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Abstract: Although social workers are understood to participate in politics more than the 
general public, little is known about their interest in running for office. To understand how 
individuals in “helping” professions like social work may think about running for office, 
this study introduces the concept of political primacy. Political primacy refers to the value 
individuals assign to elected office’s ability to make a difference, relative to alternative 
ways of making a difference. Using data from the Michigan Law & Social Work Study, 
representing a sample of 545 MSW and 200 JD students across Michigan, political 
primacy was shown to significantly predict MSW students’ interest in running for office at 
the local level. Consequently, the more MSW students see elected office as a more effective 
way of making a difference than alternatives, the more interested they will be in running 
for office. Implications for social work education are discussed, including the socialization 
of social work students into politics.  

Keywords: Social work education; elected office; political primacy; political 
participation 

The rhetoric of difference-making in relation to social work is ubiquitous, particularly 
in schools of social work. Many of these schools describe their students as “change agents,” 
or consider changing society as an outcome of their instruction. However, it is not clear 
whether social work education emphasizes the political system in general, or elected office 
in particular, in relation to making change.   

Although it has been understood for some time that social workers participate in 
politics to a greater degree than the general public, particularly as it concerns voting (Ezell, 
1993; Parker & Sherraden, 1992; Ritter, 2008; Wolk, 1981), less is known about their 
interest in and attitude toward running for office. This notion should not sound far-fetched. 
Currently, in the 118th Congress, there were two social workers in the United States Senate, 
and two social workers in the House of Representatives in positions of leadership. Thomas 
(2014) finds that for women, in particular, professions like social work and education are 
more common pathways into politics than fields such as law and business. Indeed, it should 
be noted that the first woman ever elected to the House of Representatives, Jeannette 
Rankin, was a social worker.  

Moreover, the issues that social workers are passionate about often find expression in 
legislation, which has been true for some time. Writing in 1953, for example, Schottland 
claimed “the great battles of social work today are being fought in the political arena” (p. 
19). As a consequence, Patti and Dear (1975) argued “of all available avenues for social 
change…the legislative process would seem to demand the profession’s most urgent and 
informed action” (p. 113). More recently, Lane, Ostrander, and Rhodes-Smith (2018) 
connect educating MSW students for political campaign work to “the struggle to change 
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the oppressive social forces that keep” populations “from successfully utilizing existing 
structures and systems” (p. 1). 

But running for office is not like other forms of political participation. Milbrath (1965), 
for example, classified it as a “gladiatorial” (p. 21) form of political participation (see also 
Hull, 1987; Rose, 1999). The rough and tumble imagery this conjures helps explain why 
many social workers see politics as a “dirty” business (Ezell, 1993, p. 82). Lane and 
Humphreys (2011) similarly acknowledge that social workers associate politics with 
power, and are trained to be skeptical of power.  

In anticipation of this criticism, Mahaffey (1977) wrote “our efforts to achieve power 
[through political office]…must be for the goal of helping the have-nots, those who are 
hurt and are in pain, rather than for power as an end in itself” (p. 36). Mahaffey’s words 
offer a way of understanding when and under what circumstances social workers may take 
an interest in running for office. Helping the have-nots, or for the purposes of this study, 
individuals from oppressed communities (i.e., racial/ethnic minorities, those below 
poverty, survivors of domestic violence, etc.), is consistent with social work’s identity as a 
“helping” profession. “Helping” professions can be understood as those in the human and 
social services. They are characterized by concern for the welfare and well-being of 
vulnerable populations. Many kinds of social work practice fit under this label, such as 
clinical counseling, substance use counseling, case management, school counseling, 
community organizing, and many others. But clearly not every social worker sees elected 
office as a way of helping the oppressed and those less fortunate. 

Consequently, this study offers a new concept for understanding social workers’ 
interest in elected office. I offer this concept as political primacy, which refers to the value 
individuals assign to elected office’s ability to make a positive difference, relative to 
alternative ways of making a difference. This concept is particularly useful in 
understanding the motivations of individuals in helping professions like social work. That 
is, social workers like Mahaffey value helping others, and may evaluate our political 
institutions by their ability to help others as well. To the extent social workers (and others) 
see elected office as a better way of helping others than available alternatives, they may be 
more interested in running for office than those who do not see elected office this way. 

