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The Results are In 
Gauging Civic Health in the Natural State

Cordell Campbell, Hendrix College

Executive Summary

The civic health of the state of Arkansas needs 
improvement. The state performs poorly in several 
critical indicators of civic health. On the bright side, 
family interaction in Arkansas is very healthy, with a 
majority of Arkansans spending quality time with their 
families frequently. However, neighbor interaction—a 
key source of social capital— is dwindling. The data 
show Arkansans could certainly spend more time 
getting to know, and helping out, the people nearest 
them. While Arkansans value their communities, 
group participation and volunteer rates in the Natural 
State are among the lowest in the nation. Arkansas has 
consistently ranked below the United States average in 
both of these indicators, usually landing in the bottom 
five of the 50 states and the District of Columbia. 
Unfortunately, political involvement is also lacking 

in Arkansas. While voter turnout and registration in 
Arkansas has bested the United States averages multiple 
times over the past 40 years, a recent and precipitous 
decline in both of these metrics is cause for concern. 
Furthermore, voting in local elections and attending 
public meetings are no longer activities pursued by 
a large portion of Arkansans. Arkansans also rarely: 
share their opinions on the Internet; boycott or protest 
companies based on corporate beliefs and values; 
or discuss politics with family and friends. The key 
for improved civic health in Arkansas is turning the 
dedication that Arkansans show towards those closest 
to them and shifting it toward civic action with those 
whom they do not know personally. This report aims 
to understand where we are in terms of Arkansas’s civic 
health so we can assertively take action to improve 
those measures in the years ahead.



4

Foreword 

Arkansas’s history is replete with notable examples of 
civic involvement by social, political, and faith-based 
groups. These groups, galvanized by the passions of 
the day or the traditions of the past, were composed 
of diverse individuals who strove to make our 
communities and state a more ideal place. By engaging 
in debate and rushing to the polls, or lending a helping 
hand and cultivating meaningful relationships, these 
previous generations of Arkansans improved upon and 
left behind institutions and practices that foster civic 
participation. They now serve as worthy examples of 
civic engagement for current and future generations. 

Now the responsibility lies with us. In order to 
build upon the work of the past, and to reap the 
invaluable benefits from doing so, it is imperative that 
we maintain our involvement in areas of common 
interest as well as issues that impact us individually. 
Fortunately there are numerous ways to do just that. 
And while new technological, social, economic, and 
cultural advances may change the way that we interact 

with each other and participate in our communities, 
traditional forms of community engagement still 
have value. By honoring and acting on this shared 
commitment to engage with one another and the world 
around us, we will strengthen the civic health of our 
own communities and state and become an example 
for many generations to come.            

This report attempts to present and analyze the civic 
health of Arkansas, as well as provide a benchmark for 
further research in this area. We hope that this report 
will encourage stronger communities by describing the 
breadth and depth of civic engagement in Arkansas and 
provide tangible actions at the local and state level to 
move the state forward.   

What is Civic Health?

In recent years, social scientists have uncovered the 
considerable role social capital plays in providing 
more access to information, increasing social 
cohesion, boosting political participation, solving 
collective problems, shaping economic outcomes, and 
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importantly, improving civic health (Coleman, 1990; 
Putnam, 1993; Fukuyama, 1997; Lin, 2001). While 
there is not one specific definition of social capital, 
the central idea of social capital theory is that social 
networks have value, individuals can realize and benefit 
from this value, and that these networks can take a 
variety of forms (Bhandari and Yasunobu, 2009). For 
instance, social networks can be both individual and 
collective, or formal and informal. Another important 
distinction between different forms of social capital 
networks is the variance between bridging and bonding 
forms (Putnam, 1993). Bonding social capital networks 
look inward, further linking people who have similar 
identities, while bridging social capital networks 
expand outward across different groupings and 
classifications. Arguably its most important function, 
social capital calls attention to the fact that civic health 
is at its strongest when underpinned by rich social 
networks and relationships (Coleman, 1990). 

Determining the civic health of a community requires 
an in-depth examination of how active and connected 
the individuals within the community are as well 
as how frequently they come together to define and 
address issues. The communities in our nation are 
machines for progress, and because of this, each should 
naturally possess a communal mentality towards 
problem solving and connectivity. Having this sort of 
cooperative attitude is just as critical today as it was 
when our nation’s founders first espoused and practiced 
it (Fleming, 2008). Our founders strongly believed that 
normal citizens could and should enhance the state 
of their communities by being intertwined with one 
another and the community itself. Growth and success, 
both economic and social, would flow from these 
valuable connections. Affirming their wisdom, the 
importance of an engaged citizenry has not changed 
since. Engaged and invested citizens contribute to a 
higher level of civic health and create stronger and 
more robust communities; uninterested and inactive 
citizens yield weaker and less connected communities 
and contribute to a lower level of civic health 
(National Conference on Citizenship, 2016). When 
citizens possess a participatory attitude toward their 

communities, exhibiting a stronger sense of belonging 
and personal investment in the process, civic health 
thrives (Tolbert, 1998). 

