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Abstract 

  
  

The London School of Economics (LSE) is reputed for its politically active student base. However, 

the impact of higher education, let alone LSE, on perceptions of political agency is chronically 

understudied, with almost every piece of literature focused on the United States.  

 

This paper seeks to fill this literature gap following the increase of student unrest at educational 

institutions across the world due to geopolitical events, leading to growing political activism such 

as protests and encampments. This paper questions whether ‘the LSE Experience’ (including 

education, social life and community) can impact perceptions of political agency from an 

intergenerational perspective, focusing on quantitative comparisons amongst current students and 

qualitative analysis of alumni. The quantitative data investigates individual political perceptions 

and the impact of the LSE ‘experience’ on current students, meanwhile the qualitative data 

explores specific experiences of graduates from the mid-1960’s, a politically active period 

(including the Civil Rights Movement, the nascency of the Vietnam War, and strikes against an 

LSE Director, Walter Adams). Analysing generational perspectives on political agency is 

important to understand the impact of LSE on these views, alongside the influence of wider societal 

factors. This paper indicates no significant correlation between the LSE ‘experience’ and 

perceptions of political agency for current students, although alumni hinted at the important effects 

of the LSE ‘experience’ on their political agency.    
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1. Introduction 
Universities are considered hotspots for political movements and discussion, with literature 

indicating a relationship between the university experience and the political activity of students, 

especially in the United States. (Mayer, 2011; Nie et al., 1996; Willeck & Mendelberg, 2022). 

However, there is minimal attention on the effects of university education on students’ perception 

of their political agency, and thus acting to influence politics. This research focuses on the impact 

of university education changing students’ perceptions of their political agency. 

Previous literature establishes students’ tendency to be politically active, and those who study 

politics are more likely to participate politically (Denver and Hands, 2009). This explains the 

selection of the London School of Economics and Political Science (LSE) for the research 

conducted for this paper, to closely focus on whether this politically oriented academic institution, 

known for its strong history of political activism, influencing students’ perception of their political 

agency (Webster, 2015). By focusing on political agency, existing literature is expanded to 

consider the issue holistically, combining variables from across previous academic studies which 

individually fixate on the impact of university education on voting, political orientation or 

protesting capabilities. This paper hypothesises that the LSE ‘experience’ does change students’ 

perceptions of their political agency, utilising quantitative and qualitative data across a survey and 

in-depth interviews of current students and alumni to test this hypothesis and fill this literature gap. 

The researchers looked at current students and alumni from the 1960’s.  
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2. Literature Review 

2.1 Context 

The association between higher education and political participation is one of the most “replicated 

and cited findings in political science” (Willeck & Mendelberg, 2022, 90 (see also: Nie et al., 1996; 

Mayer, 2011; Colby et al., 2007)). Data suggests that the institutional role of encouraging political 

participation stems from the exposure to political discussion that university provides, which, in 

turn, is associated with higher political activity. Universities may be unique in their efficacy and 

action (Klofstad, 2015; Shulman & Levine, 2012), speaking to the wider perception that university 

students are highly active in politics, particularly in the United States (US) (Williams, 2020). 

Within the US, there is a strong and established correlation between college attendance and civic 

engagement or the enactment of political agency (Hillygus, 2005; Simmons & Lilly, 2010). The 

UK is severely under-researched in this area, specifically in how UK-based universities change 

political agency, leading to a key shortfall in existing academic literature and niche that this paper 

begins to fill.  

Studies suggest that an environment of political discussion can also encourage political 

engagement and awareness through information provision and discussions of existing levels of 

political agency in campus communities (Glynn et al., 2009; Klofstad, 2015; Williams, 2020). Acts 

such as voting, protesting, and engaging in political discussion across previous literature are also 

typically explored in isolation, and current literature ’neglects the diverse forms of active political 

participation’ beyond voting (Pritzker et al., 2012. 4). Hence, this research paper explores the 

university ’experience’ as incorporating the academic, institutional community and student 

community’s impact on political influence, and considers the impact of the university experience 

on ‘political agency’ for mass political engagement. 

2.2 Definitions 

The unit of study for this paper is an individual, in this case, an LSE student or alum, believing (or 

not) that they hold some sort of power within the political space - ‘political agency’. This paper 

draws ‘political agency’ from the work of Craig, Niemi, and Silver and ‘internal efficacy’, defined 

as ‘beliefs about one's own competence to understand and to participate effectively in politics’ 

(Craig et al., 1990, 290). This paper rejects the initial definition of political agency as a 

unidimensional factor, as proposed in the early works of Campbell et al., as too narrow, and the 

focus on ’external efficacy’ of Converse and Balch as excessively broad (Balch, 1974; Campbell 

et al., 1954; Converse, 1972). 

Evidence shows that academic and extracurricular activities that encourage political engagement 

have been associated with increases in political engagement (Colby et al., 2007, 8). Further, 

Webster (2015, 75) asserts that any research into British student protest ‘must engage with the 

history and reputation of the [‘infamously radical’] LSE’ over other institutions - this highlights 
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that an LSE-specific study may have paradigm-determining qualities, thus emphasising the 

importance of this paper to the general literature. 

Thus, considering the LSE's reputation for its politically active student base, this study seeks to fill 

current research gaps by investigating the impact of the ‘LSE experience’ on changes in students’ 

perceptions of their political agency. 

 

3. Research Design 

3.1 Mixed Method Analysis 

Mixed methods was chosen to gain insights from different generations, notably current students 

(2020’s) and alumni (1960’s). This is a non-comparative discussion, attempting to understand the 

impact of the LSE ‘experience’ on political agency within different generations. Information about 

current students (2020’s) were gathered via quantitative analysis, with a survey. Qualitative was 

used for the alumni, with semi-structured interviews, allowing for more depth regarding the 1960’s 

historical context. 

 

3.2 Analysis of Current Students and 1960’s Alumni 

The examination of current students stems from a currently heightened period of political activity 

at LSE which has also involved forced changes to university operations (Elgueta et al., 2024). 

 

The 1960’s were a volatile period for Western societies generally, but especially so on the LSE 

campus. In October 1966, amidst degenerating student conditions, Dr Walter Adams became 

Chancellor to great opposition from students, who staged sit-ins, hunger strikes, and protests (Kidd, 

1969). These would turn violent in a period known as the ‘LSE Troubles’, resulting in over thirty 

students being arrested, an LSE porter’s death, and the closure of LSE for 25 days in 1969 

(Donnelly, 2019b; Donnelly, 2019a, 1). Thus, the impact these events had upon shaping the LSE 

lead the researchers to question the reasoning behind the political activism of students during this 

time, and the differentiating nature of LSE for current students. To do this, researchers looked at 

the perceptions of political agency amongst these two generations: 1960’s and current students. 

 

 

3.3 Research Question 

Does the LSE ‘experience’ have an influence on perceptions of political agency amongst current 

students and alumni? 
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3.4 Hypotheses 

H10: The LSE ‘experience’ has no influence on perceptions of political agency amongst students. 

H11: The LSE ‘experience’ has an influence on perceptions of political agency amongst students. 

H20: The LSE ‘experience’ had no influence on perceptions of political agency amongst alumni. 

H21: The LSE ‘experience’ had an influence on perceptions of political agency amongst alumni. 

 

4. Methodology 

The mixed methods design is composed of an online survey and semi-structured interviews. As 

the research question relates to personal perception, both the quantitative and the qualitative 

methods offer important insight - using mixed methods ‘offers the chance to fill any data gaps, 

compared to using a single research method’ (Tzagkarakis & Kritas, 2023, 551). As the researchers 

sought to gain perceptions of political agency from different generations, this was the most ideal 

method: maximized responses from current students through a survey and in-depth interviews of 

alumni’s experiences from the 1960’s. 

 

4.1 Quantitative Analysis of Perceptions of Political Agency in 

Current Students 

4.1.1 Survey 

Participants: The survey’s randomised sample was 125 student volunteers from LSE, of whom 

49.60% had been at LSE for up to one year. 

