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Abstract

Why do citizens’ levels of political knowledge and ideological comprehension vary from
country to country? Which contextual characteristics can explain the differences across
countries? These are the main questions of this thesis, which investigates the relationship

between political and socio-economic context and citizen’s “political sophistication”levels.

For many decades, scholars within the field of political sophistication mainly focused on
explaining differences within single countries. The importance of characteristics such as
education, gender and income is thus well-documented. However, less interest has been paid
to the comparative perspective of political sophistication, and scholars disagree about why
citizens’ levels of political knowledge and ideological comprehension vary across countries.
The consensus within literature has been that the electoral and political system influence
citizens’ sophistication levels; however, recent research suggests that the socio-economic

equality of a country may be the true deciding factor.

This thesis puts these two competing contextual theories to the test by examining 21 modern
democracies, applying multilevel modeling to data from the Comparative Study of Electoral
Systems (CSES). The main finding is that a country’s degree of income inequality explains
why citizens differ in political sophistication across countries, and reduces the importance of
e.g. citizens’ educational level. A second finding is that while the current political knowledge-
measures can capture individual level variations in political knowledge, it does not perform
well for cross-national comparisons and should be applied with caution in comparative

studies.
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The Context of Political Sophistication

1.1 Introduction

Being able to understand the political sphere is a crucial component of modern citizenship
(Delli Karpini and Keeter 1996: 3). On a daily basis, democracy directly or indirectly requires
citizens to take a stand on a number of important and abstract political issues. Reflecting upon
whether the present refugee crisis is handled correctly, discussing gasoline prices, or deciding
whether to send a child to a private or public school, all involves taking a stand on political
issues. When Election Day comes, citizens have to choose between a range of candidates and
parties that offer different ideological and practical solutions to these issues. None of the
considerations and assessments could be carried out without the citizen being able to take in,
interpret and evaluate knowledge and information about the political sphere and the
candidates maneuvering in it. Inevitably, living in a representative democracy requires some

level of knowledge and comprehension of the political sphere.

The question as to whether citizens possess these virtues has been thoroughly studied by
political scientists; the debates range from normative discussions in democratic theory about
knowledge as a civic virtue, to the consequences of knowledge levels for e.g. voting. This
thesis, however, seeks to unravel why people possess vastly different levels of “political
sophistication”. The term was first coined by American political scientists, and refers to
whether citizens retain political knowledge, understand the ideological positions of parties,
and to what degree they hold consistent attitudes over time. From the 1960’s and almost up
until today, the research has mainly been documenting the political sophistication levels of
American citizens. As a result, we know a lot about the American state of affairs, and it is
strongly confirmed that education, gender, income and other socio-demographic indicators
are important predictors of sophistication levels (see e.g. Converse 1964; Delli Carpini and
Keeter 1989; 1996; Zaller 1992; Bennett 1990; Stremsnes 1995).



In contrast, the distribution of political sophistication across populations is less studied.
Institutional, economic and political context indeed do affect the citizens; a point that has
been integrated into explanations of political behavior for a long time. Electoral turnout,
economic voting and social trust are all fields of study where contextual variables are applied
in order to explain why citizens act differently across countries (Dalton and Anderson 2010:
15). While political science has gained valuable insights into human behavior by adding
contextual variables to the equation, the relatively few scholars of political sophistication

offering comparative explanations propose two potential macro-explanations.

On the one hand, different electoral institutions and party-system characteristics could affect
political sophistication. By obscuring or clarifying the political process and the parties’ stands
on political issues, citizens are affected by the political system in the country they live in. This
strand of literature draws a line between so-called “majoritarian” and “PR”-countries, claiming
that citizens living in the latter countries are more capable of understanding politics and the
rules of the game (Granberg and Holmberg 1989; Gordon and Segura 1997; Clark 2013;
Sheppard 2015). On the other hand, countries promoting economic equality are claimed to
have citizens with a high degree of political sophistication. In contrast to countries without
inequality-reduction policies, egalitarian countries tend to provide their population, and
especially the less-educated, with better access to the resources known to promote political

sophistication (Gronlund and Milner 2006).

Yet, we still know quite little about the mechanisms behind and link between people’s
political sophistication and the political and institutional context (Kuklinski and Peyton 2007:
9). The comparative research of political sophistication could be argued to suffer from three
main challenges today. First of all, the operationalizations of political sophistication have
frequently varied between “ideological comprehension”, “attitudinal stability” or “knowledge
levels”, and some of these measures are not well suited when investigating political
sophistication in a comparative perspective. Second of all, the contextual variables have for
the most part been tested separately; few studies see the “party-system”-thesis in relation to the
socioeconomic equality-thesis. Therefore we know little about how these contextual variables

may or may not interact. Lastly, the interaction between the contextual variables and



individual level variables — i.e. whether the presence of equality serves to moderate the

importance of education for political sophistication — has not been thoroughly looked into.

In this thesis, I seek to take these challenges into consideration and attempt to unravel why
and how levels of political sophistication vary between Western, modern democracies today.

The overarching research question is:

To what degree and in what way is a citizen’s level of “political sophistication” dependent on

the political and socio-economic context of a country?

In the remains of this chapter I will review previous research on the field of political
sophistication. Firstly, I will account for the notion of “political sophistication”; what the
multifaceted concept entails and why it is important to study. Secondly, I will briefly point to
the scholars using single-country studies and individual level predictors of political
sophistication, and argue the importance of also focusing on the comparative aspect of
political sophistication. Thirdly, then, I will discuss the newer strand of literature illuminating
the reasons as to why levels of political sophistication vary from country to country. Lastly, I
will introduce some specified research questions complementing the overarching question
asked above, in addition to hypotheses resulting from the literature review. An outline of the

thesis will also be presented.



1.2 What is a “politically sophisticated citizen”?

The notion of the politically “enlightened”, “aware” or “sophisticated” citizen has occupied
democratic theorist since ancient timesl, and it would be an understatement to say the role of
knowledge is an inevitable part of citizenship today (Delli Karpini and Keeter 1996: 1).
Globalization of politics, the rise and decline of new and old party groups, decrease in
conventional class voting and increased voter volatility, an upsurge of new and complex issues
to the political agenda, and not least, enhanced access to internet and sources of information

have increased the supply and demand for information about politics.

Hence, it is perhaps not surprising that the role of political understanding is extensively
studied in political science. Over the course of time, the concept has passed under many
names, such as “civic literacy” (Milner 2002), “political awareness” (Zaller 1992), “political
constraint” (Achen 1974), “ideological understanding” (Feldman, 2013) and “political
knowledge“(Delli Karpini and Keeter 1996). The first to systematically and empirically
investigate the concept, however, was the American political scientist Philip E. Converse.
Having witnessed the “break-down” of public rationale and what seemed to be millions of
citizens’ adoption of totalitarian ideologies under World War two, Converse (1964) wanted to
find out whether the reasons could be found in the logic and limitations of public opinion.
Were citizens “unsophisticated” enough to solely and blindly embrace the elites’ opinions and
ideological position, or were they able to base their opinions and vote on independent

evaluations of facts and information?

Converse coined the citizens’ ability to acquire political information, interpret it and arrange
opinions and knowledge in a constrained manner for “political sophistication”, a generic term
that has served as a common denominator for the field of research ever since. Central to the
study of political sophistication was — and is — political belief systems; mental, organized
schemes defined as “a configuration of ideas and attitudes in which the elements are bound
together by some form of constraint or functional interdependence” (Converse 1964: 207;

Feldman 2013: 3). For the citizens to be characterized as “sophisticated”, three components in

' A normative assessment of what levels of knowledge a citizen should or could possess will not be a part of my
discussion. For a theoretical discussion of knowledge levels and citizenship, consult Schumpeter, Dahl, Mill. For
a comprehensive discussion, see Held (2006).
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such a belief system are seen as fundamental; ideological comprehension, centrality of

political knowledge and stability in opinions over time.

Firstly, ideology should be the underlying form of constraint binding the ideas and attitudes
together — meaning the liberal-conservative or left-right political dimension. The political
“yardstick” can be used to simplify and organize events in Western politics: Parties, political
leaders, legislation and a number of other primary objects of politics could be located on the
continuum (Converse 1964: 214-227). A single word like ‘conservative’ could “convey a
tremendous amount of more specific information”. If applying the dimension actively, new
political events have more meaning, and retention of political information from the past is
more accurate. A sophisticated citizen would unthinkingly apply this as a frame for mentally
organizing political observations, while the unsophisticated citizen maneuver in the political
landscape without a comprehension of ideological positions, or base their “constraint” on

other yardsticks, such as religious beliefs or group interests (ib.id).

Secondly, scholars have pointed to the centrality of political knowledge and information to a
belief system (e.g. Bennett 1988; 1989; Cassel and Lo 1997; Lambert et al. 1988; Verba et al.
1997; Junn 1991; Howe 2002). Political knowledge is understood as “factual information about
politics and government that individuals retain in their memory” (Keeter 2008: 2). Knowledge
about the institutions and political government, current economic and social conditions,
policy stands of political leaders, and so on, can make citizens able to discern their individual
interests and their perception of the common good. It also makes people more susceptible for
political argumentation, and provides them with a background to evaluate new arguments
(Newman 1986: 18). In recent years, a common conclusion is that factual knowledge is the

single best indicator of sophistication (Mondak 1999: 58).

Lastly, stability in opinions is important, i.e. that the respondent do not shift his or hers
political attitude in a random fashion over time. The two other sophistication-components are
prerequisites for holding stable attitudes; a citizen innocent of ideology is likely to give
impulsive and thoughtless answers to survey questions, and without factual knowledge about a
political issue the citizen will be more likely answer randomly. An “unsophisticated” citizen

would probably never have thought about the issue asked about except when being



interviewed, and when asked again at a different point in time the respondent’s answer would
vary accordingly. Hence, lack of consistency over time was according to Converse an

example of “meaningless opinions that vary randomly in direction” (1964: 243).

The consequences of possessing a certain level of political sophisticated are well studied
today. To start, knowledgeable citizens are significantly more likely to display political
tolerance and support for democratic values, independent of education and other factors.
Politically sophisticated citizens are also more likely to participate in politics through formal
and informal channels (Delli Karpini and Keeter 1996: 218-225). Enhanced access to
information, both in content and scope, will also lead citizens to hold political views different
from those they would otherwise hold (see e.g. Gilens 2001; Althaus 2003). Zaller (1992) for
example shows that sophisticated citizens are more likely to shift their opinions to policy-
specific issues when confronted with new information, than those “unaware” of politics. This
information-induced shift of opinion could also ultimately affect voting, and hence the
composition of governments (Bartels 1996; Blais et al. 2009). In accordance, Arnold (2012:
810) claims that an infusion of electorally relevant information would likely have led to a lot of
vote “switching”, and in particular left parties would gain an increased share of votes from the

working class with improved information about their economic interests.

However, previous research has not only applied political sophistication as an independent
variable. Scholars have taken great interest in trying to explain why political sophistication
levels differ between citizens, and for a long time, the American public and individual level

predictors of political sophistication were at the center of field of study.

1.3 From “elite studies” to “the party system matters”
1.3.1 The American state of affairs

The story told about the American public has not been reassuring since the documentation
started in the 1960’s (Converse 1964; Bennett 1988; Zaller 1992; Bartels 1996). The long-
standing consensus within the American behavioral research has been that most people know
very little about politics and governance, and that the American public’s political

sophistication has “a high variance, but a very low mean” (Converse 1964; 1990; 2000). Most
6



people in the US were incapable of thinking ideologically about political issues, and responses
to identical questions about attitudes answered at different points in time were so unstable as
to call into question the very idea that people even had attitudes in any meaningful sense
(Converse 1964: 215-219). Only “a miniscule proportion of any population” was able shape a
belief system into such a perfect logical and consistent whole (Converse 1964: 211). In the
studies, this small minority was “the elites”; people who devote themselves fully to some
aspect of politics or public affairs, like journalists, politicians, activists, higher-level officials and

many other kinds of experts (Zaller 1992: 6).

For a long time, the political sophistication-debate were concentrated on the elites, as
Americans researchers contended that ‘ordinary citizens’ depend on their well developed
belief systems to “trickle down” to them. One can think of this this trickle down-effect as a
ladder, or a vertical information scale, where the mass public is organized largely due to
differences in education. In the American society, the problem is that the transmission of
information from the elites and downward through the system is imperfect: very little
information trickles down very far. The consequence is that the least educated, at the bottom

of this information ladder, will receive very little information (Zaller 2012: 603).

In other words, the “sophistication gap” has been ascribed to differences in people’s cognitive
abilities and socio-demographic characteristics (see Delli and Karpini 1996; 2005; Stremsnes
1995; Zaller 1992; Althaus 2008). In particular, education is consistently documented as one of
the strongest predictors of political sophistication (Converse 1964, Zaller 1992, Lewis-Beck et
al 2008). Education serves to enhance cognitive capabilities for processing information and
thus reducing the costs involved in political learning, and boost interest in political affairs
(Keeter 2008; Delli Carpini 1996). Income has been pointed to as important for sophistication
levels, as people with a high income has the material resources and opportunities to engage in
political learning (Barabas et al 2014: 843). Moreover, a high income serves as an indicator of
belonging to the ‘higher’ social stratums, which enhances political sophistication by having
access to social networks where current issues and politics are well-discussed (Stremsnes 1995:

259).



Gender and age are also regarded as important predictors of political sophistication. The
“gender-gap” is often ascribed to the way political knowledge-questions are designed in
surveys. Men tend to display higher levels of sophistication due to their higher interest in
factual knowledge, and their inclination to guess when asked knowledge questions. Women,
on the other hand, tend to answer that they do not know, and suffer from the fact that the
survey knowledge questions ask for factual knowledge rather than content related questions
about politics (Opheim Ellis 2003; Delli Karpini and Keeter 2005). Middle-aged people are
expected to be more sophisticated than the very young and the very old, as sophistication
levels tend to “peak” when respondents are in their forties or fifties (Opheim Ellis 2003: 162).
Moreover, party identification and union membership are contended to increase
sophistication, because a citizen’s preferred party or union provides frequent information
about his or hers political interests (Niemi and Westholm 1984; Iversen and Soskice 2013). In
addition to socio-demographic variables, characteristics related to media consumption and
political interest are documented as predictors of political sophistication (Price and Zaller
1993; Mondak 1995; Todal Jenssen 2009). For example, political sophistication tends to
proliferate with increased newspaper reading and the consumption of “hard news” (Soroka et

al. 2012: 719-720).

However, this research provides few clues as to how the macro-level conditions affect the
public’s understanding of the political sphere. An upsurge of newer research indicates that the
lack of sophistication found in the American public need not indicate an inherent weakness of

citizens; this short-coming may, instead, be a product of the system within it emerges.

1.3.2 “The party system matters” ... in Sweden

The first inquiries into the systemic aspect of political sophistication were founded on
comparisons between Sweden and the United States. Niemi and Westholm (1984) analyzed
the attitudinal stability of both Swedes and Americans. They confirmed the previous
American findings: the level of stability in the United States was extremely low. Attitudes
displayed in the Swedish electorate were somewhat more steady than the attitudes displayed
in the American one (Westholm and Niemi 1984: 126). Following this path, Donald Granberg

and Soren Holmberg carried out similar, yet more extensive, analyses in “The Political



System Matters: Social Psychology and Voting Behavior in Sweden and the United States”
(1988). Their point of departure was more explicitly focused on the institutions surrounding
mass electorates, as “it is often the case that political scientists take the political system for
granted” (Granberg and Holmberg 1988: 1). Their results pointed in the same direction as
Niemi and Westholm: In Sweden, they observed more constrained attitudes that were also
more stable across time (1988: 87). Education served as a more important intervening variable
in the US than in Sweden. The average constraint in attitudes among the least educated
people in Sweden was about at the same level as the highest educated in the U.S. (1988: 69-
70). Formal education was thus more important for understanding American politics, whereas
Swedes in general would hold a certain level of stable opinions, regardless of their educational

level.

Granberg and Holmberg’s reasoning were that “the political system matters”: the political
system has important effects on how individuals can grasp and make sense of politics. A
system such as the Swedish has the advantage of being more focused on politics and ideology;
the focus on party politics rather than candidates’ views makes it easier for the electorate to
understand ideology and the rules of the game. Moreover, Niemi and Westhold claimed that
the higher degree of partisanship in Sweden contributes to the observed attitudinal stability, as
the parties repeatedly give the same clear cues about where to stand on issues. Partisanship
serve as a better guide to what position to adopt on issues in Sweden than it does in the
candidate-based system in America, as the parties provide stable and consistent sets of beliefs

for their followers to adopt “unthinkingly” (Niemi and Westholm 1984: 76).

Extending the samples to Germany, the Netherlands and the U.S, Fuchs and Klingemann
(1989) provided a different take on how context and party systems may affect political
sophistication. Their findings suggested that in the European countries the ideological left-
right-scale was more institutionalized than in the U.S.; Two thirds of the Europeans did
understand and apply the leftright- scale, while only half of the Americans were able to make
use of the conservative-liberal continuum. The meaning of the leftright scale is, according to
the authors, defined by basic conflicts in the specific social system. It can refer to specific
conflicts with social-structural bases - also known as “cleavages” in society: labor vs. capital,

clerical vs. secular, and so on. These are often expressed in organizations and political parties,

9



and from this reservoir individuals select their specific understanding of the left-right or
conservative-liberal schema (1989: 207). Hence, an understanding of the scale is not
equivalent to being “sophisticated” in Converse’s terms; individuals can select some elements
from the “culturally pre-determined set of meanings”, and apply them to the poles of the left-
right dimension. Therefore, in some countries where the ideological scale has played an
important role historically, like in Sweden, the scale will be recognized and applied by a

larger amount of people — politically sophisticated or not (Fuchs and Klingemann 1989: 208).

Niemi/Westholm, Granberg/Holmberg and Fuchs/Klingemann’s comparisons to some degree
showed that “the party system matters”. Nevertheless, a range of other institutional, political,
cultural and historical features distinguish the United States from Sweden, and other
contextual factors than merely the party system might bring about the differences in American
and Swedish sophistication levels. I will now account for research that gauges into such

explanations, and has extended their samples to more than two countries.

1.4 Two contextual explanations to political sophistication

During the last decades, contextual and institutional explanations have increasingly prevailed
and improved in political science. The comparative research’s evolution has been facilitated
by access to new and better data, and today, scholars can describe individual’s political
behavior by pointing to characteristics of the society he or she lives in: electoral turnout is
influenced by electoral rules (Blais et al 2006); the congruence between political
representatives’ opinions and the electorates opinions varies with the proportionality of the
elections (Bingham 2009); satisfaction with democracy depends on political institutions
(Anderson et al 1997); and strategic voting differs in frequency under First-past-the-post and
PR-electoral systems (Abramson et al 2010).