It is important for civic health to thrive because 
a community with strong civic health is better at 
identifying problems, facilitating and encouraging 
debate among its citizens, and effectively dealing 
with difficulties. This type of community also has 
a more responsive government and a higher rate of 
employment (National Conference on Citizenship, 
2016). Furthermore, large numbers of empirical studies 
have asserted the positive correlation between civic 
health and development, both social and economic 
(Bhandari and Yasunobu, 2009). On the other hand, a 
community with a low level of civic health will struggle 
to overcome hardships and is often too anemic or 
dysfunctional to adequately serve its citizens (National 
Conference on Citizenship, 2016). These communities 
are precluded from enjoying the positive growth and 
change that has been associated with communities 
that possess a high level of civic health (Bhandari and 
Yasunobu, 2009). Therefore, it is essential to recognize 
that different levels of civic engagement, undergirded 
by different forms of social capital, directly impact 
the overall civic health of a community in highly 
profound ways. In turn, different levels of civic health 
either positively or negatively impact the welfare of a 
community.   

Fortunately, there are numerous ways to be a civically 
engaged citizen who has a positive influence on the 
civic health of a community. Staying informed about 
current events by reading newspapers or watching 
television, spending time volunteering with any 
number of groups, or attending town meetings and 
consistently voting are all valuable forms of civic 
engagement (Putnam, 1993). Other notable modes 
of civic engagement range from conversing with 
neighbors and colleagues, attending or participating in 
religious services, canvassing for a political candidate, 
instituting a community-wide cleanup, or even 
running for office. The good news is these things can 
be measured and provide a picture of civic engagement. 
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This sort of comprehensive analysis is critical because 
it highlights both areas of success and improvement 
and serves as a guide to help individuals modify 
their habits and behavior in order to strengthen their 
civic contributions. And while being an engaged 
citizen may seem like a challenging balancing act, it 
is clearly a more than worthy cause to embrace. The 
overall welfare of our communities, state, and nation 
depends upon our willingness to actively make positive 
contributions towards our civic health.  

Social Connectivity 

Strong social connectivity is a testament to good civic 
health. How often we hear from family members or 
friends, have conversations with our co-workers, do 
favors for our neighbors, or simply share a meal with 
our loved ones speaks to the importance we place on 
social interaction and the benefits it provides. Engaged 
and committed communities in Arkansas are made up 
of individuals who treasure social connectivity and care 
deeply for their friends, neighbors, and families. 

Family Interaction 

Arkansans put a high premium on strong family 
connections. In 2013, 66 percent of Arkansans said 
they eat dinner with their family every single day 
according to the most recent data from the Current 
Population Survey. Furthermore, 19 percent said they 
eat dinner with their family a few times a week while 
a combined 14 percent of Arkansans said they eat 
with their family from less than once a month to a 
few times a month. Around 85 percent of Arkansans 
share meals with their family a few times a week or 
more—certainly an impressive result—while only 15 
percent do not. Arkansas is not only exceptional at 
family interaction around the dinner table. Making 
and maintaining contact with friends and family is 
markedly important to Arkansans. In 2013, 42 percent 
said they hear from friends and family members 
basically every day while 28 percent responded that 
they hear from friends and family a few times a week. 
Combined, 70 percent of Arkansans hear from friends 
and family a few times a week or more according to the 

most recent data from the Current Population Survey. 
These results are undoubtedly positive for our overall 
civic health. After adding another 20 percent who said 
they hear from friends and family members a few times 
a month, the total percentage of Arkansans who hear 
from their friends and family members more than once 
a month is a staggering 90 percent. Figures 6.1 and 6.2 
illustrate this data.

Source: Current Population Survey (CPS) – United States 
Census Bureau (2013)

Source: Current Population Survey (CPS) – United States 
Census Bureau (2013)

Neighbor Interaction

While Arkansas might excel when it comes to family 
interaction, our interaction with neighbors could use 
improvement. In 2013, only 15 percent of Arkansans 
said they talk with their neighbors every single day 
according to the most recent data from the Current 
Population Survey. Another 25 percent said they talk 
with their neighbors a few times a week. These results 
mean that less than half of all Arkansans talk with 



7

their neighbors a few times a week or more. Moreover, 
a combined 60 percent of Arkansans talk with their 
neighbors a few times a month or less, while the share 
of Arkansans who never talk with their neighbors is 
14 percent, only one percentage point less than the 15 
percent who talk with their neighbors daily. There is 
also room for improvement when it comes to helping 
out our neighbors with tasks or projects. In 2013, 
only 2 percent of Arkansans said they do favors for 
their neighbors every day. Another 10 percent said 
they performed favors for their neighbors a few times 
a week. This means that less than two out of every ten 
Arkansans perform favors for their neighbors a few 
times a week or more. In fact, the highest percentage of 
Arkansans in this interaction area, 37 percent, said they 
do not do favors for their neighbors at all. Figures 6.3 
and 6.4 illustrate this data. 

Source: Current Population Survey (CPS) – United States 
Census Bureau (2013)

Source: Current Population Survey (CPS) – United States 
Census Bureau (2013)

Our obvious commitment to strong family connections 
does not seem to transfer over to our neighbors. This 

substantial lack of neighborhood interaction sheds light 
on our overall civic health, or lack thereof.  

Community Involvement 

When measuring overall civic health, community 
involvement is an expansive yet important factor. 
Community involvement can be understood in many 
different ways: joining a club or group, devoting 
time to volunteering, donating to organizations, 
or cultivating meaningful relationships with other 
members of your community. Today, there is virtually 
no limit to being involved in a community. Engaged 
and committed communities in Arkansas are made up 
of individuals who have a passion for contributing to 
and improving the world around them.

