
Outline of the Project: 
“Sprichst du Politik?” (Do you talk politics?)
Observation Method and Project
The participation rates of young voters in German elections are alarmingly low: in the 2009 elections they 
stood at 63% for young people in the 18-21 year age bracket and at 59.1% for young people aged between 

21 and 25 1. One possible explanation is given by another statistic which shows that the level of trust in 
politicians and political institutions is particularly low in the generation of young people aged between 

15 and 25 2. So what are the factors leading to such distrust? One possibility – which so far has received 
scant scientific attention – is that it is the language used by politicians which leads to this political stance 
in young people. 

Initiated by Prof. Dr. Bettina Fackelmann 3 and commissioned by the Friedrich Ebert Foundation, a group of 
five students from Berlin investigated the effects of political language on young voters from October 2010 
to March 2011. What kind of language should politicians and political institutions employ to a) give young 
citizens an understanding of the issues involved, and b) promote  discussion of political issues across the 
whole range of stakeholders? 

The motivation of the project group was driven by their commitment to a certain understanding of demo-
cracy: they all upheld that democracy cannot be realised by one part of the population on its own but needs 
the voices of all citizens. Democracy is in danger when one part of the population excludes itself. 

Research and Project Management Methods
“Grounded Theory” was the systematic methodology chosen as the scientific frame for research work.  
Unlike what the term might suggest at first sight, grounded theory does not supply any verifiable theories 
but rather enables researchers “to discover theories dormant in the data“4.  This is why formulation of 
hypotheses at the beginning of research is deliberately eschewed in favour of revealing the inner logic 
of the research field of a theme across the whole research process through continuous comparison of 
the survey data. 

School students in the 16-19 age bracket responded to the research topic in group discussions patterned 
on guideline-based interviews on their political interests, attitudes and perceptions. It was a particular 
concern of the project to listen to the broadest possible spectrum of young people in an effort to gain a 
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1  For each respective regressive tendency in comparison to the 2005 Bundestag elections, see: 
 http://www.bundeswahlleiter.de/de/bundestagswahlen/BTW_BUND_09/veroeffentlichungen/repraesentative/index.html, 25.6.2011; 

file Wahlbeteiligung in den Ländern nach Geschlecht und Altersgruppen 2009 in Prozent as download

2  http://www1.bpb.de/publikationen/TFLANN.2.0.Erstw%E4hler_in_den_neuen_Bundesl%E4ndern.html 25.6.2011

3  Consultancy for constructive communication, www.bettina-fackelmann.de, holder of the Chair for PR / Communication Management 
at design akademie berlin, department of marketing communications; up from August 2011 holder of the Chair for „Integrated Mar-
keting Communication“ at Al Akhawayn University, Ifrane/ Marokko

4  Legewie, H., Schervier-Legewie B. (1995): Im Gespräch: Anselm Strauss. Journal für Psychologie 3(1). S. 64-75
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wide range of perspectives on political language and its effects. The interviews were recorded, transcribed,
analysed and interpreted for their meaning structures and language codes as used by young people. 

In this part of their work, the team was decisively supported by the software given by one of the project’s 
sponsors, ATLAS.ti Scientific Software Development GmbH, www.atlasti.com. The software bearing the 
name of the company offers a structured and thus reliable way of dealing with very large amounts of text 
which can be successively coded and compared. 
The results of this first qualitative part of the project were quantified in a nationwide survey. Supporting 
the project, the social network www.schuelervz.net informed young people about the online questionnaire 
and urged them to take part in it. In the period 17 December 2010 to 5 February 2011, young people fully 
completed and returned a total of 30,122 questionnaires on the provider’s server at www.soscisurvey.de.

This makes “Sprichst du Politik?” the largest quantitative study of young people’s attitudes to politics ever to 
be conducted in German-speaking countries. 

To compare the first emerging results with experts from the field of politics, a workshop discussion was held 
in January 2011 in which the results were presented and discussed by representatives of media, politics and 
academia. 

The whole process was supported by Scrum, a method of flexible project management. This method – which 
is particularly suitable for open-ended processes – supported the self-organisation of the team and enabled 
maintenance of the principle “young people ask young people”. This meant that it was the students themsel-
ves who were largely responsible for deciding on the approaches and procedures of the project while also 
receiving primary scientific and organisational support. Here too the project was sponsored: agilo, a product 
of agile42 GmbH www.agile42.com, was immensely helpful in enabling the team to organise the work pro-
cess along Scrum lines while also offering a virtual common server for each current file version and for di-
scussions on work results. 

Results
The findings of the research shall be used to formulate proposals for action for politicians, media and school 
policy-makers. All the findings shall be published by the Friedrich Ebert Foundation in book form and shall 
also be posted online for access by all interested parties.

Current info and contact details at:
www.sprichst-du-politik.de 

Project Outline “Sprichst-du-Politik?“/ “Do you talk politics?“, –!Berlin, June, 29th 2011  page 2 ©
 B

et
tin

a 
Fa

ck
el

m
an

n

http://www.sprichst-du-politik.de/
http://www.atlasti.com
http://www.atlasti.com
http://www.schuelervz.net
http://www.schuelervz.net
http://www.soscisurvey.de
http://www.soscisurvey.de
http://www.agile42.com
http://www.agile42.com
http://www.sprichst-du-politik.de/