Surprisingly, the political sophistication-field stands out in the ‘comparative revolution’: Still,
most studies concentrate on single country, single-level predictors (Kuklinski and Peyton 2007:
8). The reasons for this might be the challenges with the sophistication-concept itself, as one of

the political sophistication aspects - ‘attitudinal stability’ over time - has been questioned as an
P P P q
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operationalization (Achen 1974; Luskin 1987; Hurwitz and Peffley 1987)2 and moreover

requires panel data, which cross-national survey datasets do not contain.

Hence, the handful of recent ‘large-N’-studies of political sophistication has emphasized the
two remaining aspects of political sophistication: ideological comprehension and political
knowledge, as information about the respondent’s placement of parties on ideological scales
and answers to political knowledge-questions exists in (a small number of) comparative
surveys. Central to the comparative research is the ‘party-system’-hypothesis, yet a competing
hypothesis has also been raised: the notion that a country’s policies of redistribution might

affect individuals’ abilities to grasp politics and ideology.

1.4.1 Majoritarian vs. PR-systems

Gordon and Segura (1996) further developed the “party system matters”-hypothesis, by testing
a set of variables related to the party and electoral system. Moreover, political sophistication
was measured as the citizens’ ability to comprehend the parties’ ideological placement.
Finding large differences in ideological comprehension in a sample of 12 countries, the most
important driver was the presence of a multiparty system. Gordon and Segura theorize that
parties in a multiparty system will try to differentiate themselves as much as possible from the
parties around them in an effort to mobilize their base of support. This involves an increase in
the access to and quality of information available to the public, increasing the citizens’
opportunity to be sophisticated. The effect may decline as the number of political parties
climbs significantly higher. As the numbers of parties grow, the shades of distinction between
them decrease, and as parties proliferate the information demands of the voters go up

(Gordon and Segura 1996: 131).

Furthermore, if the votes and outcomes (in terms of seats) are not congruent, the usefulness of
even accurate information is limited. Therefore, whether a nation practices firstpast-the-post
or proportional translation of votes to seats could have consequences for the individuals’

ideological understanding. In a system with a first-past-the post system, the citizens retain

% Both with regards to the statistical models correlating opinions at two points in time (Achen 1974; Luskin 1987),
and as to whether stable opinions on an issue over many years really is a proxy for “sophistication” (Hurwitz and
Puffley 1987).
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uncertainty about the policy implications of any set of outcomes (Gordon and Segura 1997:
132). Conversely, in PR-countries voters are very likely to know the party’s real position and
the policy implications. In this environment information would be available, accurate and
predictive of policy outcomes — and therefore worth collecting for the citizens (Gordon and

Segura 1997: 140).

It was thus shown that an individual’s ideological understanding were higher in countries with
different institutional set-ups than the U.S. The findings suggested a sharp divide in political
sophistication between citizens living in “majoritarian” and “PR”-countries. Citizens in
majoritarian countries — like United States and the United Kingdom - characterized by two-
party, first-past-the-post systems, with little congruence between votes and seats, exhibited
considerably lower levels of political sophistication than citizens in PR-countries — with a

multiparty system and proportional translation of votes to seats.

After Gordon and Segura’s research, there have only been a handful of comparative, large N-
studies that investigates political sophistication in a comparative perspective. Clark (2013) and
Sheppard (2015) investigate the effect of “good governance”-variables and compulsory on
political knowledge respectively. Apart from these examples, there have been few efforts to
identify contextual variables other than merely political system variables. One exception is
Grenlund and Milner (2006), which apply socio-economic context as an explanation to assess

differences in knowledge levels across countries.

1.4.2 Inequality and the politics of “non-material” distribution

Gronlund and Milner (2006) reviewed the last component of political sophistication — political
knowledge levels among the mass public. Making use of the Comparative Study of Electoral
Systems dataset (CSES), the analysis of 22 countries showed that in countries with low
inequality, citizens were better informed about political issues than those living in unequal
societies. At the lower end of the information scale, countries with high levels of inequality
were found: the U.S. and United Kingdom (Grenlund and Milner 2006: 398). Moreover, in

countries with low inequality levels the uneducated displayed higher political knowledge than
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the same group in less equal societies. Hence, they concluded that the relative importance of

education on political knowledge depends on the system itself (Gronlund and Milner: 397).

The scholars’ claimed that countries can be divided into “low civic societies” and “high civic
societies”. High civic societies, with a low level of inequality, can be distinguished from low
civic societies by policies aimed at the redistribution of resources that are both material as well
as “non-material”. The latter takes the form of a number of measures enhancing access to
knowledge, such as extensive universal public education. Some high civic societies also fund
public broadcasters, which ensure that all citizens can consume reliable, non-commercial
information about the political sphere and other societal issues.’ Hence, the public in general
will be equipped with means to understand politics, and the political knowledge would be
more equally distributed among the citizens. Citizens of “low civic literacy societies” would

display low levels of knowledge for the opposite reasons (Gronlund 2006; Milner 2002).

Nonetheless, one problem with the analyses stands out. The scholars do not take into account
that their data has a multilevel structure, and the contextual variables are not tested directly in
a regression model.* This hampers the study’s ability to make the inference that inequality

really influences political sophistication.

In general, inequality’s influence on political behavior has gained little interest in political
science, and the inequality hypothesis of political sophistication has yet to be investigated after
Grenlund and Milner’s work. However, Solt (2008) offers an argument when analyzing the
effects of inequality on democratic political engagement, which can serve to complement the
theory of Grenlund and Milner. His analyses demonstrate that economic inequality
powerfully depresses political interest and discussion of politics among all but the most
affluent, and that this negative effect increases with declining relative income. His reasoning
for this outcome is that where income and wealth are more concentrated, power will also be

more concentrated, and the less affluent will be more likely to find that the issues debated are

® However, few studies have documented a feasible the link between Public Service Broadcasters and knowledge
levels (Soroka et al. 2012: 724). Few datasets do moreover provide information about media policies at a
contextual level. The issue of measuring “media” at country level is discussed in Soroka et al 2012.
* See Grenlund and Milner (2006) pages 395-400.
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not those that interest them. The result is that they give up discussing political matters and

loose interest in the public and political debate (Solt 2008: 48).

1.5. The remaining questions

The field of political sophistication has seen an evolution from individual level, single-country
studies to an unraveling of why the democratic virtue varies from country to country. Today,
two theories have gained attention as explanation to this variation; the “majoritarian vs. PR-
countries” and “Unequal vs. equal societies”-hypotheses. However, the number of studies
testing these hypotheses is few, and I argue that there are at least three remaining questions

today.

First of all, some methodological issues must be addressed, as debates over the measurement
of political sophistication have occupied as much space as any single controversy in the
discipline (Kuklinksi and Peyton 2007: 1). Attitudinal stability is challenging to analyze in a
comparative perspective, both due to controversies over how to measure ‘stability’ and the
abovementioned problems with data. Panel data is not included in cross-national surveys, and
hence we lack comparative data measuring a person’s attitudes at two points in time.” Instead,
the two underlying ‘premises’ for stable opinions, knowledge and ideological comprehension,
have been applied as dependent variables. However, the controversy of measurements
extends to these aspects too, more precisely to political knowledge. Elff (2009) points to
inherent weaknesses in the operationalization of political knowledge, and raises serious doubts
about the equivalence of the knowledge questions asked in comparative studies. This political
knowledge index is most frequently used in comparative political sophistication-studies, and is
used by e.g. Grenlund and Milner 2006. Therefore, I will seek to compare findings from the
knowledge index to other operationalizations of sophistication, in particular the one seen in
Gordon and Segura (1996). Moreover, I will apply multilevel-modelling in order to test the

relevance of the “inequality”-hypothesis of Grgnlund and Milner.

® The only panel data sets available online (for single countries), are provided by Norway, Sweden, United
Kingdom, the United States and Germany. Carrying out analyses based on only five countries would not enable
an investigation of contextual variables.
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Second of all, the two theories have either been treated as competing theories or have not
been seen in relation to each other at all. Both theories hold the assumption that the macro-
structures directly affect individuals’ political sophistication, while a possible interaction
between the two sets of explanations is overlooked. Iversen and Soskice (2006) have
developed a general model of redistribution that explains why some democratic governments
redistribute more than others, and show that the PR-systems redistribute more than
majoritarian countries. Their argument implies that center-left governments dominate under
PR-systems, whereas centerright governments dominate under majoritarian systems, which
explains why the two systems engage in different redistribution measures. Applying these facts
to political sophistication research, the picture would look rather different; the two competing

theories might actually be complimentary (Iversen and Soskice 2006: 123).

Third of all, some countries seem to have a more evenly distributed level of political
sophistication among its citizens. But why is it so? The literature describes that a political or
institutional variable, be it redistributional policies or the party system, seem to dampen the
importance of e.g. how well- or uneducated a citizen is. However, these theorized interactions
between individual traits and contextual structures have not been thoroughly looked into with

comparative data.

1.6 Analytical framework

In this master thesis attempts to answer to what degree and in what way a citizen’s level of
“political sophistication” is dependent on the political and socio-economic context of a
country. The ‘political and socio-economic’ context is represented by two stands in this thesis:
the “PR vs. majoritarian” and “Inequality”-theories. I have also shown that political
sophistication can be measured in two ways when using comparative data: political

knowledge and ideological understanding of party politics.

To answer the research question, then, both theoretical and methodological considerations
need to be taken into account. I ensure this by doing two things in my analytical framework.
First, I present sub-research questions which accounts for the two operationalizations of

political sophistication. The research questions will structure the analytical chapters in the
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thesis. Due to the importance of analyzing the political knowledge and ideological
comprehension separately, I present two analytical chapters. Second, I present four
hypotheses regarding the socio-economic and political context that is expected to influence
the dependent variables. These will be identical and tested for both dependent variables in
both chapters, as I have theoretical assumptions implying that the contextual variables affect

political knowledge and ideological comprehension equally.

1.6.1 Research questions and hypotheses

As seen in the literature review, the “political sophistication”-concept entails three components
— knowledge, ideological comprehension and attitudinal constraint. The latter component is,
as previously seen, not suitable to analyze when political sophistication is assessed in a
comparative perspective. As the remaining aspects are also seen as the underlying premises
for political sophistication, I operationalize political sophistication as political knowledge and

ideological comprehension. This opens up for the two first research questions:

RQa  To what degree and in what way Is a citizen’s level of 1deological comprehension dependent on

the political and socio-economic contextual variables of a country?

RQbD  To what degree and i what way 1s a citizen’s level of political knowledge dependent on political

and socio-economic contextual variables of a country?

If the results from these analyses should differ, it could indicate that the comparative
sophistication-literature should carefully consider their operationalizations of political
sophistication in the future. I therefore pose a third research question, which will be discussed

after reviewing the findings of research questions a and b.

RQc  To what extent can current political knowledge and ideological comprehension-indicators

measure political sophistication in a comparative perspective?’

To answer the first two research questions, I have four hypotheses which specify the “political
and socio-economic context” which the literature predicts will have an effect on sophistication
levels across countries. Hj relates to political context-variables, and the research that contends

that electoral institutions contain some inherent ability to empower individuals. To recall, PR
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and majoritarian-nstitutions directly influence individuals, by obscuring or clarifying the
political process and enhancing or diminishing the public’s incentives for seeking out
information (Clark 2013: 2). Swedish citizens, and other citizens living in PR-countries, exhibit
more sophisticated belief systems because party-based systems puts parties and policies —
rather than candidates and personal affairs - in the spotlight. Moreover, the proportional
transformation of votes into seats makes it easier for the citizens of PR-countries to observe the
consequences of their ballot, increasing the motivation to collect political and ideological
information (Gordon and Segura 1997: 131). Quite the opposite is true for majoritarian
countries like the United States. In a system with a first-past-the post system, the citizens
remain uncertain about the policy implications of any set of outcomes, and the political
debate centers on candidates rather than party politics and ideology (Granberg and
Holmberg 1989: 37). Therefore, the first hypothesis is:

Hi Individuals living in PR-countries exhibit higher levels of [ideological

comprehension/political knowledge/ than citizens in majoritarian countries.

Hj draws on research contending that individuals in countries with a Aigh degree of equality
and egalitarian social policies will experience higher levels of ideological comprehension. To
recall, the reasoning for this is that a country that redistributes income will also be likely to
redistribute non-material resources, and the citizens’ will be more equally equipped with a
basic understanding of the political sphere (Grénlund and Milner 2006: 386). The hypothesis

related to these assumptions reads as follows:

H2 Individuals living in countries with a high level of socio-economic equality
display higher [ideological comprehension/politically knowledgeable] than

individuals in low-equality-countries.

The two first hypotheses test two different contextual explanations as to why sophistication
levels vary across countries. Furthermore, I attempt to assess whether any contextual attributes
might condition and moderate some of the effects of individual-level variables. The
characteristics of PR-systems are claimed to moderate the importance of education (Granberg
and Holmberg 1989: 36, 69-70). In complex majoritarian systems with high costs of obtaining

information, only the well-educated will be able and motivated enough to collect it. In PR-
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systems, however, the “simplicity” and transparency empower all citizens with the possibility
to understand the parties and their ideological roots. Equality is also contended to weaken the
relationship between education and sophistication in a similar way (Gronlund and Milner
2006; Clark 2013). I will also test whether the interaction between context and individual level
variables apply for gender-effect and income-effects. The interaction-effects are thus

formulated in the following two hypotheses:

Hs In PR-countries, individual socto-economic background is of less importance for

[understanding ideology/political knowledge/ than majoritarian countries.

Hu In socio-economic equal countries, mdividual socio-economic background is less
importance for [understanding ideology/political knowledge/ than in countries

with high mequality.

1.6.2 Qutline of thesis

To attend to the research questions and hypotheses, I will proceed as follows. The first and
following chapter will account for specificities of the data, method and operationalizations of
variables. In the third chapter I will answer the first research-question, where sophistication is
measured as ideological comprehension as seen in the article of Gordon and Segura (1996).
The fourth chapter seek to find out whether the same systemic mechanisms are at play when
analyzing political knowledge, following in the path of Greglund and Milner (1996). In this
chapter I will also review the third research question, which compares the operationalizations
of political sophistication. The hypotheses tested in both of these chapters will be identical,
and in order to ease the interpretation of the results I will highlight the results from the
countries that have received much attention in the political sophistication-literature: Sweden
and the United States. Chapter five will provide a summary of the findings and a discussion of

the results.
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Data and method

As seen in the literature review, methodological debates have taken up much space in the
field of political sophistication. The choices of operationalizations, samples and statistical
models have received much attention, as these choices have consequences for how the
political sophistication of citizens is understood. In this chapter, I will account for some of the
discussions and propose solutions, and issues of validity and reliability will be discussed
continuously throughout the text. It will be structured as follows. Firstly, I will account for the
data sample. Secondly, I will give grounds for multilevel modeling and specify the regression
models. Lastly, the operationalization of my dependent and independent variables will be

accounted for.

2.1 Data and units of analysis
2.1.1 Data sources

This thesis will assess the comparative aspect of political sophistication. Following the works of
Grenlund and Milner (2006), Gordon and Segura (1996) and Sheppard (2015), such a

research strategy requires hierarchical or multilevel data, which takes into account that people
are nested in larger and cross-nationally variable contexts (Anderson and Singer 2008: 566). A
dataset well suited in this regard is the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (CSES), as it is

designed specifically for cross-national as well as cross-level analyses.6

CSES is a collaborative research program among election study teams around the world. An

international committee develops the research agenda, questionnaires, and study design for

% The Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (www.cses.org). CSES module 2 full release. June 27, 2007
version.

The Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (www.cses.org). CSES module 3 full release. March 27, 2013
version.

The Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (www.cses.org). CSES module 4, second advance release. March
20, 2015 version.
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election researchers in each country. Participating countries include a common module of
public opinion survey questions in their post-election studies, and the resulting data are
deposited along to CSES with voting, demographic, district and macro variables. The studies
are then merged into a single and public dataset. The CSES contains information necessary
to answer the research question in this thesis. The survey-questions comprise “micro” level-
data on party-ideology evaluation and political knowledge, in addition to socio-demographic
measures.” Relevant system or “macro”™level data for each country — such as electoral rules
and formulas, number of parties in the party system and other regime characteristics — are
also included. Moreover, the dataset includes countries relevant for my study; as one of few
cross-national surveys, it includes the United States as well as European countries, which is

essential to investigate the research questions at hand.”

Macro-data missing in the CSES dataset has to be derived from other sources. The countries’
Gini-coefficients are downloaded from the websites of the OECD Income Distribution
Database (IDD).9 Missing information about electoral rules and the party systems are
retrieved from the Comparative Political Dataset (CPDS) of the University of Bern.'” From the
website of UNDP I have obtained information about the The Human Development Index

(HDI), which serves as a control variable in the following analyses.11

2.1.2 Sample: Countries
My sample includes 21 OECD countries regarded as ‘Western, established democracies’ with
a democratic, party system-based history for at least forty years (Iversen and Soskice 2006). 2

The CSES-datasets comprises four modules and up to 41 countn'e513, but an inclusion of

7 The CSES does not, unfortunately, include information about the respondent’s political discussion and media
consumption.
® World Value Study could have been an alternative with regards to this criterion, but the survey does not
comprise political knowledge questions which is necessary to answer the research question.
9 http:/www.oecd.org/socialincome-distribution-database.htm
10 Armingeon, Klaus, Christian Isler, Laura Knopfel, David Weisstanner and Sarah Engler. 2015. Comparative
Political Data Set 1960-2013. Bern: Institute of Political Science, University of Berne. Downloaded from
http://www.cpds-data.org/
H http:/hdr.undp.org/en/content/human-development-index-hdi

Japan and Israel could also have been included following this condition. However, both of these countries had
a lot of missing values on the level 2-variables, as well as on the dependent variables, and were excluded.
" Modules 1, 2, 3 include 33, 38 and 41 countries respectively, in Latin America, North America, Asia, Oceania
and Europe. The fourth module (which is not finished to this date) includes 17 countries.
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countries with diverging democratic histories, political culture and social cleavages, as well as
different socio-economic conditions, could hamper the comparability and the validity of the
analyses of this thesis (Jowell 1998: 170; Lijphart 1975: 163). As political sophistication entails
citizens’ ability to understand the left-right scale, I have chosen to study countries where the
leftright continuum structures the party systems and individual political behavior. Several
scholars have argued for the appropriateness of the left-right continuum in the study of
Western European political behavior (Barnes 1971; Huber 1987; Inglehart and Klingemann
1987; Klingemann 1972), and for the appropriateness of the liberal-conservative continuum, in
American politics (Conover and Feldman 1981; Arian and Shamir 1983; Holm and Robinson
1978; Stokes 1963).14 Previous literature (Gordon and Segura 1996; Clark 2013; Iversen and
Soskice 2013) has also restricted the analyses to Western, established democracies."’