Community Involvement in Arkansas 

Participating in groups is an exceptional example of 
civic engagement. Group associations enable members 
to come into frequent contact, usually promoting 
a common cause or passion. Moreover, group 
associations foster trust, understanding, cooperation, 
and communication (Putnam, 1993). Groups also 
have both bonding and bridging effects that are easily 
noticeable. While members of a group grow closer with 
one another, groups can also extend into different areas 
of service, activism, and more (Putnam, 1993). 

Over the course of our history, Americans, and 
Arkansans, have excelled in creating groups of all 
types. In Arkansas, there are many groups to which 
one may belong. Groups such as Rotary, Lions, 
and Kiwanis play an important role in our state by 
promoting service, providing scholarships to students, 
and organizing assistance efforts (Arkansas Chamber 
of Commerce, 2012). Other groups advocate for 
animal welfare and raise awareness for individuals 
with disabilities. As types of group associations 
have diversified, the reach and influence of group 
associations have also. Today, there are groups involved 
in education, health, business, infrastructure, public 
service, commerce, and more. Indeed, the possibilities, 
and benefits, are endless when it comes to finding a 
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group that a citizen can join and enjoy.    

The most recent data from the Current Population 
Survey suggests that in 2013, Arkansas ranked 48th 
among the 50 states in the percentage of individuals 
participating in group associations with 31 percent of 
Arkansans participating in at least one group. With 
just under one-third of all Arkansans participating in 
groups in 2013, Arkansas experienced a slight decrease 
in group association participation from 2011. At that 
time, 33 percent of all Arkansans participated in at 
least one group. However, after comparing that 2011 
percentage to 27 percent in 2010 and 23 percent in 
2009, it is clear that the story of group association 
participation in Arkansas is told through its gains and 
losses. Figure 1.1 illustrates this data.

Source: Current Population Survey (CPS) – United States 
Census Bureau (2013) – 2012 Data Inaccessible 

Interestingly, despite the evident fluctuation in group 
association participation percentages from 2008 to 
2013, Arkansas has made some progress in this area 
based on overall state rankings. In 2008, Arkansas 
ranked last among the 50 states in the percentage of 
individuals participating in group associations. But, 
in 2009, that number improved to 49th and has 
remained at 48th since 2010, according to the Current 
Population Survey. 

However, there is still significant ground to cover, 
and pinpointing exactly why this metric has been 
on the decline remains difficult. One possibility is 
that groups are not conducting business as they did 
in the past. With the advent of technology, groups 

have transformed the way they communicate and 
interact, relying more on mass media through 
technology and less on face-to-face meetings and 
events (Putnam, 1993). While this new practice 
might be more efficient, it certainly enables group 
members to contribute without being zealous card-
carrying regulars, potentially altering the way people 
view group participation and what it means to be in a 
group association. Technology has also made joining 
group associations irrelevant to some, as using the 
internet and social media has increasingly become 
more convenient, accessible, and less time consuming 
than being a traditional member of a group association 
(Putnam, 1993).  

Group Associations: Arkansas vs. the United 
States
 
While Arkansas has, on the whole, improved in this 
area since 2008, it has never outperformed the United 
States average percentage. In 2013, when 31 percent 
of Arkansans participated in group associations, 36 
percent of Americans did the same, according to the 
most recent data from the Current Population Survey. 
Similarly, in 2008, when 27 percent of Arkansans 
participated in group associations, 36 percent of 
Americans did. Figure 1.2 illustrates this relationship.

Source: Current Population Survey (CPS) – United States 
Census Bureau (2013) – 2012 Data Inaccessible 

However, based on the most recent data available, 
the gap between the United States and Arkansas is 
the closest it has been since 2008. While the United 
States experienced no change in group association 
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participation from 2008 to 2013, Arkansas experienced 
a four percent increase. If these trends continue, it 
would not be improbable for Arkansas to surpass 
the United States in the percentage of individuals 
participating in group associations. 

Arkansas vs. the Southern United States

In 2013, Arkansas did outperform one of its regional 
partners in the Southern United States in group 
association participation according to the most recent 
data from the Current Population Survey. In 2013, 31 
percent of Arkansans participated in group associations 
compared to 27 percent of Louisianans. Arkansas also 
equaled Florida in this measurement with both states’ 
populations achieving 31 percent group association 
participation. However, Arkansas failed to best or equal 
any of the other states that comprise the Southern 
United States. Clearly, we could improve our own civic 
contributions in this area when considering the results 
of our geographic neighbors. Figure 1.3 illustrates these 
relationships. 

Source: Current Population Survey (CPS) – United States 
Census Bureau (2013) 

Volunteerism in Arkansas 

Being involved in your community can also 
mean giving back to it and your fellow citizens. 
Many Arkansans spend their time and use their 
talents volunteering in homeless shelters, religious 
organizations, hospitals, humane societies, food 
banks, parks, and schools. However, according to the 
most recent data from the Corporation for National 
and Community Service, 21.2 percent of Arkansans 

participated in at least one volunteer activity in 2015, 
placing Arkansas in the bottom five of the 50 states and 
well below the United States average volunteer rate that 
year of 25 percent. However, this 2015 rate is a slight 
improvement from the volunteer rate in 2014 which 
was 21.1 percent and a significant improvement from 
the lowest rate of volunteerism in the state—even less 
than the rate in 2008, which was .3 percent higher—
that occurred in 2013. Furthermore, the volunteer rate 
in Arkansas declined consecutively from 2011 to 2013 
but has since begun to rebound. Figure 2.1 illustrates 
this trend.

Source: Corporation for National and Community Service 
– CNCS (2015)

Volunteerism: Number of Volunteers in 
Arkansas 

According to the most recent data from the 
Corporation for National and Community Service, 
487,221 Arkansans volunteered around the state in 
2015, a noticeable increase from 443,675 in 2013 and 
a slight increase from 482,930 in 2014. The number of 
volunteers in 2015 is the highest amount of volunteers 
Arkansas has had since 2011. From 2011 to 2013, 
Arkansas lost over 78,000 volunteers, the second 
largest loss of volunteers for the state in 11 years. The 
only loss larger was from 2007 to 2008 when 119,872 
Arkansans stopped volunteering. While Arkansas has 
yet to return to the post-9/11 number of volunteers 
that were active in 2002 and 2003, this recent uptick 
in number of volunteers in our state is welcomed news 
and an exciting sign of a renewed commitment to civic 
engagement through volunteering in our communities. 
Figure 2.2 illustrates this trend. 
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Source: Corporation for National and Community Service 
– CNCS (2015)

Volunteerism: Volunteer Hours Performed in 
Arkansas 

Unfortunately, while the volunteer rate and the 
number of volunteers in Arkansas has been on the 
rise, the average number of volunteer hours performed 
per Arkansan has decreased. According to the most 
recent data from the Corporation for National and 
Community Service, the average amount of volunteer 
hours performed per resident in Arkansas in 2015 was 
21.1 hours. This number decreased from 25.8 hours 
per Arkansan in 2014 and 24.4 hours per Arkansan 
in 2013. It seems that while more Arkansans may be 
volunteering, they also appear to be working fewer 
hours in their communities. Figure 2.3 illustrates this 
data. 

Source: Corporation for National and Community Service 
– CNCS (2015)

Importantly, this phenomenon is part of a larger 
decline in the average number of volunteer hours 
performed per Arkansan. Since 2002, there has 
been a precipitous drop in average volunteer hours 

performed per resident. The pressures of time and 
money can be partly to blame for this decline (Putnam, 
1993). In recent years, “lack of time” has been cited 
consistently as the main reason people are unable to 
volunteer. Further compounding the issue, more and 
more people “feel busier” than ever before. As a result, 
people simply cut volunteerism out of their lives in 
order to satisfy other commitments (Putnam, 1993). 
Another potential contributor to this decline in average 
volunteer hours is economic anxiety (Putnam, 1993). 
When individuals are working hard to stay above 
water, the time, energy, and coordination it takes to 
volunteer becomes too much. Furthermore, even if 
individuals are not actually economically anxious, if 
they feel economically anxious, volunteerism starts to 
suffer (Putnam, 1993). However, it is also possible that 
the average number of volunteer hours performed per 
Arkansan was abnormally high in 2002, 2003, and 
2004 because of the events of 9/11. Taking 9/11 and 
its ramifications into account, it could be argued that 
the average number of volunteer hours performed per 
Arkansan has finally stabilized and its decline represents 
a return to normalcy. 

Arkansas vs. US       

In the same way Arkansans are less involved with 
group associations than the average United States 
citizen, so too are Arkansans less inclined to volunteer. 
From 2006 to 2013, the percentage of Arkansans 
who participated in at least one volunteer activity 
never outpaced the United States average. In fact, the 
two percent gap between Arkansas and the United 
States that existed in 2006 grew wider to five percent 
by 2013. Over a seven year period, five percent of 
Arkansans who participated in at least one volunteer 
activity ceased their involvement. Figure 2.4 (top of 
next page) illustrates this data.   

Main Organizations 

The challenge for all volunteers is finding the best 
fit for themselves. Some volunteers look to quickly 
solve acute problems. Others look to give their time 
more consistently for a long-term cause. Both of these 
approaches, and others in between, are meaningful 
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ways to be civically engaged. According to the most 
recent data from the Corporation for National and 
Community Service, roughly 43 percent of Arkansans 
said that their main volunteer organization in 2015 
was a religious organization. Around 21 percent of 
Arkansans identified an educational or youth service 
organization as their main volunteer organization 
while another 17 percent of Arkansans chose a social or 
community organization as their main organization to 
volunteer for. Figure 2.5 illustrates this data.  

Source: Corporation for National and Community Service 
– CNCS (2015)

It is abundantly clear that a significant amount 
of Arkansans’ volunteerism is provided in a 
religious setting. Arkansas is in the Bible Belt, an 
informal region where conservative and evangelical 
Protestantism is integral to the way communities 
organize and engage with one another. So it is no 
surprise that a larger portion of volunteers in the 
Natural State give their time and talent to religious 

endeavors than the average United States citizen. In 
the most recent data available from the Corporation 
for National and Community Service, only 34 
percent of Americans in 2017 volunteered through a 
religious organization. The breakdown of volunteer 
organizations in Arkansas and the United States are still 
closely aligned, but with more Arkansans volunteering 
through religious organizations and less Arkansans 
volunteering through educational and youth services. 
Figure 2.6 illustrates this data.   
 

