
feel they need more time to research candidates before casting their ballot. And while some mention 
being encouraged by family and peers, most believe the vote they cast is an individual choice.

YOUNG VOTERS ARE MOTIVATED BY SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC ISSUES, THOUGH 
THEY VIEW SYSTEMIC PROBLEMS AS BARRIERS.
The majority in the qualitative discussion say they’re motivated to vote by several social and 
economic issues (abortion rights, inflation, climate change, gun control, cost of living increases, etc.). 
And while some point to physical barriers of voting like voter ID laws and polling times conflicting 
with work hours, others note high-level barriers that have caused them to become disenfranchised—
gerrymandering, the divide of red/blue states and the 
structure of the electoral college.

YOUNG VOTERS ARE KNOWLEDGEABLE 
AND CAN CLEARLY ARTICULATE THE 
SIGNIFICANCE OF MIDTERMS.
Gen Z and young Millennial voters are educated 
and informed about the role and impact of midterm 
elections, and they assess information around the 
election from a variety of sources. Many can clearly 
articulate the difference between the general and 
midterm elections. Some noted they feel less informed 
about the candidates currently running at state and 
local levels, but they plan to conduct more research 
closer to the election to better understand where their 
representatives stand on issues.

http://adcouncil.org/young-voters-full-report
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MESSAGE FRAMES AROUND EMPOWERMENT AND ISSUES RESONATE MOST 
WITH THESE VOTERS.
Empowerment and Issues message frames resonate strongest with young voters: the tangible impact 
that midterm elections can have, and the responsibility citizens have to make their voices heard. 

The other message frames tested—Identity and Creating a Moment—were less motivating. The core 
message of identifying as a voter did not resonate with this group. And while the idea of “creating 
a moment” out of voting had an intriguing premise to the cohort, many felt the language was 
unrealistic.

Access the full online qualitative discussion report, including the tested message frames, HERE.

IMPLICATIONS & CONCLUSION

Phase 1 of this study validated many findings from other recent research studies/surveys: Americans 
believe voting is their civic duty, but many are left wondering if their vote really matters—or if our 
system of government needs major reform before it will. 

Gen Z and young Millennial voters are educated on the importance of midterms, often more so than 
some may think. They pay attention to what’s happening in our country, and they care strongly about 
today’s most pressing social issues. They span a full spectrum of political ideology, and they may 
even be more political party/affiliation fluid toward voting than older generations that are party loyal.

What these voters need, however, is deeper and more focused educational content on the midterm 
elections. The social listening analysis pointed to the increase of educational influencer content 
around the upcoming midterms, and online qualitative discussion participants identified a lack of 
understanding of complex topics (the electoral college, how voting maps are drawn), as well as a 
desire for more available materials that will give them a clearer picture of the candidates running at 
each level. They may even need help understanding the direct impact of their vote, particularly during 
the midterms.

As Phase 2 of the study unfolds, ACRI and MTVE Studios will be looking to validate the findings of 
Phase 1 and further test message frames that resonate with young voters, as well as dig deeper into 
the personas of young voters, their knowledge and attitudes toward voting, and educational gaps 
around the voting process. The teams will also be looking to better understand what actions young 
voters believe will truly enact social change, and what factors would make them feel their vote is 
critical to our democracy. As more information from this growing and vital demographic becomes 
available, it will be up to brands and causes across the country to use the information to drive voter 
turnout among young voters in the upcoming 2022 midterm elections.

WHAT WOULD MAKE YOUNG VOTERS FEEL MORE 
PREPARED FOR AN UPCOMING ELECTION?

• A cheat sheet of the candidates running at various levels
• A detailed map of polling locations and mail-in drop-offs
• Text/email reminders when polling locations are open

http://adcouncil.org/young-voters-full-report

