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Introduction 
 
What affects who participates in politics? Many studies point out that 
education is of central importance. In most studies of political behavior it is 
found that individuals with higher education participate to a larger extent in 
political activities than individuals with less education (see e.g., Wolfinger and 
Rosenstone 1980; Rosenstone and Hansen 1993; Verba, Schlozman and Brady 
1995; Franklin 2004; Schlozman, Verba and Brady 2012). In a classic text, 
Converse pointed out that education “is everywhere the universal solvent, and 
the relationship is always in the same direction. The higher the education, the 
greater the ‘good’ values of the variable. The educated citizen is attentive, 
knowledgeable and participatory, and the uneducated citizen is not” (1972, 
324). The idea that education has a causal impact on participation is widely 
held in political behavior research. Indeed, the relationship between education 
and political participation is probably the single most well established 
relationship in the participation literature. 

Why do highly educated persons participate more in political activities? 
In their seminal work, Verba, Schlozman and Brady (1995, 305) explain that: 
“Education enhances participation more or less directly by developing skills 
that are relevant to politics—the ability to speak and write, the knowledge of 
how to cope in an organizational setting”. Lewis-Beck et al. (2008, 102) point 
out that: “With more formal education comes a stronger interest in politics, a 
greater concern with elections, greater confidence in playing one’s role as a 
citizen, and a deeper commitment to the norm of being a good citizen”. 
Hence, education increases skills and knowledge which might also affect 
political interest and efficacy; factors that all in turn trigger participation. 

But is this conventional view correct? Does education actually cause 
people to participate in politics? In this dissertation, I will present empirical 
evidence that questions this conventional view on how education is related to 
political participation. While education and political participation are 
undoubtedly correlated, I suggest that these factors are not causally related in 
the way that is usually assumed. As the slogan goes: correlation is not 
causation. Contrary to conventional wisdom, I argue that the relationship 
between education and participation is misinterpreted in most political 
behavior research. 

This study is not the first to make this claim. In the last decade a 
number of studies have started dealing with the question of whether education 
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is a direct cause for political participation or merely a proxy for other factors 
(Nie, Junn and Stehlik-Barry 1996; Dee 2004; Milligan, Moretti and 
Oreopoulos 2004; Hillygus 2005; Kam and Palmer 2008; Burden 2009; 
Campbell 2009; Highton 2009; Sondheimer and Green 2010; Berinsky and 
Lenz 2011). The papers in this dissertation contribute to this debate by 
providing a set of analyses on how education is related to political 
participation. 

Knowing who participates in politics is a central issue in political 
behavior research. Finding out which model can correctly explain the 
relationship between education and participation has important implications. 
If education has no direct causal effect, then the relationship between 
education and participation found in most political behavior research is 
misinterpreted. If we do not even know how we should explain the most 
frequently occurring relationship in participation research, our understanding 
of who participates in politics must be regarded as shallow. Hence, getting a 
better understanding of the relationship between education and participation 
is crucially important for the improvement of knowledge about the causes of 
political participation. As I will argue, this is not only of importance for 
political behavior research but it also has important policy implications and 
consequences for the functioning of democratic systems. 

This introductory chapter will proceed as follows: The next section 
provides a theoretical overview, followed by a summary of the most important 
empirical analyses in the field. Thereafter, the five papers are summarized in 
brief and their collected contribution to the field is explained. Finally, the 
theoretical implications and the policy implications are discussed and the 
conclusions from the studies are summarized. 

 

Theoretical overview 
This study focuses on the driving forces on political participation. I follow the 
standard definition of political participation provided by Verba, Schlozman 
and Brady (1995, 38) according to which political participation refers to 
activity “that has the intent or effect of influencing government action—either 
directly by affecting the making or implementation of public policy or 
indirectly by influencing the selection of people who make those policies.” 
This includes acts such as voting, activities in political parties, attending 
political meetings, demonstrations and contact with politicians. It can also 
refer to acts such as political consumerism or online participation but it 
excludes acts such as political discussion. In this study, the focus is primarily 



 

                 15 

on traditional forms of participation, in particular voter turnout and party 
engagement.1 

With education I refer to formal education, from compulsory schooling to 
higher education at universities. The different studies in this dissertation look 
at different aspects of education, such as years of education, college education 
and type of education at the upper secondary level. This dissertation does not 
focus on informal education, training courses, etc.2 

Having established the definitions of the main independent and 
dependent variables, what can we learn from previous research about how 
education is related to political participation? In the literature, three models 
dominate the discussion on the links between education and political 
participation. Following previous research, I will refer to these models as “the 
absolute education model”, “the pre-adult socialization model”, and “the 
relative education model”.  

The latter of these two models regard education as a proxy for other 
factors not directly related to education while the first regards the educational 
experience as a direct cause. Figure 1 illustrates the three theoretical models. 

 
Figure 1. Theoretical models of the relationship between education and political 
participation

Pre-adult factors Education Political participation

Social status

         = The absolute education model
         = The relative education model 
         = The pre-adult socialization model

Skills / knowledge / 
political efficacy

 

 
The different models disagree on which, if any, causal mechanisms that trigger 
the effect of education on political participation.3 Previous research seldom 
discusses these three competing explanations together and there is surprisingly 
little communication between researchers studying the pre-adult socialization 
model and the relative education model. To date, there exists no study that 
tests all three models simultaneously. In the absence of one single source of 
data that could be used for a simultaneous evaluation of the three models, 
each of the papers in this dissertation test different aspects of the models. 
Taken together they clarify our understanding of the relationship between 
education and political participation.  
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The conventional view: the absolute education model 
According to the absolute education model, illustrated by the solid line in 
Figure 1, education has a causal effect on political participation and for that 
reason this model is sometimes synonymously referred to as the “education as 
a cause view”. Education increases civic skills and political knowledge which 
function as the causal mechanisms triggering participation. This is also 
sometimes referred to as the “cognitive pathway”, i.e., what individuals learn 
at school has positive effects on their cognitive ability, which in turn affects 
participation. Most important for political participation is the increased 
verbal and cognitive proficiency that comes with higher education. This is 
because language is crucial to understanding and communicating about 
politics. Persons with high verbal and cognitive proficiency can more easily 
understand political messages and in turn articulate their own political views. 
In addition, education is supposed to increase political knowledge and provide 
a better understanding of the political system. According to this model, 
people who understand how the political system works will also understand 
the importance of participating in the system. 

In addition to skills and knowledge, it has also been argued that 
education triggers political efficacy. Jackson (1995, 280) explains this idea: 
“Schooling enhances both the belief that the potential voter can influence 
what the government does (external efficacy) and the belief that the potential 
voter has the competence to understand and participate in politics (internal 
efficacy)”. Hence, education supposedly increases citizens’ beliefs that they can 
effectively play a role in the political process. 

According to this conventional view, the more education individuals have, 
the more likely they will be to participate in politics. The model is referred to 
as the absolute education model since the effects of education are not 
dependent on the level of education in the environment. This model regards 
education effects as an individual level cognitive process.  

Numerous studies of political participation in Western democracies 
confirm this view, however, most of these studies draw on cross-sectional data 
and the alleged causal mechanisms—mainly knowledge and skills—are seldom 
directly tested. Even those that stick to the view that education is a direct 
cause have seldom presented evidence on exactly how and through which 
mechanisms education influences participation. Rather, when it comes to 
explaining effects of education it is common to describe the mechanisms at 
work as “remaining hidden” or as an “un-deciphered black box” (cf. Ichilov 
2003; Niemi and Junn 1998).4 
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While the literature in the field focuses primarily on skills and knowledge 
as the causal mechanisms it is not hard to think of other factors that might be 
affected by education and that in turn might trigger participation, i.e., factors 
such as income, wealth or health. However, an obvious problem is that these 
factors are likely to be strongly correlated with education and it might be 
difficult to test exactly to what extent each of these factors mediates the 
relationship. Hence, while skills and knowledge are the causal mechanisms 
that are most often emphasized in the literature, the relationship might flow 
through alternative causal pathways as well.5  

It should also be noted that there is no consensus on whether the effect of 
education is linear or whether it tapers off at some point. While many 
researchers simply test the effects of “years of education”, others argue that it 
is in fact only higher education (college or equivalent) that is of major 
importance for participation. To make it even more complicated, studies on 
the impact of college education disagree on whether it is college attendance or 
college completion that is the relevant variable to study (cf. Kam and Palmer 
2011; Henderson and Chatfield 2011). 
 