To test the robustness of political primacy as a motivator for pursuing elected office, 
this study used data from the Michigan Law & Social Work Study (MLSWS; Meehan, 
2017). The study represents a sample of 545 MSW students and 200 JD students from four 
universities in Michigan, who provided observations on their interest in running for office 
and other political characteristics, such as political efficacy and partisan identification. 
With a unique measure of political primacy, the MLSWS allowed the strength of its 
relationship to their interest in running for office to be measured. The inclusion of JD 
students in the MLSWS also allowed this strength to be measured for individuals in a “non-
helping” profession that otherwise has a close relationship to elected office (Fox & 
Lawless, 2005). “Non-helping” professions can be understood as generally lacking both a 
human service component as well as an explicit interest and concern for vulnerable 
populations. Public defenders do provide service to vulnerable populations, but this does 
not characterize the legal profession as a whole. Observing a similar relationship between 
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political primacy and interest in running between MSW and JD students may suggest the 
concept has wider applicability to running for office than simply for individuals in helping 
professions. 

Theory and Literature Review 
Political science has understood political participation largely through the lens of costs 

and benefits (Green, Palmquist, & Schickler, 2002; Leighley & Nagler, 2013; Verba, 
Schlozman, & Brady, 1995; Wolfinger & Rosenstone, 1980). That is, the benefits of 
participation are not without costs. These can be understood in different ways. For 
example, time represents a cost. Some individuals have more time to participate in politics 
than others. Thus, understanding participation requires understanding how individuals 
overcome the costs of participation. Moreover, the costs of participation do not fall equally 
on all individuals.  

The Civic Voluntarism Model (CVM; Verba et al., 1995) has been a popular way of 
explaining how certain individuals, including social workers, overcome the costs of 
participation (Hamilton & Fauri, 2001; Lane & Humphreys, 2011, 2015; Ostrander et al., 
2018; Ritter, 2008). Three overlapping themes in the CVM help explain who participates. 
The first of these is psychological engagement, or an individual’s interest in politics, party 
identification, family influences, etc. The more engaged an individual is with the political 
system, the easier it is to acquire the information necessary to participate. The second is 
resources such as income and education. Those with higher incomes have more freedom 
to participate. The third is recruitment; all things being equal, an individual who is asked 
to participate, or who is given transportation to the polling place, for example, is more 
likely to participate.  

With respect to social workers, Hamilton and Fauri (2001) find that membership in 
social work organizations such as the National Association of Social Workers (NASW) 
strongly predicts political participation. They argue membership provides a ready pool 
from which to recruit participants. Ritter (2008) corroborated this finding with 396 
randomly selected licensed social workers, arguing that organizations also provide 
members valuable skills (organization, communication) that translate well to politics. 
Resources, on the other hand, did not significantly predict their participation. 

As it concerns running for office, Lane and Humphreys (2011) find that membership 
in organizations like NASW matters less for recruitment. Of the 416 social worker 
candidates they surveyed, friends and acquaintances recruited 75% of them to run for 
office, with another 65% recruited by elected officials. They do find, though, that resources 
matter when running for office. Specifically, they find that the average income of social 
worker candidates was higher than the average social worker in general.  

Political Primacy 

The conundrum of political participation, generally, is that the benefits are widely 
distributed. Although an individual may derive personal satisfaction from participating, 
they will enjoy the “benefits” of their preferred policies regardless of their participation 
(Downs, 1957). The CVM attempts to account for this collective action problem by 
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inflating the value of intangible personal benefits to account for individuals’ greater than 
expected participation in politics (Verba et al., 1995). 

But the benefits of running for office are different from other forms of political 
participation. First, they are not widely distributed—they are exclusive to the individual 
running. This exclusivity can be thought of as a prestige benefit. Most of the literature that 
associates ambition with running for office makes allusions to the prestige benefit (Black, 
1972; Fox & Lawless, 2005; Fox & Lawless, 2011). Those who crave the spotlight, for 
example, may relish the opportunity to run for office. Second, and more important, the 
benefits of running for office are instrumental. Unlike voting, donating money, 
volunteering for a campaign, or other forms of political participation, running for office 
allows the individual to shape the issues and policies under consideration during the 
campaign. This can be thought of as an instrumental benefit, and it exists regardless of the 
outcome of the election. Consequently, those who have a sincere policy goal may see 
running for office as a way of advancing movement toward this goal. 

It is worth considering the attraction social workers might have to the benefits of 
running for office. Social work is not understood as a vainglorious profession, so the 
prestige benefit should have little value to social workers. Social work is understood as a 
helping profession, though, so the instrumental benefit may be of value to social workers, 
to the extent they see elected office as a way of helping others.  

Political primacy represents a way of quantifying how social workers (and others) 
value elected office as a way of helping others. It is important to note that, in terms of 
running for office, this value does not exist in isolation. It exists alongside (a) alternative 
ways of helping others, and (b) the costs of running for office. Accordingly, political 
primacy quantifies the value of elected office’s ability to help others, relative to alternative 
ways of helping others, while the costs of running for office are held constant. Individuals 
may be unable to separate the costs of obtaining and holding elected office from its ability 
to help others when valuing it against alternative ways of helping others. This is not to 
suggest political primacy is an unreliable measure. Rather, these perceptions of cost may 
be built into how individuals evaluate elected office. 

It is reasonable to expect variation in political primacy among social workers. After 
all, most incoming MSW students are not interested in public policy or politics (Ostrander 
et al., 2018). Most MSW students want to use their degree to help others on an individual 
basis (Butler, 1990; Ostrander et al., 2018; Rubin & Johnson, 1984; Rubin, Johnson, & 
DeWeaver, 1986).  

However, the likelihood of running for office among social workers cannot be reduced 
to facile micro-practice and macro-practice distinctions (Ostrander et al., 2018). It may be 
that micro-practice social workers with a generalized interest in helping others evaluate our 
political institutions with this interest in mind. It may also be that macro-practice social 
workers prefer helping others through community organizing because they see our political 
institutions as incapable of helping them. 

Taken together, these nuances are an indication that running for office is a unique form 
of political participation. The CVM literature’s concentration on the differential costs of 
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participation (Hamilton & Fauri, 2001; Ritter, 2008; Verba et al., 1995), while meaningful, 
ignores the instrumental benefit available to social workers through running for office. 
Political primacy offers a way of understanding how social workers weigh this benefit.  

Methods 
Sample 

Data for this study come from the Michigan Law & Social Work Study (Meehan, 
2017). The sample consists of graduate students in social work and law, respectively, and 
was recruited from four universities in the state of Michigan, each with law and social work 
schools. The schools were the University of Michigan, Michigan State University, Wayne 
State University, and Western Michigan University. Email invitations were sent to 
students—3,000 in total—through the respective university listservs. The invitations were 
emailed between February and March 2017, and included a link to the survey instrument. 
The language of the invitation invited students to participate for their “attitudes on several 
subjects.” No mention was made of the specific content of the survey. Students received a 
$5 Amazon.com redemption code for completing the survey. A total of 854 surveys were 
started by social work and law students. Of these 109 had to be discarded, leaving 745 
usable responses, for a response rate of 22.8%. 

Although several studies have used non-probability sampling to understand the 
political participation of social workers (Felderhoff, Hoefer, & Watson, 2015; Ostrander et 
al., 2018; Swank, 2012), most studies on this subject have used random sampling 
(Hamilton & Fauri, 2001), often of NASW members (Ezell, 1993; Parker & Sherraden, 
1992; Ritter, 2008; Rome & Hoechstetter, 2010; Wolk, 1981). The MLSWS is a non-
probability sample. Although this sampling method limits the generalizability of the 
findings to all MSW and JD students, it is not inherently biased toward identifying a 
relationship between political primacy and interest in running for office. The schools 
included in the MLSWS, for example, operate at different levels of prestige, and draw 
students from a variety of income and educational backgrounds. The mix of national-
serving and regional-serving MSW and JD programs also means the students included have 
different intentions of working in Michigan and working outside the state. This may relate 
to their interest in running for local and higher office in that students from national-serving 
universities who intend to leave Michigan may not know where they will be living in order 
to run locally.  

Survey Instrument 

The survey instrument used in the MLSWS consisted of 42 items. Among these was 
an original measure of political primacy inspired by Seiz and Schwab’s (1992) study of 
social worker values. In their questionnaire, respondents were asked to rank-order a list of 
value statements, under the assumption that social workers in private practice have a 
different value system than social workers who work for an agency.  

Social workers understand there are many ways of helping people and making a 
difference in a community. A measure was needed in this study that forced respondents to 
rank order various ways of making a difference, with elected office as one of the options. 
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Such a measure would indicate the value individuals give to elected office as a way of 
making a difference, relative to alternative ways of making a difference.  

The list of alternative ways of making a difference, much as Seiz and Schwab’s (1992) 
list of value statements, was not meant to be exhaustive. It was kept sufficiently brief so 
that respondents could weigh all options against each other. 

The language of the item referenced “contributing to the community” rather than 
making a difference or helping others specifically. This avoided different interpretations of 
making a difference, particularly across professions. Social work students may have a 
different idea on what making a difference means than law students.  

The item read as follows: “What is the best way of contributing to your community? 
Please rank from 1 (best) to 5 (worst). 

• Giving money to good causes, such as non-profit, community, or religious 
organizations. 

• Volunteering your time to good causes, such as non-profit, community, or 
religious organizations. 

• Speaking at meetings of local government, including the school board, city 
council, or other municipal boards. 

• Serving in local government, such as on the school board, city council, or 
other municipal boards.  

• Other (specify). 

Respondents could then move the answer choices into their preferred order. Those who 
moved “serving in local government” to the top were indicating it as the best way of 
contributing to the community. Importantly, the order of the answer choices themselves 
was randomized, except for “other,” which always appeared last. This prevented response 
bias through the ordering of the answer choices. 

To account for the prestige benefit of running for elected office, the instrument 
included a measure of “competitive traits” (Fox & Lawless, 2005). Two items asked 
students to indicate how important it was that they: (1) “earn a lot of money from their 
job,” and (2) “have an important and influential job.” Their answer choices were “not 
important” (1), “somewhat important” (2), “important” (3), or “very important” (4). Their 
answers to these items were combined to form a competitive traits scale, with a Cronbach 
𝛼𝛼 = 0.43. This represented low reliability, so these items were not necessarily consistent 
with how respondents understood competitiveness. The scale was used in analyses to 
conform with previous research (Fox & Lawless, 2005). 

The dependent variable in this study was modeled after Fox and Lawless’ (2005) 
Citizen Political Ambition Study. They use the term nascent political ambition to refer to 
“the embryonic or potential interest in office seeking that precedes the actual decision to 
enter a specific political contest” (p. 643). Accordingly, students were asked to indicate 
their interest in running for offices at all levels of government, including school board, 
parks commission, city council, county commission, mayor, state legislature, and U.S. 
House or Senate. Their answer choices were “not at all interested” (1), “not very interested” 
(2), “somewhat interested” (3), or “very interested” (4). Their answers were divided into 
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separate scales for local and higher office. The local office scale combined their interest in 
school board, parks commission, city council, and county commission, with a Cronbach 
α= 0.74. The higher office scale combined their interest in mayor, state legislature, and 
U.S. House or Senate, with a Cronbach α= 0.89.  

Additional items on the survey instrument covered political efficacy and partisan 
identification. The survey instrument also included a broad swath of demographic 
characteristics. Importantly, the instrument was pretested twice on Amazon.com’s 
Mechanical Turk platform. The first test occurred on June 29, 2016, while the second test 
occurred on December 29, 2016. The combined responses across both tests was 1,285. 
Respondents were paid $0.25 for completing the survey. In both instances the items on the 
survey instrument performed as expected and produced results consistent with 
expectations. Specifically, political primacy was shown to strongly predict interest in 
running for office, controlling for a variety of additional factors. 

Results 
Sample Characteristics 

Table 1 displays the characteristics of the two groups in the MLSWS. The MSW 
sample was older, more likely female, and had a higher percentage of married respondents 
than the JD sample. The JD sample also came from more educated households, as more 
than 37% of respondents had mothers who completed graduate school.  

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of MSW (n=545) and JD (n=200) students in 
the MLSWS 
 MSW* 

n (%) 
JD* 

n (%) 
Non-white 156 (28.6%) 64 (32%) 
Female 485 (88.9%) 146 (73%) 
Democrat 418 (76.7%) 162 (81%) 
Married 118 (21.7%) 20.8 (10.4%) 
Children less than 6 years old in the household 39 (7.2%) 5.2 (2.6%) 
Mother’s highest degree   

Graduated 8th grade 26 (4.7%) 3 (1.5%) 
Graduated high school 101 (18.6%) 17.4 (8.7%) 
Some college 105 (19.2%) 22.4 (11.2%) 
Graduated college 207 (38.0%) 81.6 (40.8%) 
Graduated graduate school 107 (19.6%) 75.6 (37.8%) 

*Age: Years (SD)-MSW 28.6 (7.2), JD 26.4 (2.7) 

Bivariate Statistics 

As it concerns competitive traits, Table 2 shows the average score on this scale for 
MSW and JD students, respectively.  
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Table 2. Average characteristics of MSW (n=545) and JD (n=200)* students in the MLSWS 

Subscales 

Range of 
Subscale 
Scores 

MSW 
Avg (SD) 

JD 
Avg (SD) 

 
t df 

 
p 

Competitive traits 2-8  5.45 (1.39) 5.55 (1.40) -0.85 743 0.39 
Serving in local gov. is the 

best way to contribute to 
community* 

1-5 3.54 (1.11) 3.89 (1.02)*** -3.71 685 <0.001 

Interest in running for local 
office 

4-16 9.09 (2.83)** 8.37 (2.87) 3.05 743 0.002 

Interest in running for higher 
office 

3-12 6.53 (2.77) 7.31 (2.81)*** -3.39 743 0.001 

*For this subscale, n= 496 (MSW); 191 (JD) 
**p<0.01, ***p<0.001 

No statistically significant difference was observed between MSW and JD students in 
terms of their competitive traits. Table 2 also shows the average political primacy for MSW 
and JD students, respectively. The answers to the political primacy scale were reverse- 
coded so that higher values meant greater value to elected office over the alternative answer 
choices. Five indicated serving in local government was the best way of contributing to the 
community. 

JD students had significantly greater political primacy than MSW students. In other 
words, JD students were more likely to feel serving in local government was a better way 
of contributing to the community than MSW students.  

Table 2 reports the average interest MSW and JD students have in running for local 
and higher office. MSW students were significantly more interested in running for local 
office than JD students, while JD students were significantly more interested in running for 
higher office than MSW students.  

Multivariate Analysis 

To observe the relationship political primacy had with students’ interest in running for 
office, a multivariate regression model was applied to respondents’ interest in running for 
office at the local level. The model included political primacy, as well as Fox and Lawless’ 
(2005) notion of competitive traits. It also included items related to political efficacy, along 
with several demographic controls. Table 3 displays the results of the regression model. 

Political primacy was significantly related to MSW students’ interest in running for 
local office. For every one-unit increase in political primacy, their interest in running 
increased 0.29 (p<0.009). The relationship was marginally significant (p<0.066) for JD 
students. Male MSW students were also significantly (p<0.004) more likely to be interested 
in running for local office than their female counterparts. This relationship was not 
observed in JD students. Similarly, non-white MSW students were marginally (p<0.05) 
less interested in running for local office than white students.  
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Table 3. Regression results on interest in running for local office for MSW (n=484) and JD 
(n=185) students in the MLSWS 
 MSW 

β Coef. (SE) 
JD 

β Coef. (SE) 
Political primacy 0.29** (0.11) 0.41 (0.22) 
Competitive traits 0.03 (0.10) -0.21 (0.15) 
Sometimes politics is too complicated for people like me to 

follow 
-0.39*** (0.11) -0.11 (0.20) 

Public officials don’t care what people like me think -0.07 (0.13) 0.04 (0.21) 
Age -0.03 (0.02) 0.13 (0.08) 
Non-White -0.55 (0.29) 0.69 (0.51) 
Male 1.11** (0.38) 0.44 (0.51) 
Mother’s education -0.12 (0.10) 0.00 (0.22) 
Married -0.10 (0.38) 0.89 (0.73) 
Children under 6 at home -0.55 (0.72) -0.08 (1.96) 
Children over 6 at home 0.24 (0.54) -1.14* (0.65) 
R2 0.08 0.08 
SE= Standard errors in parentheses  
**p<0.01, ***p<0.001 

Table 4 reports the results of the regression model on students’ interest in running for 
higher office.  

Table 4. Regression results on interest in running for higher office for (n=484) and JD (n=185) 
students in the MLSWS 
 MSW 

β Coef. (SE) 
JD 

β Coef. (SE) 
Political primacy 0.19 (0.11) 0.46* (0.21) 
Competitive traits 0.14 (0.10) 0.02 (0.15) 
Sometimes politics is too complicated for people like me to 

follow 
-0.65*** (0.10) -0.13 (0.19) 

Public officials don’t care what people like me think -0.01 (0.13) 0.01 (0.20) 
Age -0.02 (0.02) 0.13 (0.07) 
Non-White -0.45 (0.27) 0.27 (0.44) 
Male 0.98** (0.37) 1.09* (0.45) 
Mother’s education -0.13 (0.11) -0.17 (0.21) 
Married -0.14 (0.36) -0.01 (0.63) 
Children under 6 at home -0.08 (0.66) -0.35 (1.66) 
Children over 6 at home 0.03 (0.53) -1.14* (0.58) 
R2 0.12 0.09 
SE= Standard errors in parentheses  
p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001 

The relationship between political primacy and interest in running for higher office 
remained marginally (p<0.071) significant for MSW students, while it became significant 
(p<0.034) for JD students. Similarly, gender remained a significant predictor of interest in 
running for MSW students and became significant (p<0.017) for JD students as well.  
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Discussion 
In the wake of the 2016 Presidential election, schools of social work are grappling with 

how to channel student activism toward the political environment, and what the role of the 
profession should be in the political arena. Political social work refers to using political 
mechanisms and institutions to create social change (Lane & Pritzker, 2018), and running 
for office is one way social workers can influence the policy debate in the United States, 
as well as policy outcomes. 

But it is not the only way. Social workers who care about helping others have many 
options for working with individuals and communities, so running for office will have 
greater appeal to some social workers and less for others. Indeed, running for office is not 
like other forms of political participation. The prestige and instrumental benefits of running 
are exclusive to the individual running. In order to take advantage of the instrumental 
benefits of elected office, social workers (and others) must see it as an effective way of 
making a difference. Political primacy offers a way of quantifying the value individuals 
place on elected office’s ability to make a difference, relative to alternatives.  

Using data from both MSW and JD students in the MLSWS, political primacy was 
shown to significantly predict students’ interest in running for office at all levels of 
government. It was speculated that social work’s identity as a helping profession would 
make political primacy more meaningful to MSW students than to JD students. The results 
on this point were inconclusive. Political primacy mattered to nascent political ambition 
for both groups, but at different levels of government. This may mean MSW and JD 
students view the difference-making potential of elected office differently at different 
levels of government. Social work students may place greater value on the difference-
making potential of local government, while law students place greater value on that of 
higher office. There are likely other unobserved characteristics between the groups 
contributing to this difference that future research will need to tease out. 

The fact that law students had more political primacy to begin with may mean many 
things, including the notion that running for office is more accepted and socialized in law 
school than in social work programs. That is, political primacy may be endogenous to law 
students with a pre-existing interest in running for office in ways it is not for social work 
students. Sorting out the temporal order of political primacy’s relationship to nascent 
political ambition will require further research. For social work educators especially, it will 
be important to know if political primacy is malleable (Fox & Lawless, 2011), or if students 
have fixed opinions on the value of elected office when they enter the classroom. Swank 
(2012) also notes that social work students care about the legitimacy of political institutions 
when they participate in politics. This speaks to the power of the political efficacy items 
included in the MSW regression models. If students see political institutions as illegitimate, 
it will be difficult to persuade students that political institutions can be a venue for making 
positive change. 

Data from the MLSWS indicate gender acted as a significant predictor of nascent 
political ambition across social work and law students, respectively. It may be necessary 
to interact political primacy with gender to see if its relationship to nascent political 
ambition is stronger for women than it is for men. The gender distribution in the MLSWS 
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did not allow for interactions to be calculated. Meehan (2018) observes that female MSW 
students doubt their qualifications to run, so it is necessary to remember that the costs of 
running are not distributed equally across gender identities. In other words, no matter the 
instrumental benefit of running for office that political primacy measures, women face 
greater costs to running for office than men.  

This disparity speaks to the challenge of understanding all aspects of what is known as 
the candidate emergence process (Maisel & Stone, 1997). Political primacy may be a 
necessary condition for candidacy, but it may also be insufficient on its own to inspire an 
individual to run for office. Relatedly, although nascent political ambition is an accepted 
dependent variable in political science, it is not clear it is predictive of who ultimately runs 
for office. Fox and Lawless (2011) find that an individual’s interest in running waxes and 
wanes in response to the political environment. This study, for example, did not account 
for recruitment, which matters to running for office, particularly for women (Fox & 
Lawless, 2010). Future research on political primacy will need to account for a wider array 
of characteristics included in the CVM to see if its relationship to nascent political ambition 
holds.  

Several limitations are worth considering in relation to the results of this study. The 
MLSWS, for example, was not a representative sample of MSW and JD students, 
respectively, in general or at the participating institutions specifically. Although the email 
invitation did not address the content of the survey instrument, in the case of MSW students 
it only reached students who elected to participate in the university listserv.  

Moreover, the exploratory nature of much of this research requires that the results 
around the key concepts be interpreted with caution. Competitive traits have meaning in 
the political science literature (Fox & Lawless, 2005), but the scale as measured in the 
MLSWS may not have adequately measured this concept. Consequently, ambition may 
still have meaning for nascent political ambition that the MLSWS did not account for. The 
same holds for political primacy. Given that the concept behaved differently for MSW and 
JD students, respectively, there is likely greater variation in how individuals in these groups 
value the difference-making potential of elected office than is captured in the MLSWS.  

Nevertheless, social work educators can take heart. In this moment of political turmoil, 
students are interested in running for office. Although law students show a greater interest 
in higher office, social work students in the MLSWS show an interest in their local political 
institutions such as school boards and city councils. And the more they see holding office 
in one of these institutions as a way of making a difference in their community, the more 
likely they are to express an interest in running for one of them. This is not insignificant; 
local governments play important roles in providing services to populations social workers 
interact with. Having social workers in the rooms where decisions are made will make it 
more likely those decisions reflect the values of the profession (Lane & Humphreys, 2011). 

It is worth asking, if not social workers, then who? Someone is going to occupy our 
elected offices; social workers cannot afford to hold their nose at the unseemliness of 
politics and hope that those in positions of power will make the right decisions. As Ribicoff 
(1962) noted, “the public business is an undignified business only if we abandon it to those 
of narrow or selfish motives” (p. 5). If schools of social work truly want to make their 
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students “change agents,” then they cannot avoid discussing politics and running for office, 
where real change happens.  
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