Materials: The materials used were two surveys designed by the researchers: one for current 

students (Appendix A) and one for Alumni (Appendix B), differing only in tense and both with no 

time constraints.  

Design: The survey took inspiration from Craig, Niemi, and Silver’s question set, and the prior 

integration work done by various authors (Acock et al., 1985; Clarke & Acock, 1989; Craig et al., 

1990). One question was lifted from the text (Appendix A, Question 12) and three further questions 

were adapted (Appendix A, Questions 10, 11, 13). 

An additional question was included to assess students’ perceived change in their political agency 

over the course of their studies. Respondents were asked to rate their answers from a 1-7 scale, 

ranging from “Extremely Disagree” to “Extremely Agree”. 

Procedure: The link to the survey, with an accompanying informative message, was sent to LSE 

societies and departments. The data was then collected via Microsoft Forms, cleaned in Excel, and 

exported to Stata for analysis.  
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Univariate and multivariate regression analysis were conducted on the data to explore if 

meaningful correlations were found between variables. Such regression analysis was based on a 

strong assumption that the distances between all the ordinal scores (e.g., 1 to 2) from the survey 

were the same, in order to treat them as continuous variables.  

Ethical Considerations: The survey was conducted following LSE’s code of ethics. 

4.2 Qualitative Analysis of Perceptions of Political Agency in 

1960’s Students 

4.2.1 Interviews 

Participants: The interviewees are six alumni who attended LSE in the 1960’s. They were 

recruited via the LSE alumni centre and were interviewed voluntarily after participating in an LSE 

Campus Tour. The researchers acknowledge the potential bias accompanied by interviewing 

alumni who choose to come back to LSE after 60 years. Beyond researching the then self-perceived 

political engagement of the interviewees, the researchers sought to find out additional nuance, such 

as, 'if so, how and why'. 

Materials: The material used was a topic guide outlining questions and process for a semi-

structured interview (Appendix C). 

Design: The topic guide was inspired by the survey and included six sections. Through this, 

understanding of interviewee experience and perception was achieved beyond quantitative data’s 

limitations. The expected time of completion was 15-30 minutes, depending on saturation of 

information.  

Procedure: Consent forms were signed before interviews (Appendix D). Each interview was 

completed in-person, using the topic guide, with one researcher asking the questions and one 

taking notes. The data was then anonymised with participants choosing pseudonyms, digitised, 

and subjected to thematic analysis by multiple researchers. Using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) 

framework, thematic analysis was employed with both bottom-up and top-down coding from 

different researchers to ensure blind-coding and limit researcher bias. 

Ethical Considerations: The interviews were conducted following LSE’s code of ethics. 

4.2.2 Archival Research 

Archival material was used to supplement and corroborate the qualitative data. 

 

5. Results and Interpretations 

5.1 Perceptions of Political Agency Amongst Current Students  
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Out of 125 survey responses, 114 were valid. Although the initial aim was to control for the 

departments in regressions, there was not satisfactory number of samples for each department; 

thus, this control could not be incorporated into the analysis. 

 

Regressing the four independent aspects of political agency and demographic and non-

demographic variables confirmed that there is no sufficient evidence to conclude years spent at the 

LSE has any effect on students’ level of political agency. Thus, the researchers failed to reject the 

null hypothesis (H10). 
 

However, a statistically significant correlation was found with perceptions of influence over policy 

change within LSE (Appendix A, Question 14) with both the number of years students have spent 

at LSE (Appendix A, Question 3) and the degree to which they feel connected to the LSE 

community (Appendix A, Question 7). This finding was consistent regardless of the controls of 

the dummy variables for educational levels (i.e. Masters, PhD). The information regarding this 

regression is displayed in Table 1. Appendix E shows the specifications of the multivariate 

regressions.  

 

There was no statistically significant correlation between current students’ political agency in a 

wider society context and their demographic information. Yet, students’ perceived influence over 

policy changes within LSE increases as they spend longer at the university and feel more connected 

to the community. This suggests that the LSE ‘experience’ does not significantly enhance students’ 

political agency because their perceptions toward politics and willingness for political involvement 

are largely formed before university. Alternatively, entering university could increase students’ 

political agency, but this cannot be confirmed as no samples were collected from individuals before 

they entered the university (e.g., LSE offer holders). This latter possibility is supported by data 

showing that 53% of LSE students think their political agency has changed since they entered the 

university (Appendix A, Question 20; Appendix G), yet years spent at LSE are not correlated with 



   
 

  10 
 

changes of political agency. On the other hand, students feel they have more influence over policy 

changes at LSE and feel more connected to the student body with more years at LSE, perhaps 

because they understand how administrative systems and student bodies’ (e.g., Student Union) 

work with policy changes at LSE, forming new political opinions. 

 

Overall, the paper does not have enough evidence to reject the null hypothesis (H10), meaning that 

the LSE ‘experience’ has no statistically significant influence on perceptions of political agency 

amongst current students. 

 

 

 

5.2 Perceptions of Political Agency Amongst 1960’s Students 

 

Thematic Analysis (Appendix F) led to the following organising themes with the basic codes in 

brackets: Perceptions of LSE and LSE community (social life, demanding curriculum, and top 

institution), self-perception (active individuals and collective power), LSE ‘experience’ (political 

atmosphere and transferable political skills), circumstantial factors (1960’s and other periods) and 

actions (political involvement and volunteering).   

 

The respondents spoke about their perceptions of the LSE Community and their LSE ‘experience’, 

especially in feelings of belonging and connectedness. Many highlighted the international nature 

of LSE alongside their involvement in societies and interactions with peers which enhanced 

integration. A heightened political interest was a driving theme behind interviewee’s reflections. 

According to Kathy, the wider community of LSE was “imbued with revolutionary politics”, and 

Albert concurred that students felt that they could “change the world” through a united student 

body. The rigorous academic environment also strengthened the connection, exemplified by Kathy 

saying that academics gave “more depth” to current politics, alongside the activism desire.  

Self-perception of political agency varied amongst interviewees but generally indicated a high 

level of political awareness and activity within LSE. Albert and Caroline felt they did not hold 

much political influence in LSE, supporting the assertion that “the students had little voice” in 

the university (Kidd, 1969, 10). According to the Letter Issued by the Students Union in 1967, 

students were “branded irresponsible” by LSE staff and deprived of political stance. However, 

all interviewees described this as a driving factor for active involvement in political activities, 

such as protests and discussions, both during and after their time at LSE. Albert, Caroline, Mary, 

and Kathy all conveyed feeling power in the “masses”, reflecting their ideals on possessing 

political influence through the student body. Jacqueline and Paul viewed their individual political 

agency through voting, indicating they would have voted if eligible. Caroline’s statement, “what 

is the point of studying economics and politics if you don’t vote?”, encapsulates this sentiment. 
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These trends convey that all the interviewees from the 1960’s have an extremely strong desire 

for political influence. 

The historical context, such as the Walter Adams controversy and voting age of 21, played a vital 

role in shaping views on political agency of this generation, with interviewees like Mary noting 

that “many of my peers went on a hunger strike” due to the lack of care for the student voice. 

Similarly, concerns over inequality, after the Lionel Robbins report, resulted in student action and 

LSE policy change, with Alfred noting that it “increased the diversity of LSE by 1966, as working-

class students were given financial support to study here”. The Directors Letter to all Students in 

1967 stated that the protests gave the director a “strong impression” that students had “too little 

information about the way the school is run, its problems and its policies”, thus leading a 

memorandum to give students a better understanding of intra-school politics (Director Sydney 

Caine in 1967, via Kidd, 1969). 

 

The overall perception of the 1960’s alumni can be summed up within LSE fostering a community 

whereby perception of political agency was created within a collective body, which was otherwise 

not present on an individual level. Thus, the results lean towards H21, that the LSE ‘experience’ 

influences perceptions of political agency, amongst alumni 

 

6. Limitations and Implications 

 
The researchers acknowledge that limitations in timescale, scope, and funding for this project leave 

this study with inherent disadvantages. Critically, a lack of engagement with the qualitative and 

quantitative studies of current students and alumni, respectively, hampered this paper’s ability to 

draw strong comparative conclusions about the Research Questions. This could be solved through 

improving vectors of outreach and implementing participatory incentives. This study also struggles 

with uncontrolled confounding variables, such as age, gender, and race, lending our results to risk 

reductivity. Finally, psychological biases, such as positive memory bias (in which people 

remember more pleasant than unpleasant events), may impact our results as Alumni may have 

overestimated LSE’s impact on them (Adler & Pansky, 2020). Future researchers should aim to 

adapt our methods with a longer timescale to better control for these variables, especially through 

increasing sample sizes.  

7. Conclusions 

This paper has questioned whether, amongst Students and Alumni from the 1960’s, the LSE 

‘experience’ has had an impact on individuals’ perceptions of political agency. This paper does 

suggest that the LSE ‘experience’ provided a platform for individuals to enact the political agency 

that they perceive themselves as having, particularly in the 1960’s. 
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This paper has employed a mixed methodology research design in order to answer each of the four 

stated hypotheses, utilising quantitative surveys and qualitative interviews to begin to understand 

the inner machinations of an LSE student or alum's mind and to determine whether this educational 

environment, in particular, was a driving force behind the perceptions of political agency which 

they held at the time of providing data. 

This work contributes to political agency literature and to heightened levels of protests and 

encampments on UK and US university campuses relative to historical averages. The researchers 

hope to shed light, especially at LSE, on how a given institution impacts an individual’s perception 

of political agency and encourage further study with a focus on securing an independent control 

sample, rather than the dependent (intra-LSE) control which this paper utilises on account of time 

limitations. There is especially scope to expand research to other universities to test Webster’s 

hypothesis about centrality of the ‘infamously radical’ LSE to studies of British student agency 

(Webster, 2015, 75).  
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9. Appendices 

  

  

Appendix A 

Online Survey for Current LSE Students 
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Appendix B 

Online Survey for LSE Alumni  
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Appendix C 

Interview Topic Guide 
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Appendix D 

Example Consent Form 
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Appendix E 

Multivariate regressions  

 

Linear Regression for years spent at the LSE: 

𝑌𝑖 = 𝛼 + 𝛽1𝑦𝑒𝑎𝑟𝑠−𝑙𝑠𝑒 

 

Where: 

Yi     = level of students’ “NOSAY” aspect of the   
     political agency within the LSE context 

 

years_lse    = years students have spent at the LSE  

 

Multivariate regression with a student community variable: 

𝑌𝑖 = 𝛼 + 𝛽1𝑦𝑒𝑎𝑟𝑠−𝑙𝑠𝑒 + 𝛽2𝑐𝑜𝑛𝑛𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑒𝑑−𝑠𝑡𝑢𝑑𝑒𝑛𝑡−𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑚𝑢𝑛𝑖𝑡𝑦 

 

Where: 

connected_student_community = level of how students feel connected to the   
      LSE student community.  

 

Multivariate regressions with controls for educational levels: 

𝑌𝑖 = 𝛼 + 𝛽1𝑦𝑒𝑎𝑟𝑠−𝑙𝑠𝑒 + 𝛽2𝑐𝑜𝑛𝑛𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑒𝑑−𝑠𝑡𝑢𝑑𝑒𝑛𝑡−𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑚𝑢𝑛𝑖𝑡𝑦 + 𝛽3𝑑𝑢𝑚𝑚𝑦−𝑚𝑎𝑠𝑡𝑒𝑟

+ 𝛽4𝑑𝑢𝑚𝑚𝑦−𝑝ℎ𝑑 

dummy_master   = A binary variable identifying whether students  
     are at the master's level 

dummy_phd    = A binary variable identifying whether students 

are at the PhD level 
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Appendix F 

Codebook 
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Appendix G 
A graph indicating changes in perceived agency, per results from quantitative data 
 

 
  