Source: Corporation for National and Community Service 
– CNCS (2017)

Political Involvement

Being politically involved is not an activity reserved 
solely for politicians and government officials. The 
ability to participate in and influence our own 
government is a privilege that is open to anyone. As 
citizens, we have the opportunity, and the duty, to be 
politically involved in our communities, and there 
are numerous avenues that can and should be used by 
citizens to express their political beliefs in an attempt 
to shape the present and future. This type of political 
involvement, deliberative civic engagement, has even 
been identified as a potential fix for the philosophical 
divides between government officials as well as the 
inability of governments to solve problems (Nabatchi, 
2014). Attending town meetings, casting votes in all 
types of elections, advocating for issues, and engaging 
in passionate and productive political discourse are all 
charges we should keep in order to make a difference 

Source: Corporation for National and Community 
Service – CNCS (2015)
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and to positively contribute to our overall civic health. 
Engaged and committed communities in Arkansas 
are made up of individuals who cherish the chance to 
speak their minds and to have their voices heard.

Voter Registration

Election participation is a prominent indicator of 
civic health. By voting in local, state, and federal 
elections, citizens have an active role in determining 
the course of the future. However, before one can 
vote in Arkansas, one has to be registered. There have 
been numerous state and federal initiatives to increase 
voter registration, most notably the National Voter 
Registration Act of 1993 (NVRA) signed into law 
by President Bill Clinton. This piece of legislation 
drastically improved the accessibility and convenience 
of registering to vote. While the number of registered 
voters increased in Arkansas immediately following 
this legislative change, there has not been a consistent 
year-by-year increase. Rather, the trends have been 
much less predictable, even after assuming that voter 
registration is likely to increase during years in which 
presidential elections occur. 

According to the Arkansas State Voter Registration 
Database, 74 percent of eligible Arkansans were 
registered to vote in 1996, a year in which there was 
a United States senatorial and presidential election. 
This number then increased to 80 percent in 1998, 
a year without a presidential election but with an 
Arkansas gubernatorial election and United States 
senatorial election. Another surge in voter registration 
was recorded in 2000 when roughly eight out of every 
ten (80.8 percent) eligible Arkansans were registered 
to vote. The year 2000 also provided a very close 
presidential election. In 2002, 81 percent of Arkansans 
were registered to vote. Arkansas voter registration 
levels reached a peak in 2004 when 82 percent of 
eligible voters were registered to vote in critical 
elections. Unfortunately, after 2004, the consistent 
increase in voter registration Arkansas had been 
enjoying vanished. Instead of an increase, there was a 
retreat in voter registration in 2006 when 78 percent 
of Arkansans were registered to vote. Arkansas did 
experience an increase in voter registration in 2016, a 
year with an incredibly captivating and controversial 
presidential election. Only 75 percent of Arkansans 
were registered to vote in 2016, significantly less than 

the registration numbers the state boasted in the mid-
2000’s. Figure 3.1 illustrates this data. 

Source: Arkansas State Voter Registration Database 
– Arkansas Secretary of State (2016) – 2014 Data 
Inaccessible

Arkansas vs. United States: Voter Registration 

While there is no national database of voter 
registration, the U.S. Census Bureau conducts the 
Current Population Survey, a useful tool that allows us 
to estimate the average percentage of registered voters 
in the United States. Based on the most recent data, 
roughly 70.3 percent of the total population in the 
United States was registered to vote in 2016. In 2012, 
around 71.2 percent of the total citizen population in 
the U.S. was registered to vote. This number was an 
increase from 2010, when nearly 65.1 percent of the 
total citizen population in America was registered to 
vote. In all three of these years, Arkansas outperformed 
the United States in voter registration. In fact, since 
1996, Arkansas has always had a higher percentage 
of eligible citizens registered to vote than the United 
States. This achievement is a remarkable display of 
Arkansans’ commitment to being civically engaged. 
Figure 3.2 illustrates this data. 

Source(s): Arkansas State Voter Registration Database – Arkan-
sas Secretary of State (2016) and Current Population Survey 
(CPS) – United States Census Bureau (2016) – 2014 Data 
Inaccessible
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Voter Turnout in General Elections 

However, while a large number of Arkansans are 
registered to vote, many do not show up to the polls. 
Voter turnout in Arkansas particularly languishes 
when citizens are not voting for the President of the 
United States. Midterm elections in Arkansas have 
historically been met with abysmal voter turnout. 
For example, according to a report released in 2012 
by Arkansas Secretary of State Mark Martin, voter 
turnout in Arkansas plummeted from 63 percent in 
2004 to 48 percent in 2006. What was the difference 
between those two election years other than decreased 
voter turnout? There was a presidential contest in 
2004, not 2006. Voter turnout in Arkansas was also 
generally higher during the latter half of the 20th 
century, and since 2000 it has declined in both state 
and national contests. In 2016, less than half (49.5 
percent) of all registered voters in Arkansas chose to 
vote in the presidential election. Compare that to 
the 1996 presidential election, when 65 percent of 
registered Arkansans went to the polls, and it is clear 
that increasingly lower voter turnout in Arkansas is 
becoming a problematic trend. Figure 3.3 illustrates 
this data.

Source(s): Arkansas State Voter Registration Database – 
Arkansas Secretary of State (2016)     

Arkansas vs. United States Voter Turnout in 
General Elections 

When considering the number of registered voters 
in the Natural State, actual voter turnout could and 
should be enhanced. However, Arkansas has generally 

outperformed the average United States voter turnout 
since 1972 in both presidential and midterm elections. 
In nearly every election year featuring a presidential 
contest during the latter half of the 20th century, 
Arkansans made it a point to vote, but a troubling 
trend has recently emerged. Out of the five presidential 
elections held since 2000, Arkansas voter turnout 
eclipsed the United States average only twice. For 
example, in the most recent 2016 election, the United 
States average voter turnout was 59.7 percent according 
to the United States Election Project while Arkansas’s 
was only 49.5 percent. Similarly, in both 2000 and 
2004, the United States bested Arkansas in voter 
turnout. Figure 3.4 illustrates this data.

Source: Voices of Arkansas Election Trends Report – 
Arkansas Secretary of State (2012) 

The recent decline in voter turnout that impacted 
presidential elections has yet to hit midterm elections 
in Arkansas. Since 1974, Arkansas has had a higher 
voter turnout rate in every midterm election than the 
United States. While this is a positive indicator of 
strong civic health, progress can still be made. In 1998, 
2006, 2010, and 2014, less than half of all registered 
Arkansans voted. On top of that, Arkansas’s midterm 
voter turnout has consecutively declined since 2002. 
Figure 3.5 (top of next page) illustrates this data.
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Source: Voices of Arkansas Election Trends Report – 
Arkansas Secretary of State (2012) *

There are multiple possible explanations for this 
decline: growing distrust in government, declining 
party affiliation, decreasing political efficacy, fraying 
social bonds, lack of political knowledge, and rules to 
name a few (Putnam, 1993). It is important to note 
that there has been an increase in each of these areas 
in recent years, but it is still not clear which, if any, 
is the culprit behind the decrease in voter turnout in  
Arkansas (Putnam, 1993). 

Blame for low voter turnout can partly be placed on 
individual states and lawmakers as well. Since the 
Supreme Court’s 2013 decision in Shelby v. Holder, 
potentially discriminatory voter ID laws have popped 
up across the country. For example, in Texas, a voter 
ID law requiring a driver’s license, passport, military 
identification, or gun permit, was repeatedly found 
to be intentionally discriminatory. In Wisconsin, a 
federal judge found that the state’s restrictive voter 
ID law led to “real incidents of disenfranchisement, 
which undermine rather than enhance confidence 
in elections, particularly in minority communities.” 
Arkansas has also had an interesting relationship 
with voter ID legislation. In 2014, members of the 
Arkansas Supreme Court declared Act 595, which 
required voters to present government-issued photo 
identification at the polls, unconstitutional. The 
unanimous opinion that upheld a lower court ruling 
stated that Act 595 “impose[d] a requirement that [fell] 
outside” the four qualifications for voting outlined in 
the Arkansas Constitution. However, the issue of voter 
ID in the Natural State was resurrected in 2017 when 
the Arkansas legislature passed a new voter ID law that 
required verification of voter registration. This new 
law allows voters without ID to sign a sworn affidavit 
attesting to being registered in the state, thus allowing 

their provisional ballot to be counted. In May of 2018, 
the state supreme court allowed this voter ID law to 
go into effect. Most recently, on June 11th, 2018, 
the United States Supreme Court upheld the state of 
Ohio’s efforts to purge its voting rolls. After skipping 
a single federal election cycle, voters are sent a notice. 
If they fail to respond and do not vote in the next four 
years, their names are purged from the rolls. Justice 
Samuel A. Alito Jr., writing for the majority, said 
federal laws allowed such notices as part of a process to 
cull inaccuracies from the voting rolls. A key provision, 
he wrote, “simply forbids the use of nonvoting as the 
sole criterion for removing a registrant, and Ohio 
does not use it that way.” “Instead,” he wrote, “Ohio 
removes registrants only if they have failed to vote 
and have failed to respond to a notice.” Statutes such 
as these could clearly be seen as obstacles at the polls, 
and the impact of legal rulings that affirm them could 
result in the widespread adoption of voter ID and 
voter purging legislation. While most of these laws and 
legal decisions are relatively new, their impact on voter 
registration and turnout will be interesting to measure 
in the coming years. 

Political Involvement: Local Election Voting 

Whether it affects a county judge or the mayor, 
everyone should exercise their ability to vote locally. 
Casting a vote is a very powerful yet relatively easy 
way to be directly involved in a community. However, 
according to the most recent data from the Current 
Population Survey in 2013, 26 percent of Arkansans 
said they always vote in local elections. Another 23 
percent said they sometimes vote in local elections 
while 39 percent said they never vote in local elections. 
Figure 4.1 illustrates this data. 

Source: Current Population Survey (CPS) – United States 
Census Bureau (2013)
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Indeed, there is room for improvement when it comes 
to voting in our own backyards. In most cases, the 
results of local elections impact citizens much more 
directly than those of national elections (National 
Conference on Citizenship, 2016). The actions of 
local political actors can influence school curriculum, 
infrastructure projects, economic development, and 
other areas of daily life. While voters have the authority 
to confirm or disapprove local government actions and 
personnel through voting, if they do not, the important 
accountability mechanism that voting functions as 
becomes ineffective. Arkansans should bear in mind 
the importance of local elections every time the 
opportunity to participate in one presents itself. 