Therefore, the countries listed in table 2.1 will make up the sample in this thesis.

Table 2.1 Countries in sample

European OECD- Non-European OECD-
countries countries

Austria Australia
Belgium Canada
Denmark New Zealand
Finland United States
France
Germany
Greece
Iceland
Ireland
Italy
Netherlands
Norway
Portugal
Spain
Sweden
Switzerland
United Kingdom

" It is a matter of more disputes whether the left-right scale applies to the party systems in e.g. Asia and the
Middle East (Jou 2010). Underlining this assumption, is the fact that these countries have a lot of missing on the
ideological placement variable, as well as a big share of "Haven’t heard of the left-right scheme” and "Don’t
know”.

"> With the exception of Sheppard (2015), where all countries in the CSES material is included. Grenlund and
Milner (2006) make use of 22 countries from CSES round 1, where countries such as Taiwan, Hong Kong,
Ukraine and Romania are included in addition to European countries and the United States.
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2.1.3 Sample: Country-years

Having restricted the sample with regards to countries, it is necessary to make further
restrictions to how many election studies, or years, to include. As the CSES includes four
modules, it is possible to make use of up to five elections-studies per country.16 In existing
literature, two strategies with regards to data prevail: Sheppard (2015) makes use of all four
CSES modules pooled in a single dataset when testing the importance of compulsory voting
for political sophistication, while Gregnlund and Milner applies only the first CSES module."”
As a means of ensuring inter-reliability, I carry out my analyses based on both versions of the
sample. The recoding of variables and analyses proceeding shortly are hence carried out
twice; on a 21-years sample18 and on the full pool of CSES data, with the exception of round
1."” The strength of both samples is that they constitute more countries than seen in previous
research, thus maximizing the variations in dependent and independent variables (Gordon
and Segura 1996; Granberg and Holmberg 1989), and opens up for exploring at least two

independent variables at level two (see paragraph 2.2.2).

On the whole, the two samples render the same results. For sakes of simplicity, then, in the
following text I report the results from the analyses applying one year per country, meaning
that the results listed in tables in figures build on this smaller sample. Similarities and

differences between the two samples will commented on either in the text or in footnotes.

' Module 1 (1996-2001): 39 election surveys, 33 countries (some countries are represented with more than one
election)

Module 2 (2001-2006): 40 election surveys, 38 countries.

Module 3 (2006-2011): 50 election surveys, 41 countries.

Module 4 (2011 - 2016) (not completed): 18 election surveys, 17 countries.

17 Pooling of the CSES-modules are also seen in e.g. Dahlberg and Holmberg (2014);

'8 The samples of Australia, Belgium, Denmark, New Zealand, Spain, United Kingdom, Ireland and Italy are
from round two, and the remaining from round three. Italy, United Kingdom and Belgium are retrieved from
round 2 due to that this was the only round they participated in. The samples of Australia, Denmark, New
Zealand, Ireland and Spain were retrieved from round two rather than from round 3 because large parts of their
samples would have been excluded from the analysis if round three was used (due to missing values on union
membership, political knowledge, ideological comprehension, income, education). To account for possible
round or time effects, the models have been tested with including a round dummy and year dummies. This did
not change the results.

' The CSES modules are merged into one single dataset, containing a total number of 93 731 respondents, and
52 election studies and 21 countries. Round 1 is omitted, due to that all “don’t know”-answers to the questions
making up my dependent variables are coded as system-missing. As the “don’t know”-answer has a substantial
meaning in my analyses, the round is excluded from the analysis in order to make the results from all rounds
comparable.
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Table 2.2 Sample reported on in text.

Country and year of election N

Australia 2004 1769
Belgium 2003 2225
Denmark 2001 2026
New Zealand 2002 1741
Spain 2004 1212
United Kingdom 2005 860

Ireland 2002 2367
Italy 2006 1439
Austria 2008 1165
Canada 2008 4495
France 2007 2000
Finland 2007 1283
Germany 2005 2018
Greece 2009 1022
Iceland 2007 1595
Netherlands 2006 2359
Norway 2009 1782
Portugal 2009 1316
Sweden 2006 1547
Switzerland 2007 3164
United States 2008 2102
Total 39487

Table 2.3 Full pool of CSES data. Results reported in appendix.

Country, year N

Australia 2004 1769 Germany 2005 2018 New Zealand 2008 1149
Australia 2007 1873 Germany 2009" 2095 New Zealand 2011 1374
Australia 2013 3953 Germany 2013 1889 Norway 2001 2052
Austria 2008 1165 Greece 2009 1022 Norway 2005 2012
Austria 2013 1000 Greece 2012 1029 Norway 2009 1782
Belgium 20038° 2225 Iceland 2003 1446 Portugal 2005 2801
Canada 2004 1674 Iceland 2007 1595 Portugal 2009 1316
Canada 2008 4495 Iceland 2009 1385 Spain 2004 1212
Denmark 2001 2026 Iceland 2013 1479 Spain 2008 1204
Denmark 2007 1442 Ireland 2002 2367 Sweden 2002 1060
Finland 2003 1196 Ireland 2007 1435 Sweden 2006 1547
Finland 2007 1283 Ireland 2011 1853 Switzerland 2003 1418
Finland 2011 1298 Italy 2006 1439 Switzerland 2007 3164
France 2002 1000 Netherlands 2002 1574 Switzerland 2011 4391
France 2012 2014 Netherlands 2006 2359 United Kingdom 2005 860
France 2007 2000 Netherlands 2010 2153 United States 2004 1066
Germany 2002 2000 New Zealand 20C 1741 United States 2008 2102

United States 2012 1929
Total 93 731

’ Belgium Flanders and Belgium Walloon are converged. Germans reached by telephone

are included in the sample, and not the postal respondents
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2.1.4 Weighting

Although each national sample in the CSES is drawn as a probability sample in order to
attend to representativeness, post-stratification could be conducted in order to correct for
known differences between the sample and population (Gelman 2007: 155).20 However, a
weight variable making the sample representative with regards to socio-demographics is
unfortunately not available for all countries in the CSES-datasets. As the survey builds on
national election studies, the weight variables differ both in prevalence and content.”’ It is also
a theoretical possibility to weigh the country samples so that all countries are represented with
a fixed number of respondents. However, Asparouhov (2004) and Dahlberg et al (2014) do
not recommend such a strategy.22 Due to these reasons, the data in this thesis are not

weighted.

2.2 Method
2.2.1 Why multilevel analysis?

The research question is the most important reason for choosing a multilevel analysis. The
basic intuition behind the multilevel-analysis is that people are nested in identifiable contexts,
and that they form attitudes and make choices in these macro-political environments
(Anderson and Singer 2008: 566). These environments can come in the form of formal
institutional rules or in the form of differential economic, social and political conditions that
shape people’s interpretations and actions. In other words, a multilevel model takes into
consideration that macro variables might influence individuals’ behavior (Jones 2008: 1). With
a multilevel model I can estimate regression models where outcomes at level 1 (political

sophistication) can be explained by characteristics at level 2 (party systems and inequality).

2 Full descriptions of how respondents are drawn in order to secure the representativeness of samples, which
varies from country to country, can be found at WWW.CS€es.org

I Some countries provide weights only correcting for vote choice, while other weights correct for differences in
50010 demographic background. A few countries do not provide weights at all.

Accordlng to Asparouhov, the only weights that should be included in a multilevel model are weights for
unequal selection probabilities within countries: “(...) As the selection mechanism [level 2-weight] is not
informative, we should exclude such weights from the analysis. The estimates will remain consistent and in fact
will be more precise. Including non-informative weights in the analysis can result in a substantial loss of
efficiency.” (2004: 19-20).
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A multilevel model can also account for whether different kinds of people are affected
differently by the macro contexts. By including interaction terms between variables at two
levels, or cross-level-interaction terms, it is possible to assess whether an effect of a level 2-
variable conditions or moderates the effect of a level 1-variable on the outcome (Jones 2008:
5). This opens up for analyses of hypotheses three and four, which expect that the effect of

education, gender and income will vary depending on the system that the citizen resides in.

Moreover, there are several statistical reasons for applying multilevel analysis in this thesis, the
most important being that the analysis recognizes that the data have a hierarchical structure. It
is reasonable to expect that two individuals in the same country are more similar than two
individuals from two different countries, and that the observations thus are dependent on each
other (Christophersen 2013: 108). This has consequences for the estimation of the standard
errors, as the dependency means that the actual number of units is smaller than the effective
sample size in the dataset. When applying a multilevel-model, I avoid underestimating the

standard errors and prevent committing invalid inferences (Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal 2012:

75).

In order to assess whether correlation within groups is a problem in my sample, I calculate
the intra-class correlation (ICC). The ICC expresses the proportion of the total variance that
can be ascribed to the countries at level 2, and it can be interpreted in to ways; as the
correlation between the political sophistication of two citizens within the same country, or as
the proportion of the unexplained variance in the citizens’ political sophistication that can be
explained by characteristics of the country they live in. As a rule of thumb an ICC over 5%
suggests that multilevel modeling is required (Jones 2008: 6). In table 2.4 I present the
variance at level 1 and level 2, in addition to the ICC from the base line or empty model - a
multilevel analysis without independent variables. In my sample, the ICC is 10,5%* and
7,3%24, and it is thus reasonable and necessary to carry out an analysis where the individuals

are nested within countries.

*0,66/(0,66+5,65) = 0,1045
*40,07/(0,88=0,07) = 0,0736
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Table 2.4. ICC for ideological comprehension and political knowledge

Multilevel model Ideologlca'l
comprehension

Level 1 variance 5,65

Level 2 variance 0,66

ICC 10,50%

2.2.2 Assumptions for multi-level modeling

As with any regression method, the utility of the estimation results depends on the degree to

which model assumptions are met (Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal 2012: 53). A linear multilevel

model builds on the same principles as a conventional ordinary least square (OLS) regression,

and several of these assumptions are met in this thesis: the relationship between political

sophistication and the independent variables at both levels is linear25, and the two dependent

variables are treated as continuous, metrical variables. Moreover, assumptions of

homoscedastic, normally distributed and non-auto-correlated residuals apply (Hox 2010: 23).

As opposed to the ordinary OLS-regression, however, this assumption applies to both level 1

and level 2-residuals; hence to both the individuals and the countries. These residuals should

be investigated carefully (Hox 2010: 23). When inspecting the level 1 and the level 2-residuals,

. . 26
the normality assumptions seem to be met.

Sample size is important to consider when estimating the models. In survey research with a

hierarchical structure to the data, this consideration can be particularly problematic due to the

natural confines to the number of level 2-units in the theoretical universe. There are e.g.

limitations to how many countries could be considered as ‘Western, developed democracies’.

According to Strabac (2007: 176) there is no absolute rule as to how many level 2-observations

are ‘adequate’ in a multilevel analysis, and the best advice will also depend on the purpose.
He claims that multilevel modeling can be utilized with a number of 10-100 observations at
level 2. However, the statistical limitations increase as the number of level 2-units decreases,

and one should be particularly cautious when adding variables at level 2 to the analysis.

% Where 1 theoretically expect this not to be the case, a squared version of the independent variable is
introduced to the model in order to account for possible curvilinear effects. This is particularly relevant with
regards to the effective number of parties and age, which is described in paragraph 2.4.

% The plots can be reviewed in the appendix.
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Strabac (2007: 186) holds that a number of 10 level 2-units warrants the inclusion of one level
2 variable, while Stegmueller (2013: 16) deem 10 to 15 level 2-units necessary. Following this
advice, the number of level 2-variables will be restricted so that no more than two systemic

variables appear in the analysis at the same time.”’

2.2.3 Model specifications and interpretation

In chapter one I argued for the necessity to separately analyze the different aspects of political
sophistication. Newer literature taking on a comparative approach has handled “political
knowledge” and “ideological understanding” interchangeably as political sophistication, not
always taking into account that these two measures might be methodologically as well as
theoretically different from each other. For this reason, my analyses will measure the two
concepts separately, and “political knowledge” and “ideological comprehension” will be
analyzed in separate chapters. As I have the same theoretical expectations to the mechanisms
influencing both variables, the structure of the analyses, as well as the independent variables,

specification and estimation of the regression models, will be the same in both chapters.

Model specifications

A multilevel model is formalized through a set of regression equations at level 1 and level 2
(Gill and Womack 2013: 6). The development of multilevel models starts with a simple linear
model specification, where the hierarchical structure is taken into account by pinning each

individual to its respective country.28 Each individual 7 belongs to a country j, giving:

Yii = Boj+ Pr(Xy) + & (1)
The subscript j hence indicates that the intercept Boj and the residual ¢; are allowed to vary
across countries. Since the 1 coefficient is not indexed by the grouping term j, the regression

coefficient is constant across countries and evaluates as a standard point estimate. The model

hence illustrates that while different countries start at different intercepts, they progress at

*” In some of the models, up to three variables are displayed in the same column in the regression table,
however, these are run separately and are commented on in the text.

% The estimation of the parameters is produced with maximum likelihood (MLE), which is the most commonly
used estimation method used in multilevel analysis (Hox and Maas 2005: 785).
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same rate (slope). This model choice is made due to the research question, as I have no
theoretical expectations indicating that the effect of an explanatory variable (e.g. education)
on political sophistication should differ from country to country.29 The random intercept [y;

and the fixed coefficient Bican be specified in level 2-models that writes as:
Boj = Yoo + ug; @)

B1 =710 (3)

Here, the intercept and the regression coefficient are expressed as a function of the constant
(voo) and the regression coefficient’s (y19) mean across all the countries in the sample. The
residual ug; expresses the country ;s deviation from the intercept.30 If a level 2-variable is
hypothesized an effect on the dependent variable, the regression coefficient can be specified

as:

B (2) =vor (Z) (4)
When equations 1, 2, 3 and 4 is combined, a complete multilevel model with explanatory

variables at both levels can be written as:

Y= yoo + Y10 (Xs) + Yor (Z)) + uoj+ & (5)
With equation 5 as a starting point, I can specify the models that will be estimated in this
thesis. In order to carry out a preliminary test of the first and second hypotheses — which state
that PR-variables and inequality will affect citizens’ sophistication levels — the first model will
test the effect of a set of level 2-variables.>! Model 2a includes two contextual variables, while
in 2b there is controlled for variables at the individual level. The full model, 2¢, will include a
cross-level interaction term (y11) in order to test the third and fourth hypothesis; that is,

whether the effect of individual level variables such as education, gender and income are

conditioned by contextual variables.”” The models read as:

Yi=vo0+ Yot (Zj) + uoj + & (Models 1a-)

* In other words, I apply a random intercept, fixed effects model in the following analyses.

% If T were to run a random coefficient model, as opposed to a fixed effects model, the regression coefficient f;
would be expressed as y10 and the residual uy;, as the random effect across countries would also entail a country-
specific error term.

*! This model is applied in tables 3.3 and 4.4.

32 Tables 3.4 and 4.5.
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Yi= Y00+ You () + o2 (Wj) + uoj + & (Model 2a)
Yi=vo0+ Yo (Z;) + v10 (Xy) + uoj + & (Model 2b)

Yii = Yoo + Y10 (Xij) + Yor (£5) +v11(Xy Zj) + ug+ & (Model 2c)

The full pool is data is modeled in the same ways as models 1a-f and 2b-c above. However,
the modeling takes into account the data’s three-level structure, as this sample have three
“clusters”: individuals (level 1) that are nested in years (2), which corresponds to a certain

country (3) 3

Interpretation of the regression analyses

The intercept (Yoo) in the models reads as the mean across all country years, or average
ideological comprehension when the independent variables take on a value of zero. The
continuous independent variables are centered, while other variables are coded as dummies,
thus a value of zero indicates a the mean or a low value, e.g. low income, no union
membership and so on (for interpretation of centered variables, see paragraph 2.4.3). The
parameters yjo and yo; are linear, and when the independent variables (Z; Xjj) increase by one
unit, ideological comprehension (Yj;) will increase by y10 or yo; units, controlled for the
remaining independent variables in the model. The cross-level interaction (y11Xjj Z;) conveys
the effect of a level 2-variable as a multiplicative interaction with a level 2-variable. To ease

the interpretation of this term, I display the marginal effects in figures.

Moreover, the models include information about the variance of the error terms, indicating
the difference between the observed and the predicted values. Contrary to a one level OLS
model, the variance is split in two parts — one for the difference between predicted and

observed values within each country (g;), and one for the difference between observed and

predicted values between countries (ug;). Based on these variance components, I have

% The three-level model builds on the same principles as equation 5 above; however, it includes a specification
of a level-three intercept and error term (Ai 2002: 7): Booj=Yooo + Top;.  As I have no level 3-independent
variables, the new full model specification only differs from model 2c with regards to the intercept (it now
denotes the intercept of level 3) and the error terms (the level 3-error term is added).

The full model specification is: Y55= Yo0o + Y10 (Xy) + Yo (Z5) + v11(Xy Zj) + rooj + Uoj * &
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calculated the amount of explained variance, displayed as “Pseudo R” in the regression

tables.>!

2.3 Operationalization: Dependent variables

2.3.1 Ideological comprehension

In chapter 3, “ideological comprehension” will serve as the dependent variable. Gordon and
Segura (1996; 133) propose two different operationalizations of the concept, both building on
a leftright scale that is considered as a way of structuring pohtlcs ° I build on their measures
and construct three different versions of the ideological comprehension: one will serve as the

main dependent variable, and the two others will be tested in order to ensure Validity36

I operationalize ideological comprehension by calculating the distance between respondents’
and ‘expert’s placement of the same parties. In the CSES-data, all respondents and the
national election researchers (the ‘experts’) have been asked to place the five biggest parties

on a 10-point leftright scale. The questions are reported in table 2.5.

Table 2.5 CSES-questions regarding the parties ideological position on a left-right scale

*%
Question number Question

Mod.2 Mod.3 Mod. 4

020a Ql2a Qlla In pohtlcs people sometimes talk of left and right. Where would you place
[party A] on a scale from 0 to 10 where 0 means the left and 10 means the
right?

Q20b Ql2b Qllb Using the same scale, where would you place [party B] ?

0Q20c Ql2c Qllc Using the same scale, where would you place [party C]*?

020d Qlad Qlld Using the same scale, where would you place [party D]*?

QQOe Ql2e Qlle Using the same scale, where would you place [party E]*?

Party A 1nd1cates the biggest party in the last election, party B the next biggest, and so on. Parties differ from country to
country. Survey questions. % The experts have answered the following questions: QI 4a-e (module 2), Q6a-e (module 3),
Qba-e (module 4).

% With the formula residual (model 0) — residual (model 1, 2, 3 etc.)/residual (model 0) for level 1, and intercept
re51dual (model 0) residual (model 1, 2, 3 etc.)/residual(model 0) for level 2

% Gordon and Segura’s sample consists of 12 European countries. These countries are: France, Belgium,
Netherlands, Germany, Italy, Luxembourg, Denmark, Ireland, Great Britain, Greece, Spain and Portugal.
% The validity tests do not differ from the main results, and will therefore not be commented on explicitly for all
results.
7 The experts have received the similar set of questions.
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The variable is constructed by calculating the distance between a respondent and expert
judgment of a party’s ideological position, thus quantifying to what degree a respondent has
‘misjudged’ a party’s ideological position.38 As the table shows, it is possible to calculate the
distance for up to five parties. A coding of five parties would deem the citizens in multiparty
systems with a more difficult task than the counterparts living in two-party systems, and many
of the countries in the sample have only provided information about two or three parties.39 To
ensure comparability, I choose to construct my main dependent variable on the basis of the
two biggest parties, A and B. The more conservative, alternative coding utilizing information

about all five parties will be used to as an alternative dependent variable.

The main dependent variable is coded in the following way. For each country, I have
subtracted the respondent’s placement of party A from the expert placement of party A. This
‘distance-score’ range from 0 scale units (the respondent placed the party at the exact same
position as the expert did) and 10 scale units (meaning that the respondent placed the party
at, say, the extreme left, while the expert placed it on the extreme right). The distance score is
then inverted to a positive number®, and the same recoding is applied to the positions of
party B. The two scores are then added together and divided by two, so that the respondent is
provided with a mean score of ideological comprehension. After this procedure is carried out
for all countries in the sample, all twenty-one “average ideological comprehension”-variables
are converged into one variable, ranging from zero to ten. In order to ease the interpretation
of the results in the following regression analysis, the variable is inverted, so that a value of
zero means low ideological comprehension41 and a score of ten means perfect ideological

)
comprehension.

* The expert placements are therefore considered to be the parties ‘true’ ideological position. For a discussion of
expert placement accuracy regarding the left-right scale, see Gordon and Segura (1996: 134).

¥ In two-party systems such as the US and the UK, both experts and respondents are asked to place only two
parties, the remaining parties C-E is coded with missing values. Moreover, Portugal and Spain have only
provided the questions regarding three parties.

O1fa respondent has positioned party A at 4 while the expert placed it at 3, the ‘error’ in the respondent’s
ideological comprehension will be 1 scale unit. If the respondent’s placement of party B is 5 and the expert
placement of party B is 8, the number will be -3. The negative numbers are inverted into positive numbers so
that when making an average out of these two placements, the average score is (3+1/2 =) 2 and not (-3+1/2 =) -1.
' The respondent positioned both parties 10 scale-units different from the expert.

2 The respondent placed the parties at the exact same position as the expert.
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In order to ensure the validity of the operationalization, I construct an alternative dependent
variable, where the procedure is repeated with making use of five parties.43 It is also possible
to operationalize ideological comprehension on the basis of the respondents’ placement alone.
The procedure is equivalent to the one described above, the only difference being that the
respondent placement is now subtracted from the mean placement of the party and not an
expert placement.44 The three different versions of the dependent variable can be seen in

table 2.6.

Table 2.6 Dependent variable: Ideological comprehension.

Variable Coding description Parties” Min.” Max. Mean  Std.dev. N

Main dependent  Distance between respondents'

variable placement and expert placement 2 0 10 7,58 2,52 32275
of parties

Robustness test 1  Distance between respondents'
placement and expert placement 5 0 10 7,45 2,49 31109
of parties

Robustness test 2 Distance between respondent's
placement of parties and the mean 2 0 10 7,69 2,46 32275
placement in the country sample

:I*\Iumber of parties placed on the left-right scale by the respondent.
Indicating a low level of ideological comprehension
Indicating a high level of ideological comprehension

2.3.2 Political knowledge
The analyses of chapter four will apply political knowledge as a dependent variable. While

several single-countries datasets include knowledge questions, cross-national studies on
political knowledge are rare.*” CSES thus presents one of the few opportunities for a
comparative assessment of political knowledge of citizens from different countries (Elff 2009:
2). Each national election study contributing to the CSES includes three questions on political
knowledge in its questionnaire, and it is up to the national collaborators to choose the most

relevant items in their country. The content of the questions and whether the respondent is

* Not all countries are represented with five parties. See the appendix for information about how many and
which parties that are coded for each country.

* Gordon and Segura makes use of such a measure, and calculate the absolute distances between the
respondent’s placements of each of his or hers parties on the 10-point ideological scale and the mean placement
of those parties by the total of respondents from that society.

% Some are mentioned in Delli Karpini and Keeter 1996: 90.
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provided with a set of pre-formulated choices of answers thus vary from country to country.46
There is one instruction provided from the CSES planning committee, however, which states
that “the set of questions should include one that is easy (i.e. 2/3 will answer correctly), one

that is slightly more difficult (i.e. % will answer correctly), and one that is difficult (i.e. 1/3 will

47
answer correctly)”.

This strategy has yielded mixed results. In some countries the questions have no variance; in
other countries the within-correlations between questions are very high; and few countries
resemble the distribution suggested in the instructions. EIff (2009: 18-19) concludes that ‘there
are serious doubts about the equivalence of knowledge questions employed in the election
studies that contributes to the CSES. The number of correct responses to the knowledge
question batteries varies considerably across samples, even controlled for education, probably
the most powerful predictor of political knowledge”. Nevertheless, several studies have
applied the CSES-questions to operationalize political knowledge (Gronlund and Milner 2006;
Sheppard 2014). In my thesis it is necessary to make use of this measure in order to evaluate
the research question three; whether it is an adequate strategy to interchangeably apply
ideological comprehension and political knowledge as a proxy for political sophistication

when making use of comparative data.

The coding of political knowledge could be done in at least two ways, as seen in table 2.7.
First, the three questions could take the form of an unweighted index, which simply means to
count the number of questions a respondent has managed to answer correctly (as seen in
Sheppard 2015; Grénlund and Milner 2006; Clark 2013). Second, the respondent could be

rewarded for correctly answering the most difficult questions by constructing a weighted

* For example, the French election study of 2002 asks the following questions: 1. “Laurent Fabius is a member

of the Socialist Party” (response alternatives: “true”/’false”) 2. The deputies are elected by proportional

representation (“true”/’false”) 3. Michelle Alliot Marie is the president of RPR (“true”/’false”).

In contrast, the German 2002 election survey asks the following questions, providing no response alternatives: 1.

“Who is the current minister of the Interior?” 2. “How many federal states does Germany have after the

reunification?” 3. “How many countries are currently members of the European Union?”

The questions hence differ both with regards to the question format (open or closed questions) and in content

sg.g. the German survey includes a question about foreign affairs, the French does not)
http:/www.cses.org/plancom/module4/CSES_Module4_TheoreticalStatement.pdf
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index.*® I test both these measures in the analysis in chapter four, the weighted index being

applied in order to ensure the validity of the operationalization.

Table 2.7 Dependent variable: Political knowledge
Variable Coding description Min." Max.” Mean  Std.dev. N

Main dependent ~ Unweighted index. Simple count
variable of number of political knowledge 0 3 1,69 0,97 33460
questions answered correctly.

Robustness test ~ Weighted index. First knowledge
question is rewarded with 1 scale
unit, second question 2 scale units, 0 6 2,95 2,08 33460
third and more difficult question
rewarded with 3 scale units

i Indicating a low level of political knowledge (none of the questions are answered correctly)
Indicating a high level of political knowledge (all questions answered correctly).

2.3.3 Missing values

Generally, “don’t know” (DK)-replies in survey data are set to missing, as such replies seldom
convey any meaningful information about the respondent.49 In the case of political
sophistication, however, the “don’t know”s might have a substantive meaning and reveal that
the respondent lacks information about the issue at hand (Mondak 1999: 57-58). The question
of how to handle DK-replies is thus frequently debated in the political sophistication-literature,

and several solutions as to how to code and interpret the answer has been proposed.

The first and ‘traditional’ way of coding DK is to treat them as incorrect answers. Converse
(1964) and later works of political scientists and social psychologists has shown that the lack of
providing an answer is indeed equivalent to not knowing50 (see also Luskin and Bullock
2011). A contrasting and second strategy is held by Mondak (1999; 2001; 2002), which argues
the inappropriateness of collapsing incorrect answers and the DK into a single “absence of

knowledge” grouping. Mondak claims that certain groups, and especially women, are more

%8 In this latter case, a correctly answered first question will give a score of one, the second question a score of
two, and the third question will be rewarded with a score of three.

1o E.g. if a respondent answers that she does not know whether she trusts the politicians in her country, it is not
E()OSSible to say whether she possesses high or low levels of trust.

"Don’t know”-answers are central to Converse’s "Black and white-model”. This model comprises two types of
respondents: those who had real and stable positions on an issue (the consistent) and those who had no real
opinions on the issue and changed their answer from interview to interview (the inconsistent). Converse found
this latter group to hold “non-attitudes” more than the consistent did, and the “don’t know”-answer he claimed
underlined the fact that the inconsistent had “no opinion” (Converse 1964; 2000).
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inclined than other groups to answer that they don’t know the answer to a knowledge-question
(see also Stremsnes 1995; Barabas et al 2014). Men, on the other hand, are more likely to
guess. This inflates their knowledge levels while the female levels are underestimated, the
result being that around 50% of the ‘gender knowledge gap’ is in fact illusionary (Mondak and
Anderson 2004: 499). The third strategy would be to handle the DK as missing, and impute
values for political sophistication based on the rest of the sample (as seen in e.g. Gordon and

Segura 1996: 133).

As imputation of values may to some degree fabricate data and distort the association
between variables (Brick and Kalton 1996: 226), I follow the advices of Luskin, Bullock and
Converse and code the category as an incorrect answer. When interpreting the results from
the regression analyses, I will take the ‘gender gap’ into account.”’ The CSES-questions
regarding political knowledge and ideological positions of parties have multiple “don’t know”-
alternatives. In the coming analyses, the DKs and the equivalent categories are coded as low
levels of ideological comprehension and political knowledge.52 The table below indicates
which of these missing categories are coded as “incorrect answer”, and which of the categories

that are set to missing in the regression analysis.

When excluding the ‘refused to answer’ and the ‘system missing’-categories from the analysis,
the effective sample decreases from 39 487 to 32 225 respondents. The majority of these
missing respondents come from Canada and Belgium; Belgium are dropped entirely as the
respondents did not receive the question about ideological placement of parties, and the

Canadian electoral survey did not pose the question to more than one third of its sample. »

5! This strategy is also followed by Grenlund and Milner (2006) and Barabas et al. (2014).
%2 When coding the main ideological comprehension-dependent variable, a respondent answering DK on e.g.
party A will receive a value of 10 (the lowest level of ideological comprehension). If providing an answer to party
B, and the distance from the expert placement is e.g. 1 scale unit, the respondent will receive a final value of
gO+l/2=) 5,5 (or 4,5 when the index is inverted). The same applies to the coding of the knowledge-index.

Of the 7212 respondents missing, 2225 of these are Belgic and 2921 are Canadian respondents.
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Table 2.8 Missing statistics, dependent variables

Variable Missing category Included  Excluded Percent of total N (100)
Knowledge Q1 Q2 Q3
Don't know b 9,29 13,9 25,6
Refused to answer X 0,3 0,2 0,2
Missing X 11,31 13,1 13
Ideology Party A Party B
Haven't heard of left-right X 0,2 0,2
Haven't heard of party b 1 0,9
Don't know X 5,1 5,5
Refused to answer X 0,5 0,5
Missing X 17,1 17,3

Category coded as ‘incorrect answer’ or low comprehension of the parties’ ideological position
Set to missing

2.4 Operationalization: Independent variables

2.4.1 Country-level

Political system-variables

A range of variables is frequently suggested as operationalizations of “PR-systems” (see for
example Lijphart 1999; 2009). I follow with the analyses of Granberg and Holmberg (1989),
Niemi and Westholm (1984), Gordon and Segura (1996) and Clark (2013), and test the
significance of five of these variables, which regard the party system, the electoral system and

the separations of power.

To operationalize multiparty system I make use of a measure of the effective number of
parties (ENP) proposed by Laakso and Taagepera (1979), the standard numerical measure for
the comparative analysis of party systems (Caulier and Dumont 2003: 2). The idea behind the
measure is to count parties and at the same time to weight the counting by their relative
strength, i.e. by their seat share in parliament.54 The ENP in my sample ranges from 1,93 (the
United States) to 7,02 parties (Belgium). However, Gordon and Segura suggest that the

effective number of parties have an inverse effect on sophistication when the number of

 The effective number of parties is computed by formula:

1
N: —_—
X P}
Where n is the number of parties with at least one seat, and p} the square of each party’s proportion of all seats.
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parties exceeds five, as a high degree of fragmentation could lead to confusion (1996: 131).

Therefore, a squared ENP variable is included in the models to control for a curvilinear effect.

Second, I include two variables operationalizing the voting systems.‘g5 A variable expressing
the effect of a majoritarian, ‘first-past-the-post’ electoral system versus a PR-electoral system is
tested, labeled PR electoral systems in the analysis. From the original variable, ranging from 1
to 3%, I have generated a dummy variable that takes on the value of 1 if the country practices
proportional elections and 0 if it has a mixed or majoritarian electoral system. The
proportionality of the electoral system is also tested. Gallagher’s index, or the least square
index, is used to measure the (dis)proportionality of an electoral outcome; that is, the
difference between the percentage of votes received, and the percentage of seats a party gets
in the resulting legislature (Gallagher 1991). A Gallagher score of 0 would indicate that the
election produced perfectly proportional outcomes, and the higher scores, the higher the
disproportionality. In my sample, the countries’ scores range between 0,81 (the Netherlands)
and 16,6 (The United Kingdom). In order to ease the interpretation of the regression analyses

the measure is inverted, so that high levels correspond to a high degree of proportionality.

The last two variables applied regard the separations of powers, which in some instances
differ in majoritarian and PR-countries (Lijphart 1999: 241). The analyses include two dummy
variables, which measure the presence of a strong presidential power and a federal system.
The variable ‘Non-federal state’*®, take on a value of 0 if the country has weak or strong
federalism and 1 if it is a non-federal state. ‘Parliamentary system’ conveys whether the
country has a strong presidential power or whether the parliament is dominant in the policy

making process. A value of 1 indicates that a parliamentary system or a semi-presidential

% As seen in Gordon and Segura (1996), as well as Clark (2013).
5 Where 1 = PR-systems, 2 = mixed systems and 3 = majoritarian electoral systems
%7 Calculated by the formula:

1
1= [ 20, (Vi-5)°

Where V denotes the share of votes, and S the share of seats.
% The original variable ranges from 0 to 2, where 0 = no federalism, 1 = weak federalism, 2 = strong federalism
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system where the parliament dominates the policy-making process (e.g. Germany), and 0

presidential systems.59

Inequality-variables

The second hypothesis regards the effect of socio-economic equality. In order to measure the
inequality-hypothesis, I apply the same operationalization as Grgnlund and Milner; the Gini
coefficient.”’ The Gini coefficient is the most commonly used measure of inequality, and
quantifies the extent to which the distribution of income among households within an
economy deviates from a perfectly equal distribution. Thus a Gini index of 0 represents
perfect equality, while an index of 1 implies perfect inequality. The income distribution can
be calculated on the basis of the population’s net income, i.e. post taxes and transfers, or by
the gross income, i.e. before taxes. I apply the post-taxes distribution, as it expresses the
disposable income and also to a certain extent whether the government has engaged in
redistribution through means of taxation.”! In my sample, the Gini index ranges between 0,23

(Denmark) and 0,38 (The United States).

Control variables

Countries’ with low Gini levels also could also be countries offering wide spread public
education to its citizens, so that a possible effect of equality on political sophistication in reality
conveys an effect of education schemes. In order to control for such an effect, I include one
last control variable at level 2, namely the countries’ welfare and education levels. For this
purpose I utilize the Human Development Index (HDI), which is a composite statistic of a set
of welfare indicators that ranks countries at a human development scale. It is of particular
relevance for this thesis due to that it includes information about overall education levels of

the population, in addition to the countries’ economic development.

0 Original variable coded as: 0 = parliamentary system, 1 = semi-presidential system by parliament, 2 = hybrid
system, 3 = semi-presidential dominated by president, 4 = presidential system. Categories 3 and 4 are counted as
goresidential systems.

In theory there could be several ways of operationalizing this hypothesis. Grenlund and Milner e.g. point to
the importance of a public broadcaster in “high civic societies”. However, there is unfortunately no comparative
dataset entailing detailed information about the sample-countries’ media policies. Due to this, and in order to
restrict the analyses to my research question and the ‘inequality’-hypothesis, media variables will not be included.

1 See http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SLPOV.GINI
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2.4.2 Individual-level

A set of socio-demographic variables will be analyses in the coming analyses.62 Education™ is
consistently one of the strongest predictors of political sophistication (Converse 1964, Zaller
1992; Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996; Lewis-Beck et al 2008). The original variable consists of
eight categories, and I recode into four categories; no formal or completed education,
completed primary education, complete secondary education and the last category

correspond to a complete undergraduate degree.()4

Gender” is recoded into a dummy and takes on a value of 0 for men and 1 for women.
Agebb‘ is a continuous variable ranging from 17 to 101 years. As the literature holds that it is
‘middle aged’ people are most politically sophisticated, i.e. that the effect decreases with high
age (see e.g. Stromsnes 1995), I introduce a squared age-variable into the equation in order to
account for a possibly curvilinear effect. To operationalize incomé”’ T include a dummy
variable for household income that takes on the value of 1 if the respondent belongs to the
fourth or fifth income quintile in their country (the remaining respondents given a value of 0).
Lastly, I control for union membersbz’p68 and party identification” by including two dummies.
They take on a value of 1 if the respondent is a union member and 1 if the respondent has

answered that he or she identifies with a party.

62 Unfortunately, the CSES-data does not include information about individual’s media consumption and
political interest. Nevertheless, I assume that some of the effect of these variables is attended for by including
education. Political interest and media consumption and education are consistently observed to be a robust and
strong relationship. See for example Hillygus (2005) and Delli Karpini and Keeter (1996).

% Education is coded in variable C2003. For the countries retrieved from module two, the following variables
are applied: B2003 (education), B2002 (gender), B2001 (age), B2020 (household income), B2005 (union
membership)

* 1’None’ and 2’Incomplete primary’ = No education

3 ‘Primary completed’ and 4’Incomplete secondary’ = Completed primary education

5 ‘Secondary complete’, 6 "Post-secondary trade/vocational school’ 7 “University undergraduate degree
incomplete’ = Completed secondary education

8 "University undergraduate degree completed’ = Completed university undergraduate degree

% Information about gender is retrieved from variable C2002

% 2001

% 2020

* 2005

69 C3020_1: “Are you close to any political party?”
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2.4.3 Centering of variables and missing values

In regression analysis, it is often recommended to center the variables in order to ease the
interpretation of the intercept and the parameter estimates (Hox and Maas 2005: 785).70 Some
of the independent variables I apply (the effective number of parties, the proportionality
index, Gini, HDI and age) do not have a value of 0 that can be interpreted substantively.
Therefore, I chose to center these variables by subtracting the mean value. In a multilevel
data structure there are two means available; the total sample mean or the country’s mean. If
one expects variation in the dependent variable due to relative differences within countries,
the group mean should be subtracted (Hox 2006: 61-62). I have no such assumption, and I

subtract the total sample mean from the mentioned variables. A value of zero on the variables

thus corresponds to the total sample mean.

The level 1-variables exhibit some missing values. In order to ensure that the missing values
do not pose a threat to the samples’ representativeness, I have assessed the strength of the
relationships between the missing values and my different versions of the dependent variables.
Some of these relationships were significant, albeit very weak in strength. With a sample of a
high number of respondents, the strength of the relationship should be emphasized rather
than the significance level (Christophersen 2009: 166). Hence, missing values are not regarded

as threatening to the coming analyses, and missing values are excluded listwise.

& Centering simply means subtracting a constant from every value of a variable. This redefines the 0 point for
the predictor to whatever value subtracted, hence shifting the scale but retaining the units. The result is thus that
the slope between the predictor and the response variable does not change, while the interpretation of the
intercept and the coefficient does.
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Ideological comprehension in a
comparative perspective

3.1 Ideological comprehension and contextual variables
In this thesis I attempt to answer to what degree and in what way a citizen’s level of “political
sophistication” is dependent on the political and socio-economic context of the country she or

he resides in. The following chapter will answer the first research-question, namely:

To what degree and in what way is a citizen’s level of ideological comprehension dependent on the

political and socio-economic contextual variables of a country?

The debate over to what degree there are systematic variations across countries in citizens’
political sophistication originates from studies of the United States and Sweden. Swedes,
regardless of their education and socio-economic background, displayed impressively high
levels of knowledge about politics, ideology and current issues (Granberg and Holmberg
1988: 21, 23, 29, 37), whereas the great majority of Americans came up short (Converse 1964:
248).

Today, the “PR vs. majoritarian”hypothesis and the “inequality”-hypothesis are regarded as
competing explanations as to why citizens of different nationalities display very different
sophistication levels. For scholars advocating the first explanation, the “sophistication gap”
was ascribed to the differences in the American and Swedish political systems. Later research
has further developed these hypotheses and proposed other possible explanations to the
differences across countries. In particular, it is claimed that countries with proportional
elections and multiparty-systems foster more sophisticated citizens, while individuals living in
majoritarian countries will know less about politics and ideological stands (Gordon and
Segura 1996). Scholars advocating the inequality-explanation, however, hold that citizens
living in equal societies, where the government leads redistributional policies, will be more
sophisticated than their counterparts in unequal societies (Grgnlund and Milner 2006).
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This makes up the starting point for my analyses, which will proceed as follows. I first seek to
test how the two competing hypotheses affect political sophistication, by carrying out a series
of regressions. Then I will look further into how these contextual explanations can be
integrated with explanations of political sophistication levels at the individual level. By
applying cross-level interaction terms, it is possible to assess how contextual variables might
condition the effect of education and other socio-economic individual resources. To ease the
interpretations of the findings, the results regarding the PR, low-inequality country Sweden
and the majoritarian, high-inequality United States will be highlighted when suitable. The four

hypotheses related to the first research-question can be reviewed in table 3.1.

Table 3.1. Hypotheses: Ideological comprehension

Individuals living in PR-countries display higher levels of
ideological comprehension than citizens in majoritarian

countries
Individuals living in countries with a high level of socio-

H, economic equality can comprehend ideology better than
individuals in low-equality countries

H;

In PR-countries, socio-economic background is of less
importance for understanding ideology than in majoritarian

countries
In socio-economic equal countries, socio-economic background

Hy is of less importance for understanding ideology than in
countries with high inequality

As mentioned in chapter two, individuals residing in 21 western, advanced democracies make
up the units of analysis for this thesis, where the ideological scale is structuring the political
scene. The dependent variable is thus a measurement of the distance between respondent and
expert placement of parties on an ideological scale. To ensure validity and reliability of the
findings, I have carried out two important additional tests. Firstly and for reasons of validity,
the analyses are rerun with two alternative dependent variables: i) the variable capturing

distance from population mean’' and ii) the placement of five rather than two parties.72

I As seen in Gordon and Segura (1996)
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Secondly, I will exploit the complete pool of data (i.e. 52 country-years) in order to ensure the

reliability of my findings.73

3.2 Citizens’ comprehension of parties’ ideological positions: A first
glance

The first hypothesis assumes that individuals living in PR-countries like Sweden will exhibit
higher levels of political sophistication than citizens living in majoritarian countries similar to
the United States. So what does the picture look like two decades after Granberg and

Holmberg’s documentation of Sweden and the U.S.? Table 3.2 provides a first answer.

The table shows how difficult it is to place the political parties on an ideological left-right
scale, by listing the mean score of “ideological comprehension” of each country in descending
order.”* The variable is constructed by subtracting the respondents’ placement of the two
biggest parties on a leftright scale from a country-expert’s placement of the same parties. 7
Note that the variable is coded so that a high score (10) means that the respondent exhibits
high levels of ideological comprehension and has no deviations from the expert placement.76

A score of e.g. 8 indicates that the respondent misjudged a party by two scale-units.

7 Which serves as an even “tougher” test of ideological understanding for the countries with more than two
arties, see discussion under 2.3.

3 The full results from the large sample can be found in the appendix.

™ Belgium is excluded from the analyses due to missing values on the leftright placement.

75_ And then divided by 2. See chapter two for a thorough description.

7% A more intuitive way to code the variable in table 3.1. would be that 0 = no deviations from the expert and 10

= maximum deviations from the expert placement. However, in order to interpret the regression analyses in the

coming tables, 10 means no deviations from the expert placement and a high level of ideological sophistication.
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Table 8.2 Ideological comprehension.
Country means.

Country Mean  Std. Dev. N

Canada 8,34 1,14 1574
Germany 8,30 1,14 1918
Denmark 8,27 2,05 2026
Portugal 8,25 1,30 1009
France 8,21 1,45 2000
Norway 8,08 1,78 1770
Australia 8,06 1,22 1383
Greece 8,05 1,91 1009
Switzerland 8,03 1,72 2826
Finland 8,01 1,88 1278
Spain 8,00 2,34 1211
Sweden 7,95 2,63 1136
Netherlands 7,88 2,45 2359
Iceland 7,78 2,78 1496
Austria 7,02 3,04 1165
Italy 6,59 2,27 1263
New Zealand 6,34 3,55 1579
Ireland 6,27 3,65 2367
United Kingdom 6,07 3,68 817

United States 5,95 3,10 2089
Total 7,58 2,52 32275

Following Granberg/Holmberg and Gordon/Segura’s logic, one would expect PR-countries
like Norway, Denmark, Sweden and Switzerland to rank at the top of the table. However,
Canada is in the lead, with the lowest ‘misjudgment’ of the parties’ left-right position in the
entire sample. With a mean of 8,34 the Canadian respondents misjudge the parties compared
to the “correct” expert-answer with approximately 1,5 1eft/right—scale—units.77 Thereafter follows
Germany, Denmark and Portugal, while the Swedish respondents place themselves in the
middle. At the very bottom of the table, however, the majoritarian countries United States and
United Kingdom are found. Indeed, the table suggests that the Americans have a hard time
assigning the correct ideological score to the Republican Party and Democratic Party: the
American public misplaces the parties by four scale-units. In effect this means that if the
expert-placement of the Democratic Party is 5 (where 0 means left and 10 means right), most

Americans placed the party at 1, and at the very left-hand side of the scale.

" The parties the Canadians have been asked to place are the New Democratic Party and the Conservative
Party.
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The standard deviation in the American and British samples is also larger than the countries
ranking at the top, and we can see that as the mean decreases the standard errors increase.
The consensus in the literature that the American public’s sophistication level has “a high
variance, but a very low mean” thus can be applied to my sample, indicating that there might
be large differences in sophistication levels between groups in some countries. Whether these
differences could be due to individual characteristics such as education, gender and income

will be examined in the coming pages. 8

3.3 Bivariate relationships

The initial table thus reveals that the picture is not as black and white as one might expect in
terms of the party-system hypothesis. Could the inequality-hypothesis explain the apparent
lack of a consistent pattern? Figure 3.1 illustrates Hj, the “PR vs. majoritarian”-hypothesis, and
Hy, the “inequality”-hypothesis. The country-means from table 3.2 are plotted in a two-
dimensional space, and in the first figure the multiparty variable (measured as effective
number of parties) makes up the x-axis, and in the bottom figure the x-axis is labeled by the

Gini coefficient ranging from 0.2 to 0.4; low Gini-values indicating low levels of inequality.

Figure 3.1: Two-way plots. Country means of ideological

comprehension and effective number of parties/inequality.
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7® The same pattern, with only small deviations, is revealed when utilizing the Gordon and Segura-dependent
variable (respondents are asked to rank five instead of two parties), the five-party-variable (respondents’
placement of parties are subtracted from the population mean rather than the experts’ judgment), and when
making use of the full 52-country-years dataset.
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In the first figure, it looks like Granberg/Holmberg and Niemi/Westholm were right in their
assumptions — at least if concentrating on Sweden and the United States only. Sweden, with a
effective number of 4,2 parties and an ideological score of 7,9 is in the upper part of the
figure, whereas the U.S., holding 1,9 effective parties and a mean ideological score of 5,95,
places itself neatly in the lower left hand corner. However, the linear fitted line at best
indicates a weak, positive relationship between the number of parties and the level of

ideological comprehension.

The fitted linear line in the lower figure suggests a stronger negative relationship between
ideological coherence and socio-economic equality. In the upper left hand corner, egalitarian
and social democratic Sweden is found with an inequality level of 0.24. United States, on the
other hand, is found in the lower, right hand side of the figure with the highest Gini in the
sample: 3,38. The remaining countries spread out in a more consistent way than seen in the

first figure.

In order to evaluate the two first hypotheses in a slightly more thorough way, I proceed with
presenting six simple bivariate regressions illustrating the relationship between ideological
comprehension and the set of contextual variables: five variables operationalizing political

systems, and the Gini coefficient measuring the inequality-level.

In table 3.3, model 0 is an empty multilevel model, and serves only to provide an impression
of the allocation of variance across levels in the sample. The intraclass correlation (ICC) is
calculated based on the variance-estimates, and confirms that substantial differences occur
across countries in the sample concerning ideological sophistication: 11% of the variance is

found at the country-level.
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Table 3.3. Multilevel, bivariate regressions. Political system-variables and

ideological comprehension.

0 la 1b lc 1d le 1f
Constant 757 761 757 752 732 766 759
Effective number of parties 0.14
PR electoral system 0.38
Proportionality (Gallagher) 0.03
Non-federal system -0.15
Parliamentary system 0.22
Inequality (Gini) 11,77
Estimates of variance
Residual, level 1 565 565 565 565 565 565 565
Intercept, level 2 066 065 065 066 063 065 = 046
Pseudo R2 level 2 1,5% 1,5% 0% 4,5% 0% 30%
ICC 10,5%
N
Level 1 32275 32275 32275 32275 32275 32275 32275
Level 2 20 20 20 20 20 20 20

" p<0.05, " p<001,” p<0.001

“Effective number of parties”, “Proportionality” and “Gini” are centered (0 = mean value, high values = high levels).
“Parliamentary system” is a dummy where 0 = a system dominated by the president, while 1 = dominated by
parliament. “Non-federal system” is a dummy where 0 = federal state and 1 = non-federal state. Missing omitted from
the analysis. OLSregression, ML estimation.

Models 1a to le do not provide much support to the “PR vs. majoritarian”-hypothesis. None
of the bivariate relationships between the five party-system variables and ideological
comprehension turns out significant at even p < 0.10. 7 Moreover, the variance related to the
intercept does not change much when moving from model 0 to model le, and neither does
the proportion of the explained variance (“Pseudo RQ”).80 The introduction of the variables
accounts for 4,5% of the variance at level 2 at best, indicating that the first hypothesis can

contribute little to explain why ideological comprehension varies across countries.

However, the validity and reliability-tests indicate some uncertainty concerning the effective
number of parties-variable. Analyses utilizing the Gordon and Segura-variant of the
dependent variable (distance from population mean, rather than expert placement) and the

five-parties-distance (placement of five parties rather than two) both deem all five political

™ Gordon and Segura suggest that the effective number of parties-variable have an inverse effect on
sophistication when the number of parties exceeds five. Therefore, a squared effective-party variable was
included in model 1a to control for the possibility of a curvilinear effect. This did change neither the coefficient
nor the significance levels.

8 The pseudo R%is estimated by: (variance model 0) - (variance model [a, b, ¢, d, e or f]) / (variance model 0).
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system-variables insignificant. In the three-level, 52-country-years model, however, the
effective-number of parties variable turns out significant at p < 0.05.%" The proportion of
explained variance at level 2 moreover increases up to 13% in the three-level-model. Due to
the effect present in this sample, H; will be further investigated by utilizing the effective

number of parties-variable in the final model in section 3.6.

Nevertheless, there is little doubt that the effects of the party system-variables are not as
straightforward as claimed in previous literature: there is no effect of federalism, a PR-electoral
system, parliamentarian domination and proportionality, like Gordon and Segura assumed

and found in their article from 1996.

How about the effects of socio-economic variables? Gronlund and Milner’s assumption about
inequality-levels can be reviewed in model 1f. Quite clearly, this model indicates that the
socioeconomic variable bivariately influences citizens’ sophistication levels to a much greater
extent than the political system-variables do. The Gini coefficient contributes to a high
proportion of explained variance, and accounts for 30% of the variation in ideological
comprehension across countries in the sample. The centered coefficient is strong and
significant at p < 0.001, and suggests that when moving from a country with a mean level of
inequality to a country with a high level of inequality, ideological sophistication increases by
0,9 scale units. When going from the lowest level of inequality to the highest level of

inequality, the predicted increase in ideological sophistication is as much as 1,78 scale units.*

Identical results are achieved when carrying out the bivariate regressions on the 52-country-
years data, and when making use of the Gordon and Segura-dependent variable and the
“tougher” five-parties-variable. When making use of the latter dependent-variable version, the
predicted effect of the Gini coefficient actually increases to 12,76, as opposed to 11,77 in table
3.3.% In other words, socio-economic equality exerts significant influence on ideological
sophistication levels, and it accounts for a large part of the explanation as to why ideological

comprehension varies across countries.

8 When a squared effective-party-variable is introduced. See chapter two, paragraph 2.4, for explanation. The
full results of this analysis can be consulted in appendix online.
8 (-11,77 * 0,076) = 0,9011. ((-11,77 * -0,0744) + (-11,77 * 0,076)) = 1,776
% The Gini coefficient is somewhat weaker in the three-level model (-9,70), equally strong in the analysis with the
population mean-ideological dependent variable (-11,08) and somewhat stronger in the analysis with five parties
(-12,76). All coefficients are significant at p < 0.01.
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3.4 Final multilevel model

Thus far, the plots and bivariate regressions indicate that Gronlund and Milner’s claim about
“civic literacy” and the importance of equality is warranted, while only the effective party-
variable exerts a significant influence on ideological sophistication. The full multilevel model
in table 3.4 tests all four hypotheses in a multivariate analysis, introducing level 1-variables

and interaction terms.

Model 2a includes both the effective number of parties and the Gini coefficient.®* The
effective party-variable is not significant when controlling for the level of inequality, in any of
the samples.85 To use Granberg and Holmberg’s words, the party system does seemingly not
matter in my data, and model 2a might indicate that the “PR-countries”-effect is spurious or
goes indirectly through redistributive and social policies. As the effective number of parties-
variable is not significant when controlling for the Gini coefficient, the variable is not

displayed in the remaining models.®

Model 2b shows that inequality matters for an individual’s comprehension of the parties’
ideology, as the Gini coefficient remains strong and significant when introducing the
individual level variables and a control for the development level in the country (HDI).87 The
predicted effect of -11,03 means that when going from the country with the lowest level of
inequality, Denmark, to the country with the highest level of inequality, United States, the
predicted level of ideological comprehension increases with 1,66 scale-units.” However, note
that the strength of the Gini-coefficient is reduced with 26% (from -14,94 to -11,03) and that the
level2-variance is reduced by 0,06 when individual characteristics are introduced in model
9b.% This indicates that the levell-variables vary systematically across countries, i.e. that some
countries have better-educated citizens than others, and that a part of the Gini-effect captures

this in model 2a.

8 The four remaining political system-variables have also been tested in models 2a-2c. None of these variables
turned out significant.
% See appendix for full results from the full pool of data.
% The variable is tested in models 2b and 2c as well, but did not turn out significant.
% The constant now expresses the ideological comprehension of an averagely aged male living in a country with
an average level of inequality and human development, with an average level of education, low income, no
union membership and with no party identification.
8 (0,076*-11,03 = -0,84), (-0,0744*-11.03 = 0,82), 0,84+0,82 = 1,66 scale-units
% This is not only due to the introduction of HDI. When controlling for HDI in model 2b, the Gini coefficient is
to 9,48 or by 33%.
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Table 3.4. Multilevel regression analysis. The effect of levell and
level2-variables on ideological comprehension.

0 2a 2b 2c
Constant 757" 759" 767" 769"
Level 2-variables
Effective numbers of parties 0,19 0.15
Inequality (Gini) 1494 -11,08” AL15°
HDI 8,42 8,44
Level 1-variables
Education 0,56 0,55
Gender 054" 053"
Age 0,04 0,04
Age squared 0,000 10,0003
Union 0,04 0,00
Income 0,25*** 0,25***
Party identification 020" 0,197
Interaction effects
Gini*Education 2,26 °
Gini*Income 1,30
Gini*Gender 2407
Estimates of variance
Residual, level 1 566 566 4,90%** 4,90
Constant, level 2 0,67 0,44 0,38%** 0,39""
Pseudo R2 level 1 13,4% 13,4%
Pseudo R2 level 2 34,3% 43,3% 41,8%
N level 1 39975 26135 26135
N level 2 20 20 20

p<005 p<0.01, p<0.001
Dummy-coded variables (1): Parliamentary (parliamentary system), gender (woman), union
membership (member), income (two highest quintiles) and party identification (do identify with a
party). Education: four groups, centered. Age, age squared, HDI and Gini are centered and
continuous. Missing values excluded from the analysis. OLS-regression, ML estimation.
* The interaction effects are not included in the same model, but are run separately in order to
restrict the number of level2-variables. They are included in the same column here for reasons of
space. The constant and remaining coefficients in the model are from the model with the Gini-
education interaction effect.



In other words, the negative effect of inequality on ideological comprehension is reduced
when taking into consideration that citizens e.g. are educated and enjoy high socio-economic
status. The different individual characteristics are consistent with the previous literature, with
some small exceptions. As expected, education exerts the strongest influence on ideological
comprehension: when going from an individual with no education to a citizen with a
university degree, the comprehension of parties’ ideology increases with 1.7 scale units™,
controlled for the other variables in the model. All else being equal, women display 0,53
scale-units lower levels of ideological understanding, and the middle-aged are more
sophisticated than the youngest and the oldest.”" Moreover, the analysis confirms that
individuals with a high income have better ideological understanding than those with low
income, and also the ones with high party identification compared to those who do not
identify with any party. Not consistent with previous literature, the union membership-variable
has no effect on sophistication levels. Except from this variable, the others are significant at p

< 0.05, and increase the proportion of explained variance at level 1 with 13,4 percent.

The last model tests whether socio-demographic variables are more important for
understanding the parties’ ideology in majoritarian and high-inequality countries (hypotheses
H3 and Hy). Model 2c thus introduces a cross-level interaction term between the contextual
variables and gender, income and education.” I choose not to show the interaction effect
between the effective number of parties-variables and the three individual level variables, as
these cross-level interactions are not significantly different from zero.” Hsis thus rejected in
my data; the effect of education is not conditioned by the political system in which an

individual resides.

Model 2¢ confirms Hy, as the interaction term between education and inequality is significant

at p < 0.001. What does this mean? To illustrate the effect, I have plotted the marginal effect

% Lowest education: -1,85*0,57 = -1,06, highest education: 1,14*0,57 = 0,66.

0,66 + 1,06 = a difference of 1,71 ideological scale-units.

ol However, the squared age-variable is at -0,0003, indicating that the effect of being old does not decrease
sophistication levels very much. Nevertheless, the age coefficient increases from 0,01 to 0,04 when introducing
the age squared, and is therefore kept in the model.

%2 Note that the interaction effects are not included in the same model, but are run separately in order to restrict
the number of level2-variables. They are included in the same column here because of limited space. The
constant and remaining coefficients in the model are from the model with the Gini-education interaction effect.
% See appendix for the results.
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of education on the y-axis and the country’s Gini on the x-axis in figure 3.3. All other
independent variables level 1 are controlled for. The dotted lines display the 5%-confidence
interval, and the full line shows the interaction effect between education and Gini on

ideological comprehension.

Figure 3.3: Interaction effect between inequality and education

Marginal effect [Education]
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Figure 3.3 serves to illustrate that education-effects are conditioned by the socio-economic
context, and can provide an explanation as to why the ideological comprehension-levels in
some countries have a “high variance, but a low mean”, as seen earlier in the chapter. We can
clearly see that the marginal effect of education increases in strength as we move along the
horizontal axis, from low-inequality countries to high-inequality countries. In the country with
highest inequality, the marginal effect of education on ideological comprehension is
considerably higher (0,73) than in the country with the lowest inequality (0,41). Hence, the
difference in ideological comprehension between well and un-educated groups in a high-

. . . . . . . . 94
inequality country is 2,18, whereas the same difference in a socio-economic country is 1,23.

% Controlled for other individual level variables.
((0,73*1,85 =1,35) + (0,73+1,14 = 0,83)) = 2,18
((0,41*1,85=0,76) + (0,41+1,85=0,47)) = 1,23
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This means that education is almost twice as important for understanding ideology in unequal

countries.

This effect can also be illustrated by plotting the results for the United States and Sweden. In
figure 3.4, the predicted levels of ideological comprehension make up the y-axis, and
education makes up the x-axis, while the blue line illustrates the predicted relationship for
Sweden and the red line the predicted relationship for the United States, controlled for all

other variables at level 1.

Figure 3.4 Predicted effects of inequality and education.

Sweden and the United States. 95% confidence interval.
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The steepness of the slopes illustrate that education is more important for ideological
comprehension in the U.S. For uneducated Americans, the predicted level of ideological
sophistication is 5,8 and for the highly educated 7,7. In Sweden, however, the comprehension
among the uneducated is nearly just as high as among the educated Americans — 7,5 — while

the educated Swedes score 8,6.

Table 3.4 also suggests an interaction-effect between the inequality coefficient and gender, as
well as between the inequality coefficient and income-levels. The effect is illustrated in the

marginal effect-plots in figure 3.5.
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Figure 3.5 Interaction effect between gender and inequality and income and inequality
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The figures reveal a similar pattern to figure 3.3. The first figure illustrates that the negative
effect of gender increases with rising inequality-levels: Women living in a country with a low
degree of inequality tend to be more ideologically sophisticated than women in more socio-
economically unequal countries, controlled for other variables.” The figure to the left shows
that the marginal effect of income increases as the inequality-level increases. For countries
with the lowest levels of inequality, income has no significant effect on ideological

comprehension, while in the more unequal countries the effect is as high as 0,5.%

3.5 Summary and conclusion
The analyses in this chapter have tested four hypotheses in order to get a deeper
understanding as to how inequality might affect individuals’ ideological comprehension of the

political parties. The results from the analyses suggest the following:

e The first hypothesis regarding the “PR vs. majoritarian”-divide comes up short in this
analysis. Four out of the five PR-variables (federalism, a PR-electoral system,
parliamentarian domination and proportionality) Gordon and Segura assumed and
found influential in their article do not exert a significant influence on ideological

comprehension. The effect of a multiparty-system disappears when controlling for

93 The marginal effect of gender in a low-inequality country is -0,36 and in a high-inequality country it is -0,71.
% The results from model 2c are also confirmed in the threedevel and the alternative dependent-variables
analyses
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inequality levels. This might indicate that the PR-system-effect either is spurious or
influence sophistication levels indirectly through the socio-economic policies the
countries have implemented.

e Hj is confirmed: Individuals living in countries with a high degree of socio-economic
equality display higher levels of ideological comprehension than citizens living in more
unequal countries, controlled for individual level characteristics. This effect stands out
as robust, as all of the alternative analyses give the same results.

e There are no significant interaction-effect between PR-systems and education. H3 is
rejected.

e The interaction effects show that socio-economic context serves to strengthen or
reduce the effect of some of the most important predictors of political sophistication:
gender, income and education. In equal societies, education is less important for
understanding the parties’ ideological position than in unequal countries. Moreover,
the gender gap in ideological sophistication levels is smaller than in unequal societies,
and the distance between low-income and high-income groups is also reduced in equal

countries. Hence, Hy is confirmed.

The findings have several implications. First of all, the inequality-hypothesis of Grenlund and
Milner is confirmed by the data at hand. In their article, the scholars do not attempt to run a
multilevel analysis when testing the hypothesis, and my analyses serves as a more reliable test
of how the socio-economic context influence political sophistication. The significant results of
the Gini coefficient suggest that redistribution and inequality levels indeed can contribute to

explaining why sophistication levels vary across countries.

Second of all, the results might suggest the hypotheses of Gordon/Segura (1996),
Granberg/Holmberg (1989) and Niemi/Westholm (1984) should be rethought. A direct
relationship between the political system and individual level ideological sophistication is not
confirmed in my data, as the effect disappears when controlling for inequality. The theoretical
assumption that e.g. proportional transformation of votes into seats makes it easier for the
citizens of PR-countries to observe the consequences of their vote, as well as increasing the

motivation to collect political and ideological information, could be less plausible as a result of

55



my analyses. Rather, my results might indicate that the effect is spurious or that it goes

indirectly through the policies PR-countries and majoritarian countries.

Third of all, my analyses indicate that socio-economic equality reduces the effects of the well-
established and well-documented predictors of political sophistication; education, gender and
socio-economic status (see Delli Karpini and Keeter 1996; Barabas et al 2013; Sheppard 2015).
In socio-economic societies with low socio economic inequality, citizens are also more alike in
terms of comprehension of the ideological position of political parties. Individual resources
like gender, socio-economic status and education are not ‘required’ to the same extent in
equal countries in order to get the grip on party-ideology, than in countries where the citizens
are unequally distributed on an income scale. All of these findings will be further discussed in
chapter five. But first, let us turn to the question of another aspect of political sophistication,

namely political knowledge.
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Political knowledge in a comparative
perspective

4.1 Introduction

The second research question will be analyzed in this chapter, by putting the ‘inequality-
hypothesis’ and the ‘PR vs. majoritarian-hypothesis’ under the test. As argued earlier, some
methodological revisions will be made to previous research on political knowledge. Grgnlund
and Milner (2006) do not apply a multilevel-structure to their data and analyses, and they also
make us of the political knowledge index, which is argued to be of little use in comparative
investigations. These considerations will be taken into account when this chapter seeks to

answer the second research question:

To what degree and in what way is a citizen’s level of political knowledge dependent on the political

and socio-economic contextual variables of a country?

The concept of “political sophistication” will also be under investigation in this chapter. As
argued in the theoretical chapter, political knowledge and ideological comprehension are
treated as ‘equivalent’ measures of political sophistication and are interchangeably applied as
a dependent variable in newer research regarding political sophistication. Elff (2009) points to
inherent weaknesses in the operationalization of political knowledge, and raises serious doubts
about the equivalence of the knowledge questions employed in the election studies that
contribute to CSES. If Elff is right, the findings in this chapter should differ substantially from
the findings regarding ideological comprehension. Hence, this chapter will also serve to give
an indication as to what degree there is a correspondence between current measures of

political sophistication. This is at the core of the third research question:

To what extent can current political knowledge and ideological comprehension-indicators measure

political sophistication in a comparative perspective?
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The research questions will be answered by applying the same structure and testing the same
hypotheses Hj to Hy as in chapter three. The hypotheses can be reviewed in table 4.1.
Moreover, I carry out the same reliability-test of the findings with the full pool of CSES-data,
and I apply an alternative, weighted version of the political knowledge-index. When going
through the analyses in this chapter, I will also comment briefly on similarities with, and
differences from, the findings in chapter three. This is done in order to keep in mind the third

research question.

Table 4.1. Hypotheses: Political knowledge

Individuals living in PR-countries display higher levels of political

H knowledge than citizens in majoritarian countries do
Individuals living in countries with a high level of socio-economic

H, equality are more political knowledgeable than individuals in
low-equality countries
In PR-countries, socio-economic background is of less

H, importance for understanding ideology than in majoritarian
countries

- In socio-economically equal countries, socio-economic

4

background is of less importance for understanding ideology
than in countries with high inequality

4.2 Political knowledge and systematic variations: A first glance
While ideological comprehension reflects a citizen’s ability to understand the ideological
content of politics, political knowledge is defined as what levels of factual information the
citizen retain in their memory. A study of political knowledge is thus a study of whether
citizens are correctly informed about ‘the rules of the game’, the substantive business of

politics (e.g. policies and their effects) and the political actors (Delli Karpini and Keeter, 1993).

The political knowledge-dependent variable is a construct based on such “information items”.
To recall briefly, the electoral studies contributing to CSES have included three knowledge
questions in their surveys.97 Adding the three political knowledge-questions to an index, my

dependent variable ranges between zero and three; zero meaning that the respondent had all

9 The CSES-instructions require that the first question is answered correctly by two thirds of the respondents; the
second is to be answered rightly by half of the respondents; the third by only one out of three.

58



the questions wrong, and three indicating that the respondent answered all questions
correctly. The weighted knowledge index is constructed by weighting the index after the
degree of difficulty of each question.98 In order to give a fairly simple first impression of how
the political sophistication aspects relate to each other, the correlations between ideological

comprehension and political knowledge are displayed in table 4.2.

Table 4.2. Correlations: Knowledge-indexes and variants of ideological

comprehension from chapter three.

_ Knowledge- Knowledge
OB EIC index index (weighted)
Ideological comprehension (two parties) 0,27 0,24
Ideological comprehension (five parties) 0,27 0,26
Ideological comprehension (Gordon and 0.2 0.2

Segura-version)

As the table reveals, the variables correlate at surprisingly low levels. When aggregating the
dependent variables”, the correlation is much weaker; approximately 8%. This suggests that
there is only a weak relationship between ideological comprehension and the knowledge
questions.100 Whether these low correlations have consequences for the hypotheses and the
following analyses are indicated in the first cross-national descriptive table 3.2, which displays

the countries’ mean political knowledge scores in descending order.

% Question one gives one ‘correct’-point, a correct answer to question two is rewarded with two points, and the
third question gives three points. The index thus ranges between zero and six.

% That is, constructing a mean score of political knowledge and ideological comprehension for each country.
1% Correlations between each knowledge question and the ideological comprehension-variables do not display
any other pattern (correlations vary between 0,15 and 0,19). As for the full pool of CSES-data, the correlations
range between 0,21 and 0,25.
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Table 4.3: Political knowledge, country-means*

Country Mean Std.Dev. N
Ireland 2,15 0,86 2367
Finland 2,10 0,80 1264
Portugal 2,10 0,90 751
France 1,98 0,86 1999
Australia 1,93 0,90 1628
Italy 1,91 1,03 1439
Norway 1,86 0,99 1777
Austria 1,80 1,02 1165
Germany 1,77 0,87 1163
Iceland 1,69 1,00 1551
Switzerland 1,68 0,99 3143
New Zealand 1,60 0,89 1405
Netherlands 1,59 0,96 2359
Greece 1,56 1,11 1016
Sweden 1,52 0,86 871
Canada 1,44 0,90 3248
Spain 1,42 1,06 1182
United Kingdom 1,40 1,02 830
Belgium 1,38 0,82 2221
United States 1,22 0,98 2081
Total 1,69 0,97 33460

*Index ranging from 0 (no knowledge) to 3 (perfect knowledge)

While hypothesis H; and Hy predict PR-countries'" and socio-economic equal countries to
rank at the top, table 4.3 suggests a rather different pattern. Citizens of Ireland, Finland,
Portugal and France turn out to have answered two out of three knowledge questions
correctly, and achieve the highest level of political knowledge in the sample. This is
surprising, considering that these countries (apart from Finland) are neither characterized by
strong PR-features nor high levels of equa‘lity.102 Sweden, on the other hand, is found in the
bottom part of the table, accompanied by majoritarian ‘opposites’ such as Spain, United
Kingdom and the United States. Although the United States and United Kingdom rank at the
bottom as expected, the remaining country ranking does not display the same pattern as seen
in chapter three. The lack of a pattern might be explained by considering the way the

knowledge questions are presented to the respondents in the national election surveys: In

""" Denmark is omitted from this analysis, as knowledge questions were not included in the Danish election

study. See appendix for missing descriptions.
'%2 Gini scores for the countries are: Finland 0,27; Portugal 0,37; France 0,30; Ireland 0,31. Lowest Gini in the
sample is 0,24 and the highest Gini 0,39.
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Ireland, which ranks at the top, respondents are asked to name different political leaders, and
are presented with five optional answers to each question.103 In the U.S., however,
respondents are asked about which positions certain politicians hold, without any response

. 104
options.

Moreover, it is worth noting that the standard deviations are quite similar across all countries
in the sample. The deviations range between 0,80 and 1,11, meaning that the distribution of
knowledge is more or less the same in every country. In chapter three, however, the standard
deviations increased as the mean ideological comprehension decreased. This may be a
consequence of the instructions from the CSES that require the election studies to design
questions answered correctly by two thirds, one half and one third. Also, when arranging the
countries after the weighted index, the pattern does not deviate from table 4.3. Is the apparent

lack of pattern also true for the relationship between political knowledge and the systemic

variables?
Figure 4.1 Two-way plots. Country means of
political knowledge and effective number of parties/inequality.
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19 The Irish respondents are asked to name the leader of the largest party, Fianna Fail, the leader of the Green

party and the Irish commissioner to the EU. See for more information:
http:/www.tcd.ie/ines/index.php?action=browser_questions&group=30
" Which position does [...] hold now? A: Dick Cheney, B: Nancy Pelosi and C: John Roberts”. See:
http://www.electionstudies.org/studypages/anes_timeseries_2008/anes_timeseries_2008_codebook_post.pdf
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4.3 Bivariate relationships

Figure 3.1 and 3.2 give an indication as to whether H; and Hy might predict levels of political

knowledge. The first figure plots the relationship between the effective number of parties in a

country, and the second figure illustrates the country means of political knowledge and

inequality.

Figure 4.1 does not change the impression that respondents’ political knowledge deviates from

their ideological comprehension. The countries spread out in a mixed pattern, suggesting that

there is not a consistent tendency for PR-countries to exhibit higher political knowledge than

the majoritarian countries do. In the Gini-plot, the fitted line indicates a negative relationship

between inequality and political knowledge. However, table 4.4 shows that the relationship is

not significant when included in a bivariate regression model. Here, all six systemic variables

of H; and Hj are bivariately regressed with political knowledge.

Table 4.4. Bivariate regressions. Systemic variables and political knowledge.

0 la 1b 1c 1d le 1f
Constant 1172 AR U4 RS 0 RS 2 GRS U;'- S - VA W A
Effective number of parties 0.01
PR electoral system 0.13
Proportionality (Gallagher) 0.01
Non-federal system 0.21
Parliamentary system 023"
Inequality (Gini) 2,08
Estimates of variance
Residual, level 1 088 088 08 08 08 08 08
Intercept, level 2 0,069 0069 0065 0068 0058 0057 0064
Pseudo R’ level 2 0% 5,7% L5%  159%  174%  7.2%
ICC 7,3%
N
Level 1 33460 33460 33460 33460 33460 33460 33460
Level 2 20 20 20 20 20 20 20

T p<0.05, " p<001, p<0.001

“Effective number of parties”, “Proportionality” and “Gini” are centered (0 = mean value, high values = high levels).
“Parliamentary system” is a dummy where 0 = a system dominated by the president, while 1 = dominated by
parliament. “Non-federal system” is a dummy where 0 = federal state and 1 = non-federal state. Missing omitted from
the analysis. OLSregression, ML estimation.
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The constant in the empty model (0) corresponds to the mean of correctly answered
knowledge questions in the sample, controlled for no independent variables. The intra-class
correlation is 7,3 percent, meaning that only seven percent of the variation in political
knowledge can be ascribed to characteristics at level two. In contrast, the ICC in chapter three

was 11 percent.

The model shows that none of the systemic characteristics contributes much to explaining the
variance at level two. At best, the systemic characteristics contribute to explaining 17,4
percent of the total seven percent variance across countries. Moreover, model 1a to 1f reveals
that only one out of six systemic variables have a significant effect on political knowledge
when taking bivariate relationships into account. The only variable significant at p < 0.05 is
the parliamentary system-dummy, which contrasts presidential systems (0) with systems where
the parliament dominates the policy-making and political decision making-process (1).105
However, the effect goes in the opposite direction as to what H; predicts; citizens in
presidential systems tend to answer the political knowledge questions correctly 0,23 scale units

more than citizens in parliamentary systems. The same effect occurs when applying the

weighted knowledge index as a dependent variable.

The effect is, however, not present in the analysis involving the full pool of CSES-countries."”
One interpretation of why these results differ substantially is that the design of the knowledge
questions contributes to producing spurious effects. It might be that the presidential states in
some years included ‘easier’ knowledge questions than the parliamentary systems did, and
when taking all of the CSES-rounds into consideration the effect of the knowledge question
formulation disappears. There is furthermore no literature stating that presidential states have
more knowledgeable citizens than parliamentary states. This will be further investigated in the

next paragraph.

105 <presidential’ meaning hybrid systems and systems where the president has a strong influence over politics
and policy-making. ‘Parliamentary’ involves countries without a president and countries with presidents enjoying
only a symbolic status.

106 See appendix for results from the three-level model.
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Table 4.5. Multilevel analysis. The effect of levell and level2-variables

on political knowledge

0 2a 2b 2c
Constant 1,717 1,86 1817 1817
Level 2-variables
Parliamentary system —0,24* 0,17 0,17
Inequality (Gini) 2,28
HDI (high HDI = high value) 2,97 -3,07
Level 1-variables
Education 0,30 027"
Gender 0307 0307
Age 003" 0,03
Age squared 10,0002 10,0003
Union 0,00 0,01
Income 0,137 013"
Party identification 0,19*“ 0,19*“
Interaction effects
Parliamentary*Education 0,06***a
Parliamentary*Income 0,02*
Parliamentary*Gender 0,03*
Estimates of variance
Residual, level 1 0,878 0,878 0,750 0,750
Constant, level 2 0,069 0,050 0,046 0,045
Pseudo R2 level 1 14,6% 14,6%
Pseudo R2 level 2 28,5% 33,3% 33,3%
N level 1 33460 23227 23227
N level 2 20 19 19

T p<0.05  p<001, p<0.001

Dummy-coded variables (1): Parliamentary (parliamentary system), gender (woman),
union membership (member), income (two highest quintiles) and party identification (do
identify with a party). Education: five groups, centered. Age, age squared, HDI and Gini

are centered and continuous. Missing values excluded from the analysis. OLS-regression,

ML estimation.

* The interaction effects are not included in the same model, but are run separately in

order to restrict the number of level2-variables. They are included in the same column

here for reasons of space. The constant and remaining coefficients in the model are from

the model with the parliamentary-education interaction effect.
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4.4 Full multilevel model

The full multilevel-model includes individual characteristics and interaction-effects between
education, gender, income and the parliamentary variable. In model 2a, the parliamentary
dummy turns out significant at p<0,05 when controlling for the Gini-coefficient. This is,
however, not the case in the three-level-model, and when including a control for the Human
Development Index and the set of individual characteristics, the effect disappears in model
2b. Hence, both H; and Hy are rejected; neither inequality nor the political system seems to

explain why the levels of political knowledge vary across countries.'”’

In contrast, the individual variables behave as theorized in the literature: a person holding a
university degree is predicted to get 1,9 more knowledge questions right than an uneducated
citizen.'” As expected, education is thus the individual level variable with the strongest effect
on political knowledge. Men display 0,30 higher scale-units of political knowledge than
women (however; keep in mind the gender gap described in the literature review), and a
person with a high income and a person identifying with a party have 0,13 and 0,19 scale-units

higher levels of political knowledge respectively.

The last model introduces an interaction term between the parliamentary dummy and
education'”, gender and political knowledge, and income and political knowledge. In order
to test Hy interaction terms between Gini and gender, income and education have been
tested, but none of them turned out significant at p < 0,05. Model 2c reveals that the effect of
a presidential system does not condition the effect of gender nor income, but the model
suggests that there is an interaction between education and a presidential system, significant at
p <0.05. To illustrate the relationship, figure 4.3 displays the marginal effect of education for

presidential and parliamentary systems respectively.

Only the effect of Jow values of education is significantly different in presidential and

parliamentary systems (as the remaining marginal effects of education is not significantly

7 The remaining five political system-variables were included in analyses not displayed here in table 4.5. None

of these variables are significant at p < 0.05 when controlling for levell-variables.

1% (1,85%0,30 =-1,55) (1,14*1,14 = 0,342) 0,342+1,55 = 1,892 scale-units

' HDI is excluded from the model to see if the interaction term reaches significance with fewer variables at
level 2. It does not.
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different in presidential and parliamentary systems with a 95% confidence interv.atl).110 The
steepness of the two lines is moreover not very different from each other, indicating that the
effect is indeed quite weak. Contributing to this mixed picture is the fact that the explained
variance in model 2c does not change when introducing the interaction term. Hence, the
interaction term is not easily interpreted, and could indicate that the results are hampered by
methodological challenges. Moreover, the same results occur when applying the weighted

index.

Figure 4.3. Marginal effects of education. Presidential and

parliamentary systems. 95% confidence intervals.
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4.5 Summary and conclusion
This chapter has reviewed the findings regarding the second and the third research question.
The following can be concluded regarding the second research question, which is to what

degree and in what way a political system affects citizens’ political knowledge:

e H; and Hy are rejected. None of the contextual variables exert a significant effect on

individual knowledge levels; neither the party system-variables nor the inequality

"% The effect of low levels education is the only marginal effect significant.
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levels. Hence, the relationships theorized by Grenlund and Milner (2006) are not
present in my analyses when applying the knowledge index.

H3 cannot be confirmed. The interaction effect between education and a presidential
system is significant at p < 0.05, however, judging from figure 4.3 the effect is only
valid for the least educated respondents.

There is no interaction effect of individual socio-economic resources and an unequal

society on political knowledge. Hy is rejected.

The lack of findings in this chapter stands in stark contrast to the results in chapter three. In

the beginning of this chapter, I indicated that Grenlund and Milner’s results had to be

assessed by utilizing multilevel modeling. The findings in this chapter indicate that the way of

specifying the models do have an importance for whether or not we find variations across

countries in political knowledge.

Moreover, the absence of expected results may be due to the operationalization of political

knowledge, like Elff (2009) claims. This becomes clear when reviewing the third research

question:

Political knowledge and ideological comprehension do not correlate at a higher level
than 0,25 in the data material. The intra-class correlation is 7 percent compared to 11
percent in chapter three, and the standard deviations in table 4.2 suggest that the
distribution of knowledge is similar across countries.

The only level 2-effect detected in this chapter, the effect of a presidential system, does
not occur when carrying out the analysis on the full pool of CSES-data.

The individual level characteristics behave as assumed in the literature. However,
none of the level2-variables of hypothesis one and two, which was proven influential in
chapter three, affect political knowledge.

Combined, the findings might indicate that while the political knowledge-questions are
well suited to capture individual level variations in political knowledge, they do not
perform well for cross-national comparisons. It might be due to that the difficulty of

political knowledge-questions varies from country to country, and from CSES-round to

CSES-round.
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e The mixed results might also suggest that specifying the multilevel-model correctly

gives other results.

Hence, my results in this chapter deviate from the works of — especially - Grgnlund and
Milner (2006). This is likely due to the fact that their lack of multilevel-modelling and use of
the non-suitable knowledge index. In sum, the political knowledge-variable and the
ideological comprehension-variable do not seem to predict the same systemic reasons for
variations in political sophistication. This might suggest that one should be careful to assume
that the two are equally good measures of the overarching concept. This will be discussed in

the next chapter.
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Inequality and Political Sophistication

5.1 Theoretical framework

Why do we see large differences among citizens in what they know and understand about
politics? Can these differences be assigned to the fact that citizens live in different countries,
with diverging socio-economic and political contexts? These questions were the starting point
of this thesis. Being the first to investigate the issue, Converse (1964) argued that the reason for
the “high variance and low mean” in political sophistication levels was the differences in
education levels and social status. He also pointed to an inherent weakness in the American
political system itself; the more politically sophisticated belief systems failed to “trickle down”
from the elites to the public (Converse 1964: 212; Zaller 1992: 6).

The “political system”-theory confirms the notion that the political system itselfis the reason
for diverging sophistication levels between Swedes and Americans. Granberg and Holmberg
(1989) claimed that the presence of a multiparty system, as opposed to the personalized
politics and focus on candidates in the U.S., resulted in greater understanding of politics in
Sweden. Niemi and Westholm (1974) contended that partisanship in Sweden caused higher
levels of attitudinal constraint, while Fuchs and Klingemann (1989) argued that the historical
party system development is the reason why citizens in PR-countries understand the
ideological leftright scale better than citizens in majoritarian, two-party systems. Gordon and
Segura (1997) proceeded in a similar vein, and found that specific electoral and party-system
characteristics related to PR-countries contribute to sophisticated citizens. A handful of similar
studies has applied party system variables as a control (see e.g. Clark 2013; Sheppard 2015),
yet the party system thesis has not been contrasted with a second hypotheses; the importance

of redistributing resources.

This inequality theory, on the other hand, holds that countries with a high degree of income

equality exhibit citizens more equal in terms of political knowledge. Countries can be divided
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into “low civic societies” and “high civic societies”, where high civic societies are distinguished
from low civic societies by policies aimed at the redistribution of material as well as “non-
material” resources. The latter takes the form of a number of measures enhancing access to
knowledge, so that the public in general would be equipped with means to understand

politics and societal issues (Grenlund and Milner 2006).

These two competing views were the theoretical point of departure, and the analyses
attempted to see the two hypotheses in relation to each other. As political knowledge and
ideological comprehension are argued to be two most important parts of political
sophistication (Delli Karpini 1996), and are analyzable within a comparative framework, these
two aspects were applied as the two dependent variables. In addition to attempting to
contribute to new theoretical and empirical insights, methodological issues have been
addressed. Theoretically and methodologically adequate modeling was applied, namely
multilevel modelling (which e.g. Grenlund and Milner’s research lacked). I also carried out
additional tests to ensure reliability (two samples) and validity (additional codings for the two

dependent variables). With this in mind, my answers to the research questions are as follows.

5.2 Summary of findings
The first research question concerned in what way and to what degree a citizen’s level of
ideological comprehension depends on the political and socio-economic contextual traits of a

country.

e The results in chapter three leaves little — although some — support to the theoretical
notion that party-system and electoral-system variables influence ideological
comprehension. When testing five different measures of the electoral and political system,
only one characteristic turns out as statistically significant; the number of parties in the
party system. Controlling for the inequality level, however, the effect disappears. Previous
literature expects education to be of less importance in a PR-country than in a
majoritarian country, but I find no such or similar interactions.

e The inequality level, on the other hand, contributes significantly to explaining why

citizens’ ideological comprehension varies across countries. My results also show that
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inequality conditions the effect of gender, education and income for understanding party-
ideology. In economically unequal countries, to be a well-educated, highly salaried man is
relatively more important for understanding the ideological placement of parties — in more
equal countries, these individual characteristics is less of an imperative to ideological
comprehension.

e Regarding “to what degree” a citizen’s level of ideological comprehension is affected by
context, individual characteristics explain the great majority of variation in ideological
comprehension. Nevertheless, the analyses show that the inequality-level accounts for a

large part of the cross-national variance.

Political knowledge serves as the object of analysis in chapter four. The finding in this chapter

points in a somewhat different direction:

e In stark contrast to chapter three, none of the contextual variables significantly affects
political knowledge when controlling for individual level predictors. The cross-national
variation in political knowledge is also lower for political knowledge than ideological
comprehension. However, education, gender and other individual characteristics influence
knowledge as theoretically expected. These facts might suggest that the political
knowledge-index is suitable to measure political sophistication at the individual level, but

not when comparing countries.

The findings of chapter four contributes to providing an answer to the third and last research
question, which asks to what extent current indicators of political knowledge and ideological

understanding can be used to assess comparative variations in political sophistication.

e The correlations between the knowledge index and the ideological comprehension-
variable are weak, underlining the indication that the two operationalizations measure
the concept of political sophistication at the individual level, but not at country level.

e The ideological comprehension-variable is thus suggested to be a more accurate

measure of political sophistication when asking a comparative research question.

The theoretical conclusions of the thesis will be based on the findings from the first research
questions, while the conclusion regarding the last two research questions will be discussed in

the methodological conclusion.
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5.3 Conclusions and implications
5.3.1 Inequality and electoral systems: two complimentary theories

For several decades, political scientists have spent much time on documenting electoral and
party system variables’ importance for individual political behavior — and the same goes for
political sophistication. Somewhat surprising, then, one of the most important findings of this
thesis is that the political system does not affect political sophistication as predicted by
previous literature. Is the political system irrelevant for why political sophistication varies
between countries? Were Granberg/Holmberg, Niemi/Westholm and Gordon/Segura wrong

when concluding that “the party system matters”?

On the one hand, and if the PR-effect is interpreted as spurious, my findings suggest a “yes”.
This would lead to a rejection of many of the theories accounted for, and means that in
countries with PR-elections and multiparty-systems, citizens do not display higher
sophistication levels because e.g. that the left-right axis is ‘easier’ to understand or that the
multiparty-system itself contributes to an increased focus on parties and ideological stands
rather than personalized issues about candidates. Rather, PR-variables could “coincidentally”
covary with lower inequality-levels, and have no significant influence on citizens’ political

understanding and knowledge.

On the other hand, my results might imply that the party system matter through inequality
levels. Such an interpretation would render a rethinking of the current party system-thesis.
Nevertheless, it is a plausible explanation if taking into account the theory of Iversens and
Soskice (2006). Consulting this literature, which has not been taken into account in the
political sophistication literature, gives an indication of how inequality and the political system

may interact in influencing political sophistication.

Historically, countries have tended to experience different amounts of political pressure from
the different social spheres in society, resulting in the electoral formulas ensuring
representation of its citizens. Today, these electoral formulas affect coalition behavior and
leads to systematic differences in the composition of governments, and hence to different
distributive outcomes. In PR-countries, with more than two parties, the middle class party (e.g.

a labor party) tends to ally with left parties, pursuing common interests in taxing and
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redistributing from the richer spheres. In majoritarian countries, however, the electoral
systems serve to restrict the coalitional options and hence also the motivations for
redistributing; which will tend to be lower (Iversen and Soskice 2006: 178-179). In other
words; majoritarian and PR-countries differs with regards to the presence of left political
parties and class coalitions, which ultimately lead to diverging redistribution policies and

inequality levels.

Hence, PR-variables and socio-economic equality have a plausible theoretical link, and the
next question is 2zow low levels of inequality may contribute to high levels of political
sophistication. Solt (2008) gives an indication as to how the mechanism of inequality works.
He finds that inequality depresses political interest, discussion and turnout, due to inequality’s
consequences for distribution of power. If a country’s income and wealth are more
concentrated, power within the country will be more concentrated and richer individuals
more powerful relative to poor individuals. Individuals’ larger power advantage allow them to
more consistently address publicly the issues that interest them; they can preclude issues of
the less-powerful from being publicly debated; and eventually poorer citizens are confronted
with a political system that fails to develop alternatives in many issues of importance to them.
In a country with a high degree of income inequality, it could therefore be rational for less-
affluent citizens to conclude that there is little point in being engaged in politics (Solt 2008:
49).111

My analyses suggest the presence of this mechanism; as inequality increases, the importance
of individual level indicators also increases. Being a well-educated man with a high income is
of greater importance in the more unequal countries, where the sophistication levels among
the public tends to have a low mean and a high variance. A few people know a lot, but most
people are not equipped with much knowledge about the ideological positions of the parties
in the political landscape. In the more equal countries, however, the distribution is more even
and individual level characteristics not as vital for understanding ideology and information. It

may seem like citizens in more socio-economically equal countries in general are more

A engaging in politics, taking interest in and discussing political issues are variables closely connected to
political sophistication (Zaller 1992), these conclusions are regarded as transmittable to the field of political
sophistication.
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motivated to pay attention and invest their time in understanding what politics and ideology

are all about, regardless of socio-economic background.

Applying the two theoretical insights to the field of political sophistication, could contribute to
bringing us closer to an explanation as to why political sophistication varies between
countries. The two competing theories that made up this thesis point of departure — “the party
system” vs the “inequality”-theses — might actually be complimentary. The ways in which the
context influences peoples’ everyday-life, might not be linked to the set-up of electoral
institutions directly. Instead, distribution of power and income could be the intervening

variable between the institutions and the individual’s ideological comprehension.

All in all, the analyses and theoretical discussion suggest that the “Party system matters”-
theories might be due to revisions in order to get the full picture of how and why political
sophistication varies across countries. Moreover, some concluding remarks can be made with

regards to the measurement of political sophistication in comparative data.

5.3.2 Measuring political sophistication comparatively

The conclusion that the party-system and inequality-variables may be complimentary in
influencing political sophistication has been reached due to two particularly important
methodological advances. First of all, my analyses show that the way we measure political
sophistication to a large degree determines the answers to the research questions. While the
ideological comprehension-analysis showed clear cross-national differences and rendered
evidence for contextual explanation to these variations, the analysis applying political
knowledge as a dependent variable gave no answers in a comparative perspective. Only the
individual level predictors behaved as expected in previous literature. As Elff (2009) also have
pointed to, I will argue that the political knowledge index does not serve us well when
assessing political sophistication in a comparative perspective. The only cross-national dataset
containing political knowledge-questions — CSES - have not succeeded in streamlining these
questions across countries. Hence, there are few possibilities to measure political knowledge in

a reliable and valid way today.
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Second of all, my analyses have shown that applying the correct modeling of comparative
data can contribute to reach reliable results, which then again can contribute to theoretical
insights. Grenlund and Milner did not apply a multilevel-model to their data when testing the
relevance of inequality on political sophistication, and as a result, they could not conclude that
the theory was influential in explaining variations across countries. Applying the same data as
Grenlund and Milner, the main difference between our analyses was multilevel-modeling.
With a correct modeling a confirmation of their theory was brought about, which underlines
the necessity of treating comparative data correctly and accounting for a hierarchical structure.
The multilevel-modeling was also applied to a larger pool of data in order to attend to

reliability of the findings, which rendered the same results.

5.4 Future research

The field of political sophistication has been ridden by theoretical as well as methodological
debates for over 50 years. My main objective has been to make a contribution with regards to
the contextual aspect of the concept, by suggesting some theoretical, empirical and
methodological improvements to previous comparative studies. The findings of the thesis
have been many, but some of them I will argue have consequences for future research on

political sophistication.

Comparative political sophistication-research has some obstacles to overcome regarding
measurement of the concept. First of all, I will argue that while the ideological
comprehension-aspect is adequately attended to today, yet a possible weakness could be that
the leftright scale only taps the economic dimension in a party system. With today’s
multidimensional structures to politics, it might well be that other ideological scales, such as a
materialist/post-materialist scale, measure citizen’s ideological ‘yardstick’ in a better way.
Second of all, further research should strive to develop better measures of political
knowledge, as political knowledge is regarded to be the single most important indicator
(Keeter 2008: 1). Elff (2009) proposes that the questions are standardized in content and form,
and that every respondent in every country receives the same question without response

alternatives. Fortunately, CSES have (partly) integrated this advice into their design of their
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fourth module, and future research will hopefully show whether these knowledge questions
are better suited for comparative analysis. Third of all, and in order to get the full picture of
political sophistication in the 21* century, the last aspect — attitudinal stability— should also be
the object of comparative assessment. However, measuring consistency over time requires
panel data, which is not available in cross-national surveys. To this date there has not been
carried out any thorough, larger-N studies of whether stable attitudes vary across countries. In
the future a more widespread use of web-panels could hopefully solve the costly and time-

consuming problem of collecting data for the same individual at different points in time.

Lastly, and most importantly, further research on how the contextual variables influence
political sophistication is warranted. Grenlund and Milner propose that redistributive policies,
public welfare services and public broadcasters also characterize the more socio-economically
equal countries. How these characteristics relate to inequality and to political sophistication
should be further looked into in the future. In addition, the thesis has shown that socio-
economic inequality has consequences for an important part of citizenship, namely for how
well citizens are able to understand politics. In equal countries, people — regardless of
education, gender and income — are able to understand and make sense of their political
representatives’ ideological stands and are better informed about political issues. In more
unequal countries, not only are the knowledge and comprehension levels lower; they are also
more unevenly distributed among the public. Inequality might thus have widespread
consequences and affect individuals’ political behavior and ways of enacting their citizenship.
In a time of rising income inequality and a general increased awareness of how inequality
affects both the society and individuals’ lives, the consequences of inequality to political
behavior is indeed warranted more studies. Hopefully, this thesis has made some new insights

as a step on the way.

76



References

Abramson, P. R., Aldrich, J. H., Blais, A., Diamond, M., Diskin, A., Indridason, I. H., . . .
Levine, R. (2010). Comparing Strategic Voting Under FPTP and PR. Comparative
Political Studies, 43(1), 61-90.

Achen, C. H. (1975). Mass Political Attitudes and the Survey Response. 7he American
Political Science Review, 694), 1218-1231.

Ai, X. (2002). Gender differences in growth in mathematics achievement: Three-level
longitudinal and multilevel analyses of individual, home, and school influences.
Mathematical Thinking and Learning, 4(1), 1-22.

Althaus, S. L. (2003). Collective preferences in democratic politics: Opinion surveys and the
will of the people: Cambridge University Press.

Althaus, S. L., & Trautman, T. C. (2008). The impact of television market size on voter
turnout in American elections. American Politics Research, 36(6), 824-856.

Anderson, C. J., & Guillory, C. A. (1997). Political Institutions and Satisfaction with
Democracy: A Cross-National Analysis of Consensus and majoritarian Systems. 7he
American Political Science Review, 91(1), 66-81.

Anderson, C. J., & Singer, M. M. (2008). The Sensitive Left and the Impervious Right:
Multilevel Models and the Politics of Inequality, Ideology, and Legitimacy in Europe.
Comparative Political Studies.

Arian, A., & Shamir, M. (1983). The primarily political functions of the left-right continuum.
Comparative Politics, 15(2), 139-158.

Arnold, J. R. (2012). The electoral consequences of voter ignorance. Electoral Studies, 31(4),
796-815.

Barabas, J., Jerit, J., Pollock, W., & Rainey, C. (2014). The Question(s) of Political Knowledge.
American Political Science Review, 105(04), 840-855.

Barnes, S. H. (1971). Left, right, and the Italian voter. Comparative Political Studies, 4(2), 157.

Bartels, L. M. (1996). Uninformed votes: Information effects in presidential elections.
American_Journal of Political Science, 194-230.

Bennett, S. E. (1988). " Know-Nothings" Revisited: The Meaning of Political Ignorance Today.
Social Science Quarterly, 692), 476.

Bennett, W. L., & Iyengar, S. (2008). A new era of minimal effects? The changing foundations
of political communication. Journal of Communication, 58(4), 707-731.

Bernier, J., Feng, Y., & Asakawa, K. (2011). Strategies for handling normality assumptions in
multi-level modeling: a case study estimating trajectories of Health Utilities Index Mark
3 scores. Health Rep, 22, 45-51.

Bickel, R. (2007). Multilevel analysis for applied research: It's just regression!: Guilford Press.

77



Blais, A., & Bodet, M. A. (2006). Does Proportional Representation Foster Closer Congruence
Between Citizens and Policy Makers? Comparative Political Studies, 3910), 1243-1262.

Brick, J. M., & Kalton, G. (1996). Handling missing data in survey research. Statistical
methods in medical research, 5(3), 215-238.

Butler, D., & Stokes, D. (1969). Political change in Britain: Forces shaping electoral choice.

Canache, D., Mondak, J., & Anderson, M. (2002). The Knowledge Gap: A Reexamination of
Gender-Based Differences in Political Knowledge. Paper presented at the annual
meeting of the American Association for Public Opinion Research.

Carpini, M. X. D., & Keeter, S. (1993). Measuring political knowledge: Putting first things first.
American_Journal of Political Science, 1179-1206.

Carpini, M. X. D., & Keeter, S. (2005). Gender and political knowledge. Gender and
American politics: Women, men, and the political process, 21-52.

Cassel, C. A,, & Lo, C. C. (1997). Theories of political literacy. Political Behavior, 194), 317-
335.

Caulier, J.-F., & Dumont, P. (2003). The effective number of relevant parties: how voting
power improves Laakso-Taagepera’s index. Cahier du CEREC, FUSL.

Christophersen, K. (2013). Introduksjon til statistisk analyse: regresjonsbaserte metoder og
anvendelser: Oslo: Gyldendal Akademisk.

Clark, N. (2013). "Contextual Dynamics and Political Knowledge". Workin paper. Presented
at the 2014 Annual Meeting of the American Political Science Association,
Washington D.C., 2014.

Clark, N., & Hellwig, T. (2012). Information effects and mass support for EU policy control.
European Union Politics, 13(4), 535-557.

Colomer, J. M. (2005). The leftright dimension in Latin America. UPF Economics and
Business Working Paper(813).

Conover, P. J., & Feldman, S. (1981). The origins and meaning of liberal/conservative self-
identifications. American Journal of Political Science, 617-645.

Converse, P. (1964). The Nature of Belief Systems in Mass Publics. Ideology and discontent,
206-261.

Converse, P. E. (1974). Nonattitudes and American Public Opinion: Comment: The Status of
Nonattitudes. 7he American Political Science Review, 682), 650-660.

Converse, P. E. (2000). Assessing the Capasity of Mass Electorates. Annual Review of Political
Science, 3(1), 331-353.

Converse, P. E., Clausen, A. R., & Miller, W. E. Roy Pierce (1986): Political Representation in
France: Cambridge, Mass.: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press.

Dahlberg, S., & Holmberg, S. (2014). Democracy and Bureaucracy: How their Quality
Matters for Popular Satisfaction. West European Politics, 37(3), 515-537.

78



Dabhlberg, S., Linde, J., & Holmberg, S. (2015). Democratic Discontent in Old and New
Democracies: Assessing the Importance of Democratic Input and Governmental
Output. Political Studies, 63, 18-37.

Dalton, R. J. (1988). Citizen politics in Western democracies: Public opinion and political
parties in the United States, Great Britain, West Germany, and France: Chatham
House Chatham, NJ.

Dalton, R. J., & Anderson, C. ]J. (2011). Citizens, Context and Choice. How Context Shapes
Citizens' Electoral Choice. New York: Oxford University Press.

de Leeuw, E. D., Hox, J. J., & Dillman, D. A. (2008). The cornerstones of survey research.
International handbook of survey methodology, 1-17.

De Vreese, C. H., & Boomgaarden, H. (2006). News, political knowledge and participation:
The differential effects of news media exposure on political knowledge and
participation. Acta Politica, 41(4), 317-341.

De Vries, C. E., Van der Brug, W., Van Egmond, M. H., & Van der Eijk, C. (2011).
Individual and contextual variation in EU issue voting: The role of political
information. Electoral Studies, 30(1), 16-28.

Delli Carpini, M. X., & Keeter, S. (1996). What Americans know about politics and why it
matters. New Haven: Yale University Press.

Druckman, J. N., Kuklinski, J. H., & Sigelman, L. (2009). The Unmet Potential of
Interdisciplinary Research: Political Psychological Approaches to Voting and Public
Opinion. Political Behavior, 31(4), 485-510.

Elff, M. (2009). Political Knowledge in Comparative Perspective: The Problem of Cross-
National Equivalence of Measurement. Paper prepared for the MPSA 2009 Annual
National Conference, Chicago, April 2009.

Feldman, S. (2013). Political Ideology. In L. Huddy, D. O. Sears, & J. S. Lecy (Eds.), 7he
Oxford Handbook of Political Psyschology. New York: Oxford University Press.

Fuchs, D., & Klingemann, H.-D. (1989). Function, Structure and Contents of the Left-Right-
Schema. Continuities in Political Action: A Longitudinal Study of Political
Orientations in Three Western Democracies, Berlin.

Gallagher, M. (1991). Proportionality, disproportionality and electoral systems. Electoral
Studies, 10(1), 33-51.

Gelman, A. (2007). Struggles with survey weighting and regression modeling. Statistical
Science, 153-164.

Gilens, M. (2001). Political Ignorance and Collective Policy Preferences. American Political
Science Review, 95(02), 379-396.

Gill, J., & Womack, A. (2013a). The multilevel model framework. 7he SAGE handbook of
multilevel modeling:

Gordon, S. B., & Segura, G. M. (1997). Cross-National Variation in the Political
Sophistication of Individuals: Capability or Choice? The Journal of Politics, 5901),
126-147.



Granberg, D., & Holmberg, S. (1988). The political system matters: Social psychology and
voting behavior in Sweden and the United States: Cambridge University Press.

Grénlund, K., & Milner, H. (2006). The Determinants of Political Knowledge in Comparative
Perspective. Scandinavian Political Studies, 29(4), 386-406.

Held, D. (2006). Models of democracy: Stanford University Press.

Hillygus, D. S. (2005). The missing link: Exploring the relationship between higher education
and political engagement. Political Behavior, 2/(1), 25-47.

Holm, J. D., & Robinson, J. P. (1978). Ideological identification and the American voter.
Public Opinion Quarterly, 422), 235-246.

Howe, P. (2006). Political knowledge and electoral participation in the Netherlands:
Comparisons with the Canadian case. International Political Science Review, 272),
137-166.

Huber, J. D. (1989). Values and partisanship in left-right orientations: Measuring ideology.
European _Journal of Political Research, 17(5), 599-621.

Hurwitz, J., & Peffley, M. (1987). How are foreign policy attitudes structured? A hierarchical
model. American Political Science Review, 81(04), 1099-1120.

Inglehart, R., & Klingemann, H.-D. (1976). Party identification, ideological preference and the
left-right dimension among Western mass publics. Party identification and beyond:
representations of voting and party competition, 243-273.

Iversen, T., & Soskice, D. (2006). Electoral Institutions and the Politics of Coalitions: Why
Some Democracies Redistribute More Than Others. American Political Science
Review, 10002), 165-181.

Iversen, T., & Soskice, D. (2013). The Political Economy of Mass Polarization in Advanced
Democracies. Unpublished paper.

Jenssen, A. T. (2009). Does public broadcasting make a difference? Political knowledge and
electoral campaigns on television. Scandinavian Political Studies, 393), 247-271.

Jones, B. S. (2008). Multilevel Models In J. M. Box-Steffensmeier (Ed.), 7he Oxford
Handbook of Political Methodology (pp. 605-627). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Jou, W. (2010). The heuristic value of the left—right schema in East Asia. Infernational
Political Science Review, 31(3), 366-394.

Jowell, R. (1998). How comparative is comparative research? 7he American Behavioral
Scientist, 422), 168.

Junn, J. (1991). Participation and political knowledge. Political participation and American
democracy, 193-212.

Keeter, S. (2008). Political Knowledge. In P. J. Lavrakas (Ed.), Encyclopedia of Survey
Research Methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, Inc.

Klingemann, H.-D. (1979). Measuring ideological conceptualizations. Political action: Mass
participation in five western democracies, 215-254.

80



Klingemann, H. D. (1972). Testing the left-right continuum on a sample of German voters.
Comparative Political Studies, 5(1), 93.

Kroh, M. (2007). Measuring Left-Right Political Orientation: The Choice of Response Format.
Public Opinion Quarterly, 71(2), 204-220.

Kuklinski, J. H., & Peyton, B. (2007). Belief systems and political decision making. 7he
Oxford handbook of political behavior, 45-64.

Laakso, M., & Taagepera, R. (1979). The" Effective" Number of Parties:" A Measure with
Application to West Europe". Comparative Political Studies, 12(1), 3.

Lambert, R. D., Curtis, J. E., Kay, B. J., & Brown, S. D. (1988). The social sources of political
knowledge. Canadian_Journal of Political Science, 21(02), 359-374.

Lewis-Beck, M. S., Nadeau, R., & Elias, A. (2008). Economics, party, and the vote: Causality
issues and panel data. American_Journal of Political Science, 54(1), 84-95.

Lijphart, A. (1975). The comparable-cases strategy in comparative research. Comparative
Political Studies, §2), 158.

Lippmann, W. (1946). Public opinion: Transaction Publishers.

Luskin, R. C. (1987). Measuring Political Sophistication. American_Journal of Political Science,
31(4), 856-899. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/2111227

Luskin, R. C., & Bullock, J. G. (2011). “Don’t know” means “don’t know”: DK responses and
the public’s level of political knowledge. The Journal of Politics, 7302), 547-557.

Maas, C. J., & Hox, J. J. (2005). Sufficient sample sizes for multilevel modeling. Methodology,
1(3), 86-92.

Michael, D. C., & Scott, K. (1996). What Americans Know about Politics and Why It Matters:
New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Milner, H. (2002). How Informed Citizens Make Democracy Work. Hanover: University Press
of New England.

Mondak, J. J. (1995). Nothing to read: Newspapers and elections in a social experiment:
University of Michigan Press.

Mondak, J. J. (1999). Reconsidering the measurement of political knowledge. Political
Analysis, 1), 57-82.

Mondak, J. J., & Davis, B. C. (2001). Asked and answered: Knowledge levels when we will
not take “don't know” for an answer. Political Behavior, 23(3), 199-224.

Neuman, W. R. (1986). The paradox of mass politics: Knowledge and opinion in the
American electorate: Harvard University Press.

Niemi, R. G., & Westholm, A. (1984). Issues, parties and attitudinal stability: A comparative
study of Sweden and the United States. Electoral Studies, 3(1), 65-83.

Opheim Ellis, 1. (2003). "Politisk kunnskap blant norske velgere". Oslo: Damm.

Price, V., & Zaller, J. (1993). Who gets the news? Alternative measures of news reception and
their implications for research. Public Opinion Quarterly, 57(2), 133-164.

81



Rabe-Hesketh, S., & Skrondal, A. (2008). Multilevel and longitudinal modeling using Stata:
STATA press.

Sartori, G. (1991). Comparing and miscomparing. Journal of theoretical politics, 3(3), 243-257.

Sheppard, J. (2015). Compulsory voting and political knowledge: Testing a ‘compelled
engagement’ hypothesis. Electoral Studies, 40, 300-307.

Skog, O.J. (2004). A forklare sosiale fenomener: en regresjonsbasert tilnzerming: Gyldendal
norsk forlag.

Solt, F. (2008). Economic inequality and democratic political engagement. American Journal
of Political Science, 52(1), 48-60.

Soroka S., A. B., Aalberg T, Iyengar S., Curran J., Coen S., Hayasji K., Jones P., Mazzoleni
G., Rhee J. W., Rowe D, Tiffen R. (2012). Auntie knows best? Public Broadcasters and
Current Affairs Knowledge. British Journal of Political Science, 43(04), 719-739.

Stegmueller, D. (2013). How many countries for multilevel modeling? A comparison of
frequentist and Bayesian approaches. American_Journal of Political Science, 57(3), 748-
761.

Stokes, D. E. (1963). Spatial models of party competition. American Political Science Review,
57(02), 368-377.

Strabac, Z. (2012). Flernivaanalyse. I TA Eikemo & TH Clausen (Red.). Kvantitativ analyse
med SPSS: En praktisk innforing i kvantitative analyseteknikker, 204-233.

Stremsnes, K. (1995). Kapittel 9: Kjonn og politisk kunnskap. In N. Raaum (Ed.), Kjonn og
politikk. Bergen: TANO.

Verba, S., Burns, N., & Schlozman, K. L. (1997). Knowing and caring about politics: Gender
and political engagement. The Journal of Politics, 5904), 1051-1072.

Westholm, A., & Niemi, R. G. (1992). Political Institutions and Political Socialization: A Cross-
National Study. Comparative Politics, 25(1), 25-41.

Zaller, J. (1992). The nature and origins of mass opinion: Cambridge university press.

Zaller, J. (2012). What Nature and Origins Leaves Out. Critical Review, 24(4), 569-642.

82



Appendix
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