Next Generation

W H I L E T H E 2018 midterm elections

America’s political future lies largely in the
hands of its youth—if they turn up in 2020.
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were marked by historic wins—including
a record number of women elected to the
House of Representatives, among them the
first-ever Muslim and Native American congresswomen—the year 2020 stands to break
even more political ground. It all lies in the
ballot-casting hands of America’s youth.
This is the first presidential election
where all millennials will have reached
voting age, which means a force of 90
million eligible voters will outnumber baby
boomers and represent close to 40% of the
nation’s electorate. Plus, 26 members of the
116th Congress are millennials, up from just
six before the midterm elections. No matter which side of the proverbial aisle they
hail from, young people in America have
more power than ever to shape the future
of this country. The question is: Will these
voters seize the opportunity to realize their
collective potential, or will they, as history
would suggest, stay sitting comfortably on
the sidelines?
Michaela Bethune is the head of campaigns at digital platform DoSomething.org,
which empowers more than 6 million members aged 13 through 25 to take action in
their communities—from donating menstrual products to homeless shelters to
sending Ramadan cards to every single
mosque across the country. In the wake of
a tumultuous 2016 presidential campaign,
DoSomething.org’s leadership identified a
strong interest in political activism among
their members, who consider this kind of
engagement as valuable as volunteering.
In response, the organization launched
several non-partisan get-out-the-vote
initiatives, driving millennials to the polls
by helping them register to vote and
eﬀectively targeting this key demographic
through text messages and well-cultivated
digital relationships. Overall youth participation in the 2018 midterms increased significantly, with 31 percent of people aged
18 to 29 casting ballots compared to 21
percent in 2014. This signals a promising
upward trend that could very well persist
as 2020 draws near.
Bethune says that young people in the
U.S., regardless of political ideology, actually share similar sentiments towards a
range of polarizing issues. DoSomething.org
members, for example, are overwhelmingly
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in agreement on the necessity of mandatory background checks for prospective
firearm purchasers—an opinion Bethune
refers to as a “hard yes” across the board—
and for action to be taken on tackling concerns surrounding sexual harassment and
student loans. This alignment is particularly exciting at a time where the political
landscape of the U.S. feels more divided
than ever.
“What we’re seeing is that young people,
more and more, are not opting to aﬃliate
with either party, and they’re not opting
to aﬃliate with the label ‘liberal’ or ‘conservative,’” Bethune explains. “They more
so identify as moderate or unaffiliated
with parties because they’re not seeing a
government that looks like them and that
has their same lived experiences, or a party
that stands for what they stand for.”
The fact that party aﬃliation doesn’t
take precedence over political action
among America’s young voters will likely
have a seismic impact on the outcome of
the 2020 presidential campaign. The challenge is not so much encouraging positive
and productive political dialogue—something baby boomers can actually learn
from their millennial counterparts—but
that historically the voter turnout among
younger generations has been low because
they lack the appropriate guidance and
motivation to make their voices heard.
As we approach the year 2020, it’ll be
about making sure millennial voters are
equipped with objective information and
the understanding that their vote matters.
Not simply because complacency during
this pivotal moment is unacceptable, but
because the more engaged you are, the
more likely government oﬃcials are to listen.
“It goes on a public record, and if you
want to call congress later in the year,
they’re going to check if you’re an active
voter and that will matter in terms of giving strength behind your voice,” Bethune
says.
And with so much at stake—including
healthcare, the environment, civil rights,
immigration, and the economy—millennials are already fired up about voting in
candidates who best embody the needs
and values of their generation.
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