Internet and Social Media 

Citizens can get their political points across through 
means other than voting in elections. With technology 
like Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube at the tips of our 
fingers, advocating for issues and expressing opinions 
has never been easier. Using this medium for political 
discourse is still relatively new for most citizens, but 
as more and more people become connected to the 
Internet and all of its forms, the average citizen can 
“go viral” in a flash, having the potential to reach 
hundreds, thousands, if not millions of people with 
their message. The communication potential created 
daily by new technology is remarkable and has already 
started to make an impact on our communities, 
state, and nation. However, Arkansans are not fully 
taking advantage of this new resource. In 2013, only 
10 percent of Arkansans said they use the Internet 

to express opinions while the remaining 90 percent 
said that they do not, according to the most recent 
data from the Current Population Survey. Figure 4.2 
illustrates this data.

These results are very similar to the nationwide 
percentage of people who frequently use the Internet 
to express opinions. In 2013, the Current Population 
survey data suggested that 7.9 percent of Americans 
use the Internet frequently to express opinions while 
92.1 percent said they do not. Indeed, all of America 
is continuing to come to terms with this new digital 
medium. Some prefer traditional methods of sharing 
their views, while others feel that the Internet is not 
the appropriate place to explain complex political and 
social beliefs. Still others care so deeply about political 
issues and actors that they spend large amounts of 
time on the Internet justifying their positions. As we 
continue to move forward and new developments are 
made in this space, it would not be at all surprising for 
both Arkansas and the United States to see a significant 

Source: Current Population Survey (CPS) – United States 
Census Bureau (2013)
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increase in the percentage of citizens who use the 
Internet to express opinions. 

Boycotting 

Although the power to vote, vocalize, and share 
opinions are important tools for an engaged citizen 
to wield, purchasing power is formidable, too. 
Being able to consciously choose which companies, 
organizations, services, or institutions to support, 
financially or otherwise, is an incredible opportunity 
and responsibility. Throughout our nation’s history, 
boycotts have proven that average citizens can make 
their voices heard through their purchasing decisions. 
The impact of boycotting is no different today. In 
2013, nine percent of Arkansans said they would 
boycott a company based on the company’s values, 
while 91 percent of Arkansans said they would not 
engage in boycotting a company based on its values, 
according to the most recent data from the Current 
Population Survey. Figure 4.3 illustrates this data. 

Source: Current Population Survey (CPS) – United States 
Census Bureau (2013)

Political Involvement: Discussing Politics
 
Other than casting votes, writing opinions, and 
selectively shopping, being politically involved 
means having an interest in the surrounding political 
environment. Identifying and having an opinion on 
key leaders, salient issues, and proposed ideas and 
policies comes about through constant and rigorous 
observation, questioning, and discussion. Any effort to 
gain a better personal understanding of relevant and 
important political issues and actors involves listening 

to the opinions of others on these same topics. While 
it might seem that most of today’s political discussion 
is full of virulence and rancor, every citizen has a stake 
in improving the tone and civility of our political 
discourse. Talking politics is just as important today as 
it was in the past. It allows us to explain to others what 
we see and what motivates us to maintain or change 
it. If there is agreement, work to improve the issue 
begins. If there is not, discussion hopefully produces a 
workable solution. It is crucial to continue this back-
and-forth in order to strengthen the civic health of our 
communities, state, and nation.   
According to the most recent data from the Current 
Population Survey recorded in 2013, seven percent 
of Arkansans said they discuss politics daily while 
another 21 percent said they discuss politics a few 
times a week. This means that 28 percent of Arkansans 
discuss politics frequently, shutting Arkansas out of 
the top 15 U.S. states in this measure. Unfortunately, 
the data suggests that more Arkansans would rather 
not talk about politics at all than talk about politics 
frequently. These results certainly give the state room 
for improvement. Figure 4.4 illustrates this data.

Source: Current Population Survey (CPS) – United States 
Census Bureau (2013)

Action Steps 

In order to improve the civic health of Arkansas, public 
and private leaders should focus on enhancing four 
needs: (1) volunteer opportunities and coordination; 
(2) voter registration and get-out-the-vote initiatives; 
(3) philanthropic and nonprofit efforts; and, (4) civic 
education. 
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Within the Arkansas Department of Human 
Services, the Office of Communications and 
Community Engagement (OCCE) informs 
Arkansans about DHS programs and services and 
promotes meaningful volunteerism and national 
service in Arkansas. On their website, the OCCE 
highlights three different and specific programs 
Arkansans can involve themselves in: (1) Faith-
based Partnership Teams; (2) VolunteerAR and; 
(3) National Service Teams. All three of these 
opportunities, and others like them, are viable 
and meaningful ways for Arkansans to engage in 
volunteer service that transforms communities. 

VolunteerAR is a joint effort of the Governor’s 
Advisory Commission on National Service and 
Volunteerism and the Department of Human 
Services’ Office of Communications and 
Community Engagement. The Commission is non-
partisan and made up of passionate commissioners 
who believe that volunteers are vital to creating 
healthy, vibrant communities. The VolunteerAR 
website is a valuable tool that assists Arkansans in 
finding volunteer opportunities in specific areas, 
highlights community service leaders, and spotlights 
exceptional volunteers and their efforts. It also has 
information regarding AmeriCorps and Senior Corps 
opportunities. This government-led initiative has 
served as a boon to Arkansans and will hopefully 
continue to expand and connect Arkansans with 
volunteerism. 

In Connecticut, community leaders grew concerned 
over the lack of voter turnout in the 2012 election, 
particularly among young adults. In response, 
Everyday Democracy worked with Secretary of State 
Denise Merrill to establish the Connecticut Civic 
Health Advisory Group which represents over 50 
stakeholders from every sector. Over the past five 
years, the group has initiated projects on topics 
ranging from voter engagement to civic education. 
This sort of partnership should be replicated in 
Arkansas. 

Across the nation, a number of nonpartisan voter 
turnout organizations have formed in an effort to 
“get out the vote.” In the United States, such voter 
turnout organizations include the League of Women 
Voters, Rock the Vote, The Voter Participation 
Center, and Vote.org, which attempt to motivate 
potential voters to register and to vote in the belief 
that failure of any eligible voter to vote in any 
election is a loss to society. Supporting these national 
organizations to build a larger presence in Arkansas 
would yield tremendous electoral benefits. 

Numerous organizations in Arkansas are working 
to improve our state’s civic health as well. With 28 
affiliates operating locally in every corner of the 
state, the Arkansas Community Foundation engages 
people, connects resources, and inspires solutions to 
build community. By raising funds, making grants, 
and sharing knowledge, the Community Foundation 
supports charitable programs that work for 
Arkansans. Since 1976, the Community Foundation 
has provided more than $179 million in grants 
and partnered with thousands of Arkansans to help 
them improve our neighborhoods, our towns, and 
our entire state. Recently, the Arkansas Community 
Foundation released an expanded and more 
accessible online version of its 2018 Aspire Arkansas 
Report. The online toolkit is “both a yardstick to 
measure where our state currently stands and a 
compass to help you and your neighbors determine 
where we should go.” The online resource allows 
users to see the data behind different indicators of 
civic health so that they can more easily identify local 
needs to address with time, talent and resources. 
Through the Arkansas Community Foundation, 
Arkansans can also access a comprehensive list of top 
philanthropic and nonprofit actors in the state. This 
resource should be utilized by Arkansans to increase 
involvement with the multitude of successful and 
unique charities and nonprofits operating on behalf 
of citizens in Arkansas. 

The Winthrop Rockefeller Institute’s Uncommon 
Communities initiative is another excellent example 
of community improvement and economic growth 
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in the Natural State made possible through civic 
engagement. The Uncommon Communities Institute 
has been active for the past three years and has focused 
on enhancing the lives of Arkansans in five counties: 
Conway, Perry, Van Buren, Pope, and Yell. The 
Institute brings in speakers and hears from partnering 
experts and community leaders in an effort to assess the 
potential strengths and opportunities for improvement 
in each of the five counties involved. After each county 
reports on its successes and challenges, they each help 
one another look ahead to a vibrant and sustainable 
future. Expanding this Institute to include even 
more counties would be a remarkable and positive 
achievement. 

The importance of civic education cannot be 
underestimated. Civic education empowers us to be 
informed and active participants in our democracy 
and is an incredibly important component in overall 
civic health. As a result, other states have implemented 
creative and meaningful requirements to help cultivate 
civic education. In Minnesota, the state legislature 
partnered with the National Conference of State 
Legislatures to produce civic materials for students 
throughout the state (Hance, 2018). In West Virginia, 
graduates are required to display “citizenship,” which 
can be achieved by completing a formal course 
or engaging in public service (Hance, 2018). In 
Nebraska, state education officials want to define 
what students should learn to be engaged citizens 
who vote, volunteer, and understand the art of civil 
discourse when they graduate from high school. The 
Six Proven Practices for Effective Civic Learning 
framework has also proven a valuable tool in achieving 
a more interactive and comprehensive understanding 
of civics. The Brown Center on Education Policy 
at the Brookings Institute recently released a report 
on American students that included the Six Proven 
Practices framework and its three key components. 
The first component, civic knowledge, includes an 
understanding of government structure, government 
processes, and relevant social studies concepts and 
knowledge. The second component includes the 
abilities that enable students to participate responsibly 
and effectively in a democracy. Finally, the framework 
highlights civic dispositions as the attitudes critical to 

a functioning democracy. Prioritizing civic education, 
as well as formulating and implementing innovative 
teaching strategies, curriculum, and frameworks 
like the Six Proven Practices framework, would be 
an excellent step towards enhancing Arkansas’s civic 
health. 

Summary 

On most measures of civic engagement, Arkansas does 
not compare favorably with other states or the United 
States average. These findings should alarm anyone 
who cares about the future of the Natural State and 
our nation more broadly. Strong civic health positively 
impacts all of us as individuals and also affects our 
community’s resilience and welfare. Unfortunately, too 
many Arkansans are not availing themselves of these 
types of activities. Finding solutions to these challenges 
will not be easy and will require invested leaders and 
active citizens. However, it is our responsibility as 
citizens to promote the benefits of civic health.  
Arkansans must take an active role in promoting and 
participating in the democratic process. We must be 
intentional and generous in cultivating professional 
and personal relationships with those around us. We 
must recognize the power of devoting our time to 
worthy efforts that meaningfully impact others. And, 
through a commitment to all of these responsibilities 
and more, each of us must give “civic health” meaning. 
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