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Cultural Capital and Political Participation in Britain 

 

Abstract 

This article addresses a major conundrum in political behaviour research: why do people 

participate in politics to different extents and in different ways? It introduces a more complex 

view of structural inequality to help understand the participatory context in Britain. Drawing on 

Pierre Bourdieu’s work, the article argues that economic, social, and cultural capital represent 

components of structural privilege as well as resources that enable non-electoral political 

activity. These factors are argued to help us understand the frequency and types of political 

participation undertaken by British people. The article analyses an original survey dataset from 

2014 that includes detailed measures of the three forms of capital and an array of non-electoral 

political acts. Focusing on cultural capital, which has previously been largely overlooked in 

accounts of political participation, the article demonstrates its persistent relationship with 

individualised, contacting, and collective political activities, and its possible role in mediating 

the impact of background characteristics on political participation. The cultural distinction 

related to participation in the daily acts of politics that sustain a functioning democracy indicate 

that they are disproportionately the preserve of the privileged in Britain. 
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Introduction 

The political context in pre-Brexit Britain was one of a Conservative-Liberal Democrat 

coalition government implementing austerity measures, inequality stemming from the 

recession that followed the 2008 financial crash, and continued concern regarding 

limited social mobility (Burkhauser et al. 2016; Friedman, Laurison, and Miles 2015). 

As such, narratives around class and privilege were a common feature of the political 

landscape, not least after the Great British Class Survey’s (Devine and Snee 2015) 

controversial identification of seven classes (Savage et al. 2013) in place of the usual 

three, or the academically prevalent NS-SEC schema. This context of structural 

inequality and debates over social hierarchies presented a possible answer to one of the 

key questions of political behaviour research: why do people participate in politics to 

different extents and in different ways? That answer begins with the idea, presented in 

the Civic Voluntarism Model (Verb, Schlozman, and Brady 1995), that unequal 

distribution of resources, as well as political engagement and recruitment, underpins 

unequal political participation. To that proposition, this article adds a fuller account of 

the mechanisms of structural privilege represented by Pierre Bourdieu’s (1985) 

conceptualisation of economic, social, and cultural capital. The latter of those has been 

largely overlooked, and certainly not comprehensively measured, in previous accounts 

of political participation. The article addresses that oversight by analysing original 

survey data containing detailed measures of an array of cultural and political activities 

as well as indicators of economic and social capital, and a host of controls. 

 Beginning by outlining various typologies of political participation, the article 

alights on the distinction between individualised, contacting, and collective forms, 

which it adopts within a broad overarching definition of participation. It then moves on 

to review the extant accounts of political participation, which are divided into three 

broad camps: rational choice, psychological, and sociological. The latter account has 
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centred to a great extent on differences in participation between differing groups in 

society, often categorised in terms of class, ethnicity, and gender albeit also heeding the 

call to move ‘beyond “SES”’ (Brady, Verba and Schlozman 1995). It is in that vein that 

the article introduces Bourdieu’s three forms of capital as a fuller account of the 

resources that relate to engagement in political activities. Having established the basis 

for including measures of capital, and especially cultural capital, in accounts of political 

participation, the article briefly outlines the political context for the fieldwork before 

presenting details of the original survey that measured the variables of interest. It then 

describes the key variables and their bivariate relationships before presenting a series of 

OLS regressions that demonstrate relationships between cultural capital and political 

participation that are robust across model specification and different measures. The 

article then considers the role of cultural capital in mediating the relationships between 

class, gender and political participation using causal mediation analysis. The results 

support a plausible causal narrative in which background characteristics affect the 

accumulation of cultural capital, which then acts as a resource that enables political 

participation. The article discusses the limitation of this analysis given the cross-

sectional nature of the data, and notes that there is at least one other plausible causal 

account that is consistent with the data. Despite this ambiguity, the article concludes 

that political participation is a culturally distinguished activity in Britain. 

What is political participation? 