The pre-adult socialization model 
The extreme alternative to the absolute education model is the pre-adult 
socialization model, illustrated by the dotted lines in Figure 1. It suggests that 
the relationship could be explained with reference to self-selection effects; pre-
adult factors affect both educational choice as well as political participation in 
adulthood. Education works as a proxy for factors such as family socio-
economic status, the political socialization in the home environment and 
personal characteristics such as cognitive ability (e.g., Jennings and Niemi 
1974; Langton and Jennings 1968; Kam and Palmer 2008). Hence, some refer 
to this as the “education as a proxy view”. Other researchers argue that 
factors such as intelligence (Luskin 1990), genetic factors (Alford, Funk and 
Hibbing 2005) or personality types affect political participation in adulthood 
(Mondak and Halperin 2008), and these factors could also affect educational 
choice. It is factors like these, rather than education that affect participation 
according to the pre-adult socialization model. This idea is supported by 
research that argues that political attitudes and behavior are formed early and 
change little after the “impressionable years” (cf. Sears and Funk 1999). 

According to the education as a proxy view, the same pre-adult factors 
that encourage political participation also determine the choice of education. 
The problem is that the measurement of such pre-adult factors is often 
omitted in surveys. The pre-adult socialization model suggests that when pre-
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adult factors are not included in statistical models of the causes of 
participation, education will take credit for these unmeasured pre-adult 
covariates. Hence, the significant coefficients of education are often 
misinterpreted as a direct effect while they are only a proxy for other factors. 

The education as a proxy view goes back to Langton and Jennings’s 
(1968) seminal study, which showed null results regarding the impact of civic 
education courses on political participation. However, since education 
repeatedly showed a strong impact on participation in cross-sectional studies, 
scholars regarded education as a major influence on political participation 
(Converse 1972). 

The implications of the pre-adult socialization model are drastic. If 
correct, results from most studies on political behavior that include education 
as a main independent variable are misinterpreted since the content and 
length of education is irrelevant. It is not the skills and knowledge gained 
through education that matter but rather unmeasured pre-adult factors that 
produce the effects. In addition, there is no room for state intervention in 
encouraging citizens to participate in politics if this model is correct. 

 
The relative education model 
Now, lets turn to the third model. The relative education model, which is 
synonymously referred to as “the sorting model”, offers a revisionist view. It 
takes a different causal path than the two other models, as illustrated with the 
dashed arrows in Figure 1. According to the sorting model, there is an indirect 
effect of education on political participation via social status (Nie, Junn and 
Stehlik-Barry 1996). Within this literature, high social status is defined as 
having a central social network position in society. 

The relative education model has been presented as a potential solution 
to one of the major puzzles in political behavior research: the paradoxical 
relationship between education and participation at the micro- and macro-
levels. On one hand, many studies claim that education has a positive impact 
on participation at the individual level; but on the other hand, increased levels 
of education at the macro-level do not seem to increase aggregate levels of 
political participation (Brody 1978; Schlozman, Brady and Verba 2012). 
Therefore, while many studies have shown that at any given time people with 
higher education participate to a larger extent in political activities, it does 
not appear that an increasing level of education in the population as a whole, 
leads to an aggregate increase in political participation. Delli Carpini notes 
that: “researchers have noted this paradox but have largely addressed it by 
assuming that other societal changes (the weakening of political parties, the 
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erosion of civil society, the increased complexity of politics, the declining 
quality of education, the growing dominance of television as a source of 
political information, and so forth) have worked to cancel out the positive 
effects of education” (1997, 972). 

Instead of referring to other factors that might be canceling out the 
positive effects of education, Nie, Junn and Stehlik-Barry try to solve the 
paradox by providing an alternative way to understand how education is 
related to participation. While this model was first applied to education effects 
on political participation in their 1996 book Education and Democratic 
Citizenship in America, similar theories have been used in, for example, labor 
market studies. In this context, the argument was made by Fred Hirsch, who 
argues that as educational levels rise, “the effect will be to push competition 
by hitherto qualified applicants down the hierarchy of jobs” (1978, 50). 
According to Nie, Junn and Stehlik-Barry, it is the social status and not the 
educational content received that increases participation. This means that 
education should be seen as a “positional good”, i.e., something that is 
“valuable to some people only on condition that others do not have it” (Hollis 
1982, 236).6 

According to the relative education model, individuals with a high social 
status are exposed to networks that encourage participation and they are also 
more likely to be recruited into political activities. Conversely, individuals 
with lower levels of education are outside recruitment networks (cf. Verba, 
Schlozman and Brady 1995). Franklin’s discussion of the costs and benefits of 
voting illustrates this idea: “People in social networks would also incur costs 
of nonvoting because other members of their group care whether they vote or 
not ... So, the benefits of voting and the costs of nonvoting are higher for 
socially connected people” (Franklin 2004, 51). Obviously, it is not only the 
“social status” of the networks that matter but also which particular people 
who make up the networks and to what extent these people might trigger 
participation. 

An important implication of the sorting model is that the same amount 
of education at the individual level has a different impact on political 
participation depending on the level of education in the environment. In a low 
education environment, less education at the individual level is needed in 
order to gain a central social network position. Conversely, in places with a 
lot of highly educated persons, higher levels of education are needed to get 
high social status. This could also be illustrated by the trends over time; for 
example, as more people obtain higher education, the social status of a college 
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diploma is reduced in relative terms. Hence the impact of education on 
political participation is hypothesized to be relative rather than absolute. 

An underdeveloped area in this field is how social networks mediate the 
relationship between education and participation. Nie, Junn and Stehlik-Barry 
employ a narrow definition of social network position since it only takes into 
account relations to people active in politics and media. However, in research 
on social networks, the size and composition of the social networks are seen as 
central. More specifically, the range of people (e.g., Mutz 2002; McClurg 2003; 
Siegel 2009) and size of the networks (e.g., Kotler-Berkowitz 2005) matter for 
participation. Drawing on this literature this dissertation will test the refined 
hypothesis that having strong ties to a large and wide network of high-status 
persons mediates the relationship between education and participation. 

 
Summary of the theoretical models 
To sum up the theoretical overview, the reason why previous research has had 
problems determining whether a causal link between education and political 
participation actually exists is due to the difficulties in testing the three 
potential explanations empirically. The central question concerns whether the 
relationship is causal or merely a correlation. The three models can be 
summarized as follows: a) the correlation exists due to self-selection processes 
and education is only a proxy for pre-adult factors, b) education actually has 
a causal effect on political participation primarily via the causal mechanisms 
skills and knowledge, or c) social status gained by relative education affects 
participation. In other words, the relationship can be explained with reference 
to a) self selection processes before education is acquired, b) skills and 
knowledge gained while education is being acquired, or c) the social network 
position gained after education is acquired. All three competing explanations 
are seldom discussed together in previous research and there is surprisingly 
little communication between researchers studying the pre-adult socialization 
model and the relative education model.  

 

Literature review: empirical results 
Methodologically, it is a difficult task to estimate the causal effect of 
education. In one-shot cross-sectional observational studies the causal effect of 
education is hard to isolate due to confounding factors, i.e., variables possibly 
related to both education and participation. In studies of causal relationships, 
randomized experiments are the gold standard for estimating causality 
(Gerber and Green 2012). Hence, in this case an ideal research design would 
randomly assign persons to receive different levels of education. However, such 
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a research design could obviously never be implemented. Even if it would be 
possible to randomly distribute scholarships for higher education it would be 
hard to ensure that everyone participated in such an experiment. Likewise, it 
would not be possible to hinder those who were assigned to the control group 
from receiving education. In addition, such an experiment would raise ethical 
questions and would probably be impossible to justify morally. 

What is left is the possibility of estimating the effect from observational 
studies and quasi-experimental situations. Even though we lack fully 
randomized experiments we can still get some answers by following persons 
over time in panel studies, exploiting natural experiments like educational 
reforms, using statistical tools designed to estimate causal relationships from 
observational studies and by exploiting regional differences and differences 
over time. Such studies can provide us with valuable knowledge on how 
education is related to political participation. Here follows a review of the 
most important empirical contributions to the debate.  

 
Education as a cause vs. education as a proxy 
Recently some studies have begun to use the aforementioned techniques to 
gauge whether education is a direct cause (the absolute education model) or a 
proxy (the pre-adult socialization model) of political participation. These 
studies include applications using techniques such as instrumental variable 
approaches (e.g., Berinsky and Lenz 2011), field experiments (e.g., 
Sondheimer and Green 2009), and matching analyses on panel data (e.g., 
Kam and Palmer 2008; Tenn 2007).  

The education as a proxy view has been supported in a number of these 
studies. Pelkonen (2012) uses the natural experiment of an education reform 
in Norway, initiated in 1959, that increased the length of compulsory 
education to gauge the causal effects of education on political participation. 
This reform was implemented quasi-randomly at different times and in 
different areas of Norway. Pelkonen uses both individual level data and data 
at the municipality level, both of which show no effects of education on 
different participatory acts such as voting, contacting political representatives 
and demonstrations (with the exception of a significant effect on signing 
petitions). Given the solid research design—the quasi-experiment is a strong 
identification strategy—the results should be regarded as strong evidence in 
favor of the pre-adult socialization model. 

Berinsky and Lenz (2011) arrive at a similar conclusion by using the 
natural experiment of the Vietnam-era draft in which young males were 
randomly assigned to the military by draft lotteries. It was possible however, 
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to bypass the system since those who went to college could defer military 
service; hence the draft lottery functioned as an exogenous shock on 
educational attainment. Berinsky and Lenz find little evidence that increased 
educational attainment positively affected political participation. Results from 
this study weigh heavily since it has the advantage of a randomly assigned 
exogenous shock that affects educational attainment. A problem with this 
study however, is that there might be a bias in the distribution of the 
treatment towards (male) persons who wanted to avoid military service; the 
treatment is not distributed equally across the population. 

Kam and Palmer provided the first study that used matching techniques 
to evaluate this question. Matching can be used to control for the selection 
into education and thereby mirroring an experimental design (Rubin 1973; 
1974). When using this method, persons with higher education, which are as 
similar as possible on all relevant covariates, are matched with less educated 
persons. Kam and Palmer applied propensity score matching to two studies 
from the United States. They did not find any significant differences in 
participation between college attendees and non-attendees after matching. 

Kam and Palmer were criticized in two independent works. Henderson 
and Chatfield (2011) as well as Mayer (2011) argue that a main problem in 
Kam and Palmer’s analyses is that the groups of college and non-college 
persons remained very different even after matching. To obtain better balance 
between the “control group” and “treatment group”, Henderson and Chatfield 
as well as Mayer use genetic matching which is a superior technique. 
Henderson and Chatfield (2011, 647) conclude that “selection may be so 
problematic as to make it practically impossible to recover unbiased causal 
estimates using even the most sophisticated matching methods as yet 
available”. Mayer (2011, 644) is more positive regarding the possibility of 
obtaining causal estimates from matching and concludes that his analysis 
shows “evidence that postsecondary educational advancement has a positive 
and substantively important causal effect on political participation”. The 
debate continued when Kam and Palmer (2011, 661), in a response, 
reanalyzed one of their datasets that confirmed their initial results as well as 
showed that when using genetic matching, balance could be achieved.  

However, there are also a number of recent studies showing evidence 
indicating that education actually has a direct causal effect. Sondheimer and 
Green (2009) exploit three field experiments in which different interventions 
affecting educational attainment were randomly assigned to different students 
(i.e., smaller classes, extra mentoring, and pre-school activities). Students who 
experienced these treatments had a higher probability of graduating from high 



 

                 23 

school. In this study, which particularly focuses on voting, strong support is 
found for the education as a cause view. A shortcoming of the study is that 
randomization was not made among the entire population, or a representative 
sub-sample, but directed primarily to students with a low socio-economic 
status. The generalizability of the results is therefore unclear; it might be the 
case that the effect of education is stronger for low socio-economic status 
students than among the population in general.  

Milligan, Moretti and Oreopoulos (2004) use compulsory schooling laws 
as instrumental variables. They show that completion of high school has a 
positive impact on voting in the United States, while it has no effect in 
Britain. However, after controlling for registration requirements, the effect of 
education in the United States is considerably reduced. The reason why this 
study comes to different conclusions in the United States and Britain remains 
unclear. 

The study by Dee (2004) also uses the adoption of school leaving laws as 
an instrumental variable to gauge the causal effects of education in the United 
States. In addition, he also uses geographical distance to colleges as an 
instrument for education. Dee’s analyses indicate that education has a positive 
impact on voting and also increases the support for free speech and civic 
knowledge. However, both instrumental variable approaches used are 
problematic. As for distance to college, it could reasonably be suspected that 
the place of residence is correlated with other unmeasured factors influencing 
participation. Regarding the child labor laws it is unlikely that changing child 
labor laws provide an exogenous shock on educational attainment that is 
proportionally spread among the population. It is reasonable to expect that 
changes in child labor laws primarily affect students from homes with a low 
socio-economic status, so it does not correspond to a treatment that would be 
distributed equally throughout the population. 

While the studies of Sondheimer and Green, Milligan Moretti and 
Oreopoulos and Dee use solid research designs exploiting exogenous shocks on 
educational attainment, they are still far from the ideal experimental design. 
It must also be pointed out that none of these studies say anything about how 
(i.e., through which causal mechanism) education affects participation. They 
do not confirm that the effect runs along the hypothesized cognitive pathway.  

This survey of the field shows that studies using sophisticated designs to 
trace causality are not in any agreement on whether education causes political 
participation. Rather, this is an unsettled issue in which different studies show 
contradictory results. On both sides there exist studies with solid research 
designs showing support for the different models. 
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The fourth paper in this dissertation will contribute to this discussion by 
presenting a matching analysis that aims to mimic an experimental test of the 
causal effect of college education. This analysis will use a richer source of data 
with more comprehensive pre-adult measures than used by previous studies.  

 
The impact of type of education 
The literature on whether education functions as a cause or proxy for political 
participation has largely focused on the effects of length of education. 
However, there are other relevant dimensions of education as well. One 
important field of research has looked particularly at the effects of civics 
courses. The panel study by Langton and Jennings (1968) is the most 
important contribution to this field. They found that civic education courses 
did not affect civic outcomes. However, Niemi and Junn (1998) later 
challenged this conclusion by showing that civic education actually had a 
positive impact on civic outcomes, in particular civic knowledge (see Denver 
and Hands (1990) for a similar argument using data from Britain). Recent 
evidence from Kenya provides further evidence of the positive effects of civic 
education courses on political participation (Finkel, Horowitz and Rojo-
Mendoza 2012). 

Looking more broadly at the impact of type of education, it is a 
frequently occurring argument that different educational tracks lead to 
different patterns of political behavior and attitudes. In the Swedish case, 
several studies have found significantly higher levels of participation among 
individuals from theoretical gymnasium tracks (academic upper-secondary 
tracks aiming to prepare students for further studies at universities) compared 
to students with education from vocational gymnasium tracks (Ekman 2007; 
Öhrvall 2009). In addition, Westholm et al. (1990) showed that students from 
vocational tracks had significantly lower levels of political knowledge than 
students from the theoretical tracks. A similar pattern is occurring in several 
other countries such as Norway (Lauglo and Øia 2006), Italy (Losito and 
D’Apice 2004) and Belgium (Quintelier 2008). In addition, a cross-national 
study by Van de Werfhorst (2007), which covers 17 countries, shows that 
students from vocational tracks were less politically active than students with 
theoretical educations. Yet, all this evidence comes from observational studies 
that cannot say whether the relationship is causal. 

The Persson and Oscarsson (2010) study used the natural experiment of 
the Swedish reform of the Swedish gymnasium (upper-secondary school) to 
analyze the effect of type of education on political participation. In the mid-
1990s an extensive reform of the Swedish educational system was initiated to 
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create a “school for everyone” which intended to function like a “social 
equalizer”. The new unified gymnasium initiated longer vocational educational 
tracks with an extended curriculum of social science courses. Given the 
importance ascribed to social science courses in previous research, this could 
be hypothesized to have positive effects on political participation. Trends in 
participation among students before and after the reform can provide some 
evidence on the potential effects of the reform. However, the reform of the 
Swedish gymnasium did not produce the hypothesized positive effects on 
political participation. Significant differences in political participation between 
students from different tracks remained after the reform.  

Other studies focusing more broadly on type of education also find 
significant correlations with political participation. Using British longitudinal 
data, Paterson (2009) finds positive relationships between political 
participation and taking social science courses at universities. The best study 
on the impact of type of college education in the United States (Hillygus 2005, 
38) finds that “students who concentrated their studies in biology, chemistry, 
engineering and the like appear less inclined to participate politically, while 
those in the social sciences and humanities are more likely to vote and 
participate in other forms of political activity.” This study is especially 
interesting since it suggests a causal mechanism; curriculums that develop 
civic skills are those which have the strongest impact on participation 
(Hillygus 2005; also see Nie and Hillygus 2001). A similar pattern has also 
been found in later studies. Niemi and Hanmer’s (2010, 319) study of voter 
turnout among American college students showed that those who study 
mathematics, science and engineering voted less often than those who study 
subjects such as social science and humanities. Hence, it is fairly well 
established that there is a correlation between social science courses and 
political participation. But there is a lack of studies using solid research 
designs to estimate whether the type of education has causal effects on 
participation. Indeed many studies point in the direction that social science 
education, or academic tracks in general, might have positive effects on 
political participation. But the results from most studies discussed in this 
section however, could be consequences of self-selection processes. 

The fifth paper in the dissertation aims to bring some new knowledge to 
this sub-field by testing whether different tracks in the Swedish gymnasium 
(students aged 16 to 19) affect intentions to participate, using a panel study 
design. 

It should also be mentioned that there are other dimensions of education 
that could possibly affect future political participation, such as the quality of 
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education, teaching styles, etc. However, such studies are very rare. Hillygus 
(2005) shows that the quality of the educational institution has insignificant 
effects on participation. When it comes to the impact of teaching styles, 
Campbell (2008) shows that American students who are experiencing an open 
classroom climate show higher levels on several civic outcomes, including that 
they are more likely to vote in the future. In a Swedish study Andersson 
(2012) shows that “deliberative teaching” has beneficial effects, especially on 
students with low socio-economic status, on a range of outcomes including 
readiness for political participation. The papers in this dissertation do not 
bring any new evidence regarding the effects of factors such as quality of 
education, teaching styles, etc. Persson (forthcoming) however, replicates the 
ideas from Campbell’s (2008) study in the Swedish case with a panel study 
design and confirms the beneficial effects of an open classroom climate on 
political knowledge. Additionally, Esaiasson and Persson (forthcoming) 
present evidence on the civic outcomes of political science education. 

 
Previous research on the relative education model 
The relative education model proposed by Nie, Junn and Stehlik-Barry (1996) 
suggests that social status is the causal mechanism connecting education and 
political participation. According to them, the impact of education is relative 
rather than absolute. This means that the value of education depends on how 
many others possess it. The provocative implication of the model is that, when 
it comes to its relation to political participation, education is only a proxy for 
social status; it is not the skills or knowledge gained through education that 
matter. Using American data Nie, Junn and Stehlik-Barry empirically test the 
relative education model and find support for it on a broad range of 
participation types. They find that the aggregate level effect of education is 
negative and discounts the positive effect of education at the individual level, 
which could possibly explain the paradox of participation. Educational 
inflation is thus hypothesized to be the reason why higher aggregate levels of 
education have not resulted in higher aggregate levels of participation: “More 
education does not change the nature of the hierarchy; rather, it simply shifts 
the baseline upward” (Nie, Junn and Stehlik-Barry 1996, 106). 

A handful of studies, all concentrated on the US case, have pushed this 
sub-field forward and developed the relative education model (see Campbell 
2013 for a review). Several aspects of the model have become contested. First 
and foremost, studies in the wake of Nie, Junn and Stehlik-Barry disagree on 
the scope of the model. Nie, Junn and Stehlik-Barry claim that all types of 
participation are affected by education in a relative rather than an absolute 
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way. The reason for this is that they consider participation to be a zero-sum 
game: “The instrumental behaviors and cognitions of political engagement can 
be seen as more of a zero-sum game, bounded by finite resources and conflict, 
where one’s gain will necessarily be another’s loss” (Nie, Junn and Stehlik-
Barry 1996, 101). 

Campbell (2009), by contrast, suggests that some forms of participation 
are not competitive in character. Hence, it is unclear why the relative 
education model should be relevant to all forms of political participation and 
Campbell argues that the model is only valid for forms of political 
participation that are actually competitive and social in character. 

There is also disagreement on how to test the relative education model. 
The disagreement concerns how to define the “educational environment”. In 
the original work of Nie, Junn and Stehlik-Barry, each person’s educational 
level is compared with the mean national levels among individuals aged 25–50 
when the respondent was 25. A serious problem with this model specification 
is that it is not possible to separate the impact of the educational 
environment from the impact of age and year of birth (cf. Tenn 2005). 
Additionally, it does not take geographical variation into account. Helliwell 
and Putnam (2007) try to overcome these problems in their study by using 
narrow geographic units. More precisely, Helliwell and Putnam (2007, 3) 
compare each respondent’s education to “all other living adults, both older 
and younger” within the same geographical unit. Helliwell and Putnam focus 
only on social capital and find no support for the relative education model, 
however, since Helliwell and Putnam’s relative education measure is 
correlated with geographic region, it is impossible to control for state-level 
variations. In the study by Tenn (2005), intra-birth cohort measures of the 
educational environment are used to test the relative education model on 
voter turnout in the United States. Tenn defines relative education as each 
individual’s education compared to the mean level of education of everyone 
born in the same year (throughout the United States), but again, a problem 
with this kind of measure is that it does not consider geographic differences. 
However, the results from Tenn’s study provide strong support for the relative 
education model. Campbell’s (2009) study tries to overcome the problems 
associated with the previous studies by narrowly defining the educational 
environment as for both age and place. Campbell claims that since social 
status is formed in relation to one’s personal contacts, the local geographical 
context needs to be taken into account. Campbell finds support for the 
relative education model on competitive forms of political participation, 
including “electoral activities”. 
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In sum, a number of studies have found empirical support for the idea 
that the effect of education is relative rather than absolute. However, there is 
no agreement on the scope of the model nor how the educational environment 
should be operationalized. Further studies would benefit from implementing 
better ways to measure the “educational environment” and thereby separating 
the effects of relative and absolute education. 

 
Summary of the literature review 
Taken together, what can we learn from the state of the field? It is a 
frustrating fact that studies with equally strong research designs point in 
different directions. Studies using randomized field experiments, instrumental 
variable approaches and matching techniques show support for the idea that 
education is a direct cause for participation (Dee 2004; Milligan, Moretti and 
Oreopoulos 2004; Sondheimer and Green 2010; Mayer 2011). However, other 
studies using natural experiments in the form of education reforms, 
randomized shocks such as the Vietnam-era draft and matching analyses show 
support for the education as a proxy view (Kam and Palmer 2008; Berinsky 
and Lenz 2010; Pelkonen 2012). Hence, it is not the case that studies using 
strong research designs show support only for one side rather than the other. 
The literature provides a frustrating, divided picture and we are left without a 
clear answer as to whether education causes political participation. In 
addition, a number of studies complicate the discussion further by arguing 
that the effect of education is relative rather than absolute. 

 

The papers in brief 
The overarching research question of this dissertation is how education is 
related to political participation. Unfortunately the theoretical models 
presented are not possible to test in one single study since one single dataset 
does not exist that makes possible a simultaneous evaluation of the three 
models. For that reason, the papers in this dissertation test different aspects 
of the three models. For each research questions presented I try to use the 
best data available and the most suitable research design and statistical 
analyses. Hence, the papers draw on a variety of data sources: the Swedish 
National Election Studies, the Swedish SOM surveys, the Comparative Study 
of Electoral Systems, the European Social Surveys, the 1970 British Cohort 
Study and original data collected by the author. Additionally, in order to use 
the most suitable statistical analyses for each research question, the papers 
employ techniques such as regression analyses, multilevel modeling, structural 
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equitation modeling, panel data analyses and genetic matching. Each of the 
papers brings parts of evidence to the puzzle. Taken together they clarify our 
understanding of the relationship between education and political 
participation.  

The first three papers test different aspects of the relative education 
model. The first paper tests the relative education model in Sweden, a more 
egalitarian and homogenous context than the United States that constitutes a 
hard test case for the model. The first paper deals with the research question: 
Is the relative education model supported in the Swedish context?  

The second paper deals directly with the causal mechanism: Does social 
network position mediate the effect of education on political participation? 
The second paper is the first to present a solid test of the causal mechanism 
using structural equation modeling.  

The third paper brings the discussion on the relative education model 
further by providing it with the first country comparative test using data 
from 37 countries. Hence, it deals with the research question: Is the effect of 
education on political participation absolute or relative in a comparative 
perspective? These three papers mainly present evidence in favor of the 
relative education model over the pre-adult socialization model. 

The last two papers deal with the pre-adult model versus the absolute 
education model. The fourth paper uses matching on data from the United 
Kingdom to mimic an experimental test of the causal effect. It deals with the 
question: Is college education a cause or a proxy for political participation? 
This paper brings the important contribution of using a more extensive set of 
pre-adult covariates than previous studies, including important information on 
childhood cognitive ability.  

The fifth paper moves from studying the length of education to test the 
impact of the type of education. It presents a panel study following Swedish 
adolescents over time during their first year in the gymnasium in order to 
answer the question: Does type of education affect political participation? The 
findings of both paper four and five point in favor of the pre-adult 
socialization model; education seems to be a proxy rather than a cause for 
political participation. Here follows a more detailed summary of the papers. 

 
Paper 1. An empirical test of the relative education model in 
Sweden 
The first paper evaluates the predictions of the relative education model using 
Swedish data and it therefore provides the first in depth evaluation of the 
relative education model outside the US (Persson 2011). Despite the fact that 
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the paradox of participation and education is valid in most Western countries, 
the relative education model has previously only been tested on data from the 
US. This paper examines whether education affects political participation 
through sorting mechanisms in the European context as well, and if so, where 
and when sorting processes operate. An examination of the relative education 
model is provided by an analysis of data from the Swedish National Election 
Studies (SNES) from 1985 to 2006 in combination with detailed census data 
from Statistics Sweden. 

In this case, the most important difference between Sweden and the 
United States is the greater amount of equality in Sweden. The level of 
equality is of interest in relation to the relative education model because it is 
reasonable to expect that the model will receive less support in societies that 
have high levels of equality. Nie, Junn and Stelhik-Barry claim that what 
matters for political participation is the position in the educational hierarchy 
and they do not provide any discussion as to how the distance between the 
positions in the hierarchy affects the applicability of the model. I hypothesize 
that the relative education model should gain more support the more unequal 
a society is. In a society where there is a large amount of inequality, there are 
also larger distances between social networks—it is harder for those with low 
levels of education to access the social networks that are most important for 
gaining political influence. Low levels of social stratification may make it 
easier for the disadvantaged to participate in politics. For that reason, I 
hypothesize that Sweden constitutes a harder test—a less likely case—for the 
relative education model. 

Here another important difference between the contexts should also be 
emphasized: the Swedish educational system has been explicitly designed to 
achieve egalitarian values, such as promoting social equality (Rothstein 1996; 
Meghir and Palme 2005). Since the Swedish educational system is more 
egalitarian, education may have a weaker impact on social networks, which in 
turn would imply that the hypothesized pathway between relative education 
and political participation via social network centrality is less evident in 
Sweden than in the United States. 

Moreover, the pathways of recruitment to political assignments in Sweden 
are very different compared to those in the United States. As in most 
countries, the members of the Swedish parliament constitute an elite group 
with higher education than the electorate (Esaiasson and Holmberg 1996). 
However, in Sweden there has been a close link between the dominant party—
the Social Democratic Party—and the working class movement. The working 
class movement constitutes an alternative pathway to political participation 
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that has no counterpart in the United States, which should reasonably 
dampen the importance of education on participation.  

The paper also brings a contribution to the debate on the scope of the 
model. Remember that Nie, Junn and Stehlik-Barry claim that the relative 
education model is valid for all forms of political participation while Campbell 
(2009) argues that there is reason to believe that not all forms of participation 
are affected by relative education. Since not all forms of political participation 
are socially based and affected by recruitment via social networks, we only 
have reason to expect that the relative education model is valid on the social 
and competitive forms of political participation. Likewise, in an early 
contribution to the debate Huckfeldt (1979) argued that socially based forms 
of political participation are strongly affected by contextual factors (such as 
social network composition), whereas individually based forms of participation 
are not affected by contextual factors whatsoever. 

In this paper, the predictions derived from the relative education model 
are tested on four indicators of political participation: writing letters to 
political representatives, voting, political party activities, and party 
membership. Support is found for the relative education model on voting and 
activities related to political parties, whereas the model is not supported when 
it comes to writing letters to political representatives. Hence, the relative 
education model is, at least partially, supported in the Swedish context as 
well. Campbell’s view is confirmed from the evidence of relative education 
effects on the socially based forms of participation under study (activities and 
membership in political parties) and the absence of relative education effects 
on an individually based form of participation (writing letters to political 
representatives). 

The final contribution of the paper regards how to operationalize relative 
education. In this paper, three different units of aggregation for the 
educational environment are evaluated: (a) both age and place are aggregated 
narrowly; (b) age is aggregated widely and place is aggregated narrowly; (c) 
age is aggregated narrowly and place is aggregated widely. By using these 
three definitions we can trace where sorting processes operate. The relative 
education model is supported for political party activities and party 
membership when defining the unit of aggregation for educational 
environment widely with regards to age and narrowly with regards to place. 
When it comes to voting however, support for the sorting model is found when 
applying any of the three different units of aggregation for the educational 
environment. 
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Paper 2. Social network position mediates the effect of education 
on political participation 
The second paper offers a refined test of the relative education model 
(Persson 2015). Previous research on this model has focused primarily on 
testing the observable predictions derived from the model. The hypothesized 
causal mechanism—social network position—has not been sufficiently tested. 
Although a small number of studies have re-examined and refined the relative 
education model following Nie, Junn and Stehlik-Barry, all of them focus on 
the observable implications derived from the model, i.e. whether the effect of 
education at the individual level is conditioned on the level of education in the 
environment (Campbell 2009; Helliwell and Putnam 2007; Tenn 2005).  

This paper employs Swedish survey data from the SOM Institute with 
more comprehensive measures on social connections than has previously been 
used in prior research. It looks specifically at activities in political parties as 
the dependent variable. The main reason for the lack of research on the causal 
mechanism is the absence of high-quality data on social network connections 
together with measures of the dependent and independent variables. To date, 
the only study examining the indirect effect of education via social network 
position is Nie, Junn and Stehlik-Barry’s (1996, ch. 4) original study, in which 
they use data from the 1991 Current Population Survey. They use an additive 
scale constructed of the number of high-status people that the respondents 
say they know. Simple regression path models are used to estimate the 
indirect effects of education via those social network connections. They find 
that social network position (and verbal cognitive proficiency) explains almost 
the entire relationship between education and voting and that social network 
position is the main factor determining participation in “difficult political 
activities”. 

However, Nie, Junn and Stehlik-Barry’s path analyses are problematic for 
several reasons. First, they do not perform any significance tests of the 
indirect effects and thus leave it an open question whether education has a 
significant indirect effect via social network position. A second problem is that 
Nie, Junn and Stehlik-Barry’s measure of social network position includes only 
connections with elected officials and persons working with the news media. 
This problem concerns the causal direction in the model. It is not obvious 
that these connections are consequences of education (as the sorting model 
states); they can also be consequences of political participation.  

A third problem is that in Nie, Junn and Stehlik-Barry’s study, social 
network position is treated as a manifest variable defined as a simple additive 
index rather than a latent variable. The more sound approach employed in 
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this paper is to treat social network position as a latent variable in a 
structural equation model that allows the different indicators to vary in their 
contribution to the measure.  

As mentioned earlier, previous studies on the relative education model 
provide little information on how social networks mediate the relationship 
between education and participation and what aspects of social networks are 
important. Nie, Junn and Stehlik-Barry (1996, 44) define social network 
centrality as “proximity to governmental incumbents and political actors who 
make public policy and to those in the mass media who disseminate and 
interpret issues, events, and activities of people in politics”. This is a narrow 
definition of social network position since it only takes into account friendship 
relations to two sorts of people.  

Research on social networks and political participation can help us refine 
this part of the model. The size and composition of the social networks are 
seen as central in determining the effects on political participation. Usually 
research in this field emphasizes social connections to a wide range of people 
(e.g., Mutz 2002; McClurg 2003; Siegel 2009). Research has also found that 
large networks have a strong positive effect on participation: the more people 
you know, the broader your opportunities for recruitment (e.g., Kotler-
Berkowitz 2005). More precisely, we arrive at the refined hypothesis that 
having strong ties to a large and wide network of high-status persons mediates 
the relationship between education and political participation. 

The data used in this paper measures the social connections of people 
with 20 different occupations, such as lawyers, members of the national 
parliament, professors, journalists, etc. These indicators were used to 
construct the latent variable for social network position in the analysis. 
Structural equation modeling is used to test the indirect effect of education 
via social network position on active political party membership. The results 
indicate that the causal path proposed by Nie, Junn and Stelhik-Barry’s 
relative education model is confirmed. The effect of education is significantly 
mediated through social network position. 

 
Paper 3. Is the effect of education on voter turnout absolute or 
relative? A multi-level analysis of 37 countries 
The first two papers focus on the Swedish case and from other studies we 
know that the relative education model has been supported in the United 
States as well (Persson 2013). However, what about other countries? Nie, 
Junn and Stehlik-Barry claim that their model is universally applicable but 
they do not provide empirical evidence that their model resolves the paradox 
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between education and voter turnout in countries other than the United 
States. The present paper tests the wider generalizability of the model and 
goes beyond previous research by using comparative survey data. It combines 
data from the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems and European Social 
Survey covering about 275,000 individuals over 173 country-years in 37 
countries. This paper looks at voter turnout as the dependent variable, a 
variable that studies from the United States and Sweden previously have 
shown is affected by relative education. 

The paper presents a refined modeling strategy for relative education, 
relying on country-comparative intra-birth cohort measures. A problem with 
the comparative data is the lack of a valid measure of years of education that 
is equivalent in the 37 countries. In order to model relative education using 
this data, we need a measure that relies on the categories of education that 
are reported in the datasets. Thus, a modeling strategy similar to the one 
applied by Tenn (2005) is used. A measure is calculated of each respondent’s 
percentile rank position, in the education hierarchy, within each respondent’s 
five-year cohort, in each country, at the time of each survey.   

Logistic multi-level regression modeling is employed in which the nested 
three-level structure—individuals (i), within country-years (j), within 
countries (k)—is explicitly modeled. The results show that when taking the 
relative education measures into account, the effect of absolute education is 
reduced considerably. In contrast, the relative education measures have strong 
and significant effects. 

One further issue that previous research on the relative education model 
has not dealt with is whether the effect of relative education is different in 
different contexts. According to the so-called “law of dispersion”, formulated 
by Tingsten (1937), the level of equality in political participation is higher 
when the level of voter turnout is higher. Consequently, political inequality 
will increase as voter turnout decreases. If this theory holds it would suggest 
that differences in turnout between citizens with different levels of relative 
education should be larger when aggregate turnout is lower and that the 
differences should be smaller when aggregate turnout is higher. The empirical 
analyses show that, as could be theoretically expected, the difference between 
individuals with high and low relative education is largest when turnout is low 
and the difference is smaller when turnout is high, albeit the difference 
remains statistically significant also at the highest levels of aggregate turnout. 
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Paper 4. Testing the relationship between education and political 
participation using the 1970 British Cohort Study 
The fourth paper tests the pre-adult socialization model versus the absolute 
education model (Persson 2014). This paper engages in the current 
controversy regarding the application of matching techniques to assess 
whether there is a direct causal effect of education on political participation. 
Genetic matching is used to test the causal effect of higher education 
(bachelor’s degree or higher) on five forms of political participation (voting, 
demonstrations, signing petitions, political meetings and contacts with 
politicians). 

The basic idea behind matching is simple in this case: to match persons 
with low levels of education that are as similar on all relevant covariates as 
possible with persons with higher education (Rubin 1973; 1974). If this is done 
successfully, comparing individuals similar on all relevant covariates, except 
for the treatment variable, is equivalent, at least logically, to comparing 
individuals randomly assigned to different treatments in an experiment (cf. 
Dehejia and Wahba 2002). The main benefit with genetic matching is that it 
employs a search algorithm that iteratively checks the balance and improves it 
automatically (Diamond and Sekhon 2012). 

Matching is superior to standard regression models because when 
treatment and control groups are unbalanced and do not overlap, a simple 
regression model will not produce a valid estimate of the average causal 
treatment effect. When there is limited overlap the estimates will not capture 
the effect of the treatment in non-overlap segments of the data (cf. Gelman 
and Hill 2007). 

The paper uses data from the British Cohort Study that follows everyone 
born during one week in April 1970 in the United Kingdom. Turning to the 
British context is primarily for pragmatic reasons; this is where we can find a 
high quality panel-study that includes a rich set of variables that measure 
factors in childhood and adolescence such as cognitive ability, family socio-
economic status and cultural activities. This data gives the opportunity to 
match on a number of important variables that are not included in the US 
datasets that were used by previous studies in the field. Most important is the 
data on cognitive ability; individuals with high cognitive ability are more 
likely to achieve higher education (e.g., Belley and Lochner 2007) and might 
also be more likely to participate in politics. The data includes test scores 
from cognitive ability tests at age five and age ten.  
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In the original unmatched data we find, as expected, that individuals who 
have achieved a bachelor’s degree or higher participate in politics to a higher 
extent than those with lower educational qualifications. However, after 
matching, the differences are considerably reduced and not statistically 
significant. In other words, we cannot detect any effect of education after 
matching and thus the results suggest that education should consequently be 
regarded as a proxy rather than a cause for political participation. Hence the 
study confirms the pre-adult socialization model, i.e., that education is a 
proxy rather than a cause.  

A series of robustness checks and sensitivity tests are carried out, 
including bias simulations, placebo tests, balance checks and alternative 
matching routines, which strengthens the confidence in the results.  

 
Paper 5. Does type of education affect political participation? 
Results from a panel survey of Swedish adolescents 
While the previous papers in the dissertation deal with length of education, 
this paper shifts focus to type of education (Persson 2012). As mentioned in 
the literature survey, in several countries there is a gap in political 
participation related to different types of education at the upper secondary 
level. In Sweden for example, individuals with theoretical gymnasium 
education show significantly higher levels of political participation than 
individuals with vocational education. However, previous studies on this issue 
draw exclusively on one-shot cross-sectional data. The paper deals with the 
question whether different educational tracks lead to different levels of 
participation or if the correlation between type of education and political 
participation is the result of self-selection. 

This paper reports findings from a Swedish one-year panel survey among 
adolescents, which is an original dataset collected by the author. 
Approximately 500 Swedish students were followed during their first year in 
the gymnasium. The first wave of the survey was conducted after the 
respondents graduated from comprehensive school, wherein they all shared the 
same curriculum. Hence, the panel study takes advantage of a crucial moment 
of educational choice that allows us to compare intended political 
participation even before different types of education were acquired. 

The results show that there are already significant differences between 
students from theoretical and vocational tracks, in regards to political 
participation intentions, at the first wave of the study. This significant 
difference remains at the second wave. In other words, these differences appear 
already as students enter different educational tracks and the type of 
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education cannot reasonably have had any effect at this time. Moreover, the 
size of the gap in intentions to participate in political activities between 
students from theoretical and vocational tracks does not change significantly 
during the first year of study in the gymnasium. Results show that instead of 
factors related to education, factors such as the amount of political discussion 
at home and/or the number of books at home, positively affect participation. 
The socio-economic status of the family affects both intention to participate 
in politics and educational choice. 

 

Implications of the findings 
Having presented the theoretical foundation and empirical results, it is time to 
discuss the implications of the findings. In this section, I will first discuss how 
the papers fit together and the collected contribution to the field. Thereafter 
the implications for political behavior research are discussed. The next section 
discusses the implications for the functioning of the democratic system and 
the policy implications. Finally, prioritized areas for further research are 
discussed. 

 
How the papers fit together and what we can learn from them 
Taken together, what can we learn from these five papers? The first three 
papers test the relative education model versus the absolute education model 
and find support for the relative education model. The papers show evidence 
that the relative education model is valid in a hard test case like Sweden, that 
social network position works as the causal mechanism and that the model 
gets support in a comparative perspective as well. The second two papers test 
the pre-adult socialization model versus the absolute education model and find 
support for the pre-adult socialization model. The empirical applications 
suggest that, contrary to what could be expected from previous studies, there 
is no causal effect of higher education on political participation in the United 
Kingdom and type of education in the Swedish educational system does not 
affect intentions to participate. Taken together, the papers provide little 
evidence that education is a direct cause for participation. Thus, they all 
challenge the conventional wisdom regarding effects of education on 
participation. 

Do the papers contradict each other? Not necessarily, but it is a major 
drawback that all three models cannot be tested in the same study. However, 
as indicated previously, such data (that includes measures of pre-adult factors, 
education variables, social network indicators and measures of political 
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participation) is not available. At this stage of research we simply do not 
know what the result would be if all models could be tested simultaneously.  

One possible explanation to how the studies fit together is that relative 
education, as tested in the first three papers, is also a proxy for pre-adult 
factors such as family socio-economic status, cognitive ability and political 
socialization in the family environment. These factors might also be strongly 
related to social network centrality. Persons from families with high socio-
economic status, with high cognitive ability, and a stimulating home 
environment are likely to get relatively high education in relation to those in 
their surroundings, get high social status manifested by their large social 
networks and participate more often in political activities. However, their 
social status may not necessarily be a consequence of their relative education; 
it can just as likely be a consequence of pre-adult factors. Nie, Junn and 
Stelhik-Barry argue that relative education is what drives social status but 
they do not show any results that rule out factors such as socio-economic 
status of the family in which one grew up, cognitive ability, or any other pre-
adult factor as being the true causes to social status. Hence, it could be the 
case that relative education, social network position and political participation 
are all driven by pre-adult factors that are unmeasured in studies on relative 
education. 

In the absence of a strict empirical test of all three models, the best 
explanation at hand is that relative education might be influenced by pre-
adult factors as well. It is indeed reasonable to expect that relative education 
is more strongly influenced by pre-adult factors than absolute education. This 
is evident if we look at levels of education in the population over time. For 
example, 50 years ago, graduating from a gymnasium in Sweden or a high 
school in the United States might bring some social status while today this is 
more common. On the other hand, university education used to be something 
for a privileged few that has become far more accessible to larger groups in 
the population. When looking at education over time and between regions, it 
is not sensible to say that persons who grew up under favorable circumstances 
can be predicted to have a specific level of education (irrespective of which 
time and place one lives in). However, persons who grew up under favorable 
circumstances can reasonably be predicted to have a relatively high level of 
education (in relation to people in their surroundings).  

Pre-adult factors, education and social network centrality are interlinked 
in a complicated nexus and it is hard to isolate the effects of each factor on 
political participation in empirical analyses. Given the results presented here, 
the papers in this dissertation answer some questions but also raise a number 
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of new ones. The important contributions lie in refinements of the relative 
education model and its ability to be generalized. In addition, the papers 
provide tests of the effects of college education and gymnasium tracking using 
panel studies. The major question raised that remains to be dealt with is 
primarily, how to simultaneously test all three models to get a better 
understanding of the interlinked effects of pre-adult factors, education and 
social network centrality on political participation. 

Overall the studies in this dissertation undermine our belief in the 
absolute education model. The papers offer very limited support for the 
hypothesis that education is a direct cause for political participation. This 
means that the skills and knowledge gained through the process of education 
seem to be of little importance for political participation and do not function 
as the causal mechanisms connecting education and participation.  

Does this mean that it is pointless for individuals to get high levels of 
education? No, it only means that education does not seem to cause political 
participation. However, it should be noted that education has an impact on 
other factors. For example, studies using robust estimation techniques have 
shown that education affects earnings (Angrist and Krueger 1991; Beckert 
1993; Öckert 2010) and health (Eide and Showalter 2011). Education has also 
been found to affect outcomes in the political domain such as civic and 
political knowledge (see e.g., Green et al. 2011; Finkel and Smith 2011). So 
while education does not seem to drive participation, it is of course not the 
case that education might not have effects on other important factors. 
Additionally, as mentioned previously, it is still possible that specific forms of 
education, educational content or teaching styles might affect political 
participation.  

 
Implications for political behavior research 
What are the implications for political behavior research? I began this 
introductory chapter by claiming that finding out which model can correctly 
explain the relationship between education and participation has important 
theoretical and societal implications. The studies presented here lend support 
to a revisionist view, moving beyond the idea of education as a direct cause 
for participation, and hopefully they provide a more nuanced picture of the 
role of education in political behavior research. The central implication is that 
education should not be seen as a simple, individual level cause for 
participation. In the wake of the Michigan school (Campbell et al. 1954, 1960) 
political behavior research has long been dominated primarily with analyses of 
individual level factors. The relative education model moves beyond such 
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individual level focus by emphasizing the interplay between individual and 
aggregate levels of education and the importance of social networks. In that 
sense it brings some restoration to the Columbia school (Lazersfeld et al. 
1948; Berelson et al. 1954), which emphasized contextual level effects on 
political behavior.  

However, the results are also a reminder of the perils of correlational 
analyses and the importance of not drawing conclusions from correlational 
evidence too quickly (cf. Achen 1977). Education almost always turns out to 
be a significant coefficient in regression models for political participation, but 
understanding what this coefficient really means is a hard task. Many 
researchers are too quick to say that significant effects of education signal 
direct causal effects of education. From standard regression models using one-
shot cross-sectional data, it will continue to be almost impossible to 
understand exactly what the significant coefficient for education actually 
means. Additionally, remember that even the studies arguing that education 
has a direct causal effect on participation say very little about the causal 
mechanism and seldom show evidence regarding how the relationship can be 
explained. 

Do the results matter for political behavior research that is not pre-
occupied with the effects of education and focuses instead on the effects of 
other variables? I suggest that it does matter. Education is one of the most 
frequently used control variables in the field; it is one of the “usual suspects” 
in political behavior research. For that reason it is important to know what it 
is a control for. If we were sure that it, for example, measures skills, we might 
not be as concerned about whether or not skills are caused by education. Say 
that we study the impact of some other factor on political participation and 
we just want to control for skills in a regression model, so we control for 
education and leave the issues about causality aside. Then, it might not be so 
important if the relationship is causal or due to self-selection. The problem 
however, is that we are not sure that education is a proxy for skills. Verba, 
Schlozman and Brady (1995) put forward three factors as central explanations 
for political participation: resources, motivation and recruitment (see also 
Bäck, Teorell and Westholm (2011) for a discussion on the causes of political 
participation). Drawing on the literature on educational effects, education 
could be related with each of these factors; education might capture social 
network centrality (possibilities for recruitment), skills (resources), political 
efficacy (motivation), or other factors. Usually, researchers do not know what 
they control for when adding education as a control variable. If education is 
used as a control variable and captures effects of other variables correlated 
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with the main variables of interest in the analyses, the interpretation of the 
estimates will be problematic. Hence, even if education is used only as a 
control variable, it is important to understand what the relationship actually 
means and what education is a control for. 

 
Democratic and policy implications 
Why does it matter if people with lower education participate in politics to a 
lower extent than people with high education? It matters since unequal 
participation results in unequal political influence. Inequalities in political 
participation, such as systematic differences related to education, are often 
considered to be a democratic problem (cf. Lijphart 1997; van der Eijk and 
Franklin 2009; Schlozman, Verba and Brady 2012). Unequal participation 
hinders the possibilities of implementing policies in accordance with the will of 
all people. If people with low education do not express their political 
preferences it will be difficult for political representatives to implement 
policies that are in accordance with their preferences. Also if, at the same 
time, highly educated people make their voices heard to political 
representatives, public policies will likely be even more biased in favor of the 
highly educated peoples’ preferences. This means that equal voice can be seen 
as important because it provides equal protection of interests.  

In the United States there is strong evidence that unequal voice affects 
policy making; implemented policies have a strong relationship with the 
preferences of citizens with high socio-economic status (cf. Bartels 2008; 
Gilens 2005, 2012). Many commentators find this a troubling fact, but what 
can be done about it? How can the less educated be stimulated to participate 
more in political activities?  

Some people would perhaps suggest increasing the educational levels 
among low educated people. This leads us to the policy implications. If 
education is a cause for political participation, raising the educational levels in 
a society could help address this problem. This means that the state can 
actually influence peoples’ levels of political participation by reforming the 
educational system. For example, Lewis-Beck et al. (2008, 102) claim that 
“effective citizen participation depends on the operation of a nation’s 
educational system”. However, if education is a proxy for mainly pre-adult 
factors, inequalities in participation are not likely to be mitigated by 
education. Additionally if education is primarily a proxy for social status, 
more education will not get more people active in politics. The conclusion 
from this study is that reforming the educational system, in order to increase 
participation, is not necessarily a successful strategy. Expanding the 
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educational system might be good for other reasons, but the results presented 
here do not indicate that it is likely to have any strong effects on political 
participation. At least not when it comes to the traditional forms of 
participation analyzed in this study. 
 
The road forward 
How should this field move forward? First and foremost, further studies would 
benefit from trying to better estimate the causal effect of length of education, 
specific levels of education, as well as different types of education. Until the 
debate is settled and consensus can be reached regarding the impact of length 
and specific levels of education, further studies are valuable. Moreover, there 
is a need for studies focusing on different aspects of education, such as the 
educational content. While we have some solid evidence on the impact of 
education length, we know surprisingly little about other aspects of education. 

Much focus has been on the impact of higher education (at colleges or 
universities), but the potential impact of lower levels of education is largely 
ignored. Recently, Esping-Andersen et al. (2012) have shown that high quality 
childcare in pre-schools at age three can affect cognitive ability later in life. 
However, there are no studies on whether high quality preschool education in 
turn also affects political participation later in life.  

In the absence of large-scale randomized experiments, researchers should 
continue to take advantage of natural experimental situations such as, reforms 
of educational systems that have been implemented in a randomized or quasi-
randomized way, or employing other techniques to estimate causality such as 
regression discontinuity designs or instrumental variable approaches. 

Moreover, further studies should try to simultaneously test the relative 
education model, the pre-adult socialization model and the absolute education 
model. In order to do so, panel studies with comprehensive measures on the 
variables of interest—from pre-adult factors to adult social status—would be 
required.  

The studies presented in this dissertation have shed some new light on 
how education is related to political participation, yet we do not have the full 
picture. Future studies like those outlined above would further improve our 
understanding of the relationship between education and political 
participation. 
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Notes
                                                
1 Further studies should evaluate whether the conclusions from the studies in 
this dissertation hold when looking at “new” forms of participation, such as 
online-participation, consumer behavior, etc. The concentration on traditional 
forms of participation in this study is partly a consequence of a focus on such 
factors in existing surveys. Despite the importance of new alternative forms of 
participation, focusing on traditional forms of political participation is 
relevant given its importance for the functioning and legitimacy of democratic 
societies. 
2 This does not mean that informal forms of education are unimportant or do 
not affect political participation, it is merely a constraint on the scope of this 
dissertation to make the research task manageable. Future research however, 
would benefit from studying the impact of informal forms of education. For 
example, in the Swedish case an important educational institution has been 
“study circles” organized by the working class movement (cf. Jansson 2012; 
Milner 2002, 2010). Testing the causal effects of that type of education would 
be of importance for the field, but it falls outside the scope of this 
dissertation. 
3 The concept “causal mechanisms” requires some further explanation. 
Theoretically, a causal mechanism can be seen as an explanation of what 
triggers the effect of the independent variable on the dependent variable (cf. 
Elster 1989; Hedström and Swedberg 1998). In this study, I discuss civic 
knowledge, skills and social networks as the possible causal mechanisms that 
might trigger the effect of education on political participation. Empirically, 
the factors serving as causal mechanisms can be seen as mediating variables 
(cf. Imai et al. 2012). 
4 At this point, it should be noted that some studies show evidence that 
political knowledge is strongly correlated with political participation. For 
example, Milner (2002) uses data from the International Adult Literacy 
Survey (IALS) that shows correlations between civic literacy and voter 
turnout. This data draws on studies from a number of countries in which tests 
have been conducted on the ability of adult citizens to understand texts such 
as news articles and official documents. However, this study focuses on 
correlations at the country level and it is not obvious how to understand the 
causality, if it exists, in this relationship between factual knowledge and 
participation (cf. Rothstein 2003). Hence, this study does not show evidence 
that factual knowledge is a causal effect of education and it does not confirm 
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the hypothesized causal pathway from education via knowledge to 
participation.  
5 At this point it should be clarified that the studies in this dissertation will 
not provide extensive tests of the different causal mechanisms. In the absence 
of a solid research design that would accomplish this testing, the studies in the 
dissertation mainly test the observable predictions of the models. However, 
the third paper does provide a test of whether social network position 
mediates the relationship, but the studies do not provide any tests of whether 
alternative factors work as causal mechanisms linking participation and 
education. 
6 Here it should be emphasized that it is not obvious that the value of 
education should be decreasing over time; the value of individual education 
depends on both the supply and demand for education. Put differently, Nie, 
Junn and Stehlik-Barry focus only on the supply side while ignoring the 
demand for education. However, recent studies show that as a consequence, 
different levels of supply and demand of education affect the impact of 
education on participation; i.e., the effect of education might vary in different 
institutional and socio-economic contexts (cf. Busemeyer and Goerres 2014). 
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