The flurry of articles aiming to explain the surprise outcome of the UK’s referendum on 

EU membership (e.g. Adler and Ansell 2020, Bossetta 2017, Carreras, Irepoglu 

Carreras and Bowler 2019; Corbett 2016; Hay 2020; Henderson et al. 2017; Hobolt 

2016, Inglehart and Norris 2016) continues a long trend in which the study of political 

behaviour is focused to a great extent on electoral behaviour (e.g. Abramson et al. 2010;  
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Aldrich 1993; Best 2011; Blais 2000; Blais, Young and Lapp 2000; Dassonneville and 

Hooghe 2017; Evans, Curtice and Norris 1998; Evans and Tilley 2011, Gerber, Green 

and Larimer 2008; Gidron and Hall 2017; Golder 2003; Heath 2013; Heath 2018; 

Nickerson 2008; Riker and Ordeshook 1986). That focus makes sense, given the clear 

and significant consequences of voting and the readily available public data (i.e., 

election results) to analyse or compare samples against. 

However, voting tells only part of the story of the functioning of democracy: the 

outcomes of electoral events are made possible by the many hours of time given up by 

party members, campaigners and, crucially, less active citizens who have enough of an 

interest to sign a petition, post something on social media, or talk to their friends about a 

political topic. Such quotidian activities are also valuable because they can influence the 

decision-making of elected representatives during the months and years between 

elections, and because they are the means by which people organise around issues of 

importance to them. The daily practice of political activities, then, can be thought of as 

the lifeblood of democracy, and includes acts such as donating money, attending 

meetings (Scarrow 2007), joining organisations, wearing badges, contacting public 

officials or politicians, protesting (Goerres 2009), and going on strike (Biggs 2015). 

Such activities have been organised into a range of typologies of political 

participation, from the broad differentiation between ‘organized civil society’ and ‘not 

as well (as in ad-hoc, “temporarily”) organized civil society’ (Kaufman and Pichler 

2010), to the more specific typology that ‘categorizes different participation acts 

according to type of influence, initiative required, level of conflict and scope of 

outcome’ (Leighley 1995). The decline of party membership (Mair and van Biezen 

2001; Scarrow and Gezgor 2010; Whiteley 2009) along with the rise and 

professionalisation of new social movements (Dalton et al. 1990; Kaase 1990; Hilton 
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2011, Maloney and van Deth 2012) has sustained a consistent distinction between 

conventional and unconventional participation, with the former described as 

‘institutionalised’, ‘traditional’, ‘normal’, and ‘legitimate’, and the latter as less so 

(Spannring et al. 2008, Milbrath and Goel 1977). The most complete typology 

differentiates not only between institutionalised and non-institutionalised participation 

but also, within the latter, between the individual, contacting, and collective modes 

(Goerres 2009). 

The distinction between those three modes encompasses a wide range of participatory 

acts, providing conceptual clarity, and is applicable in the United Kingdom (Pattie, Seyd 

and Whiteley 2004). As such, the typology is adopted in this article within an 

overarching definition of political participation as ‘any attempt by an individual, in 

interaction with an institution or organisation, to change or conserve an element of 

society at some level’ (Greenwood 2018: 23). This definition transgresses the 

delineation between civic and political acts (Verba, Schlozman and Brady 1995, Zukin 

et al. 2006) in order to avoid excluding any political activities (Biggs 2015) and the 

claims of apathy that can come from overlooking them (Yeo 1974). This broad 

definition also encompasses the many political activities that have been the focus of the 

literature explaining political behaviour, which can be split into three main camps: 

rational choice, psychological, and sociological. 

Explaining political participation 

 Rational choice accounts of political behaviour, predicated on the assumption 

that humans calculate the utility offered by various courses of action and choose 

between them on that basis, have moved beyond the paradox of voting (Aldrich 1993, 

Blais 2000, Blais, Young and Lapp 2000, Riker and Ordeshook 1968). Work in this 

vein has offered accounts for the incentives that drive party membership (Constantini 
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and King 1984, Whiteley et al. 1994), group organisation (Olson 1968), unconventional 

political behaviour (Finkel and Muller 1998), civil strife (Gurr 1968), social movement 

participation (Opp 1988), protest (Opp and Gern 1993), and mass mobilisation more 

generally (Granovetter 1978). It has also recognised that humans often limit their 

cognitive effort to satisfice rather than optimise when making decisions (Simon 1985, 

Lupia 1994), and that the addition of expressive motivations (Hamlin and Jennings 

2011) improve the efficacy of rational choice models. Indeed, a general incentives 

model encompassing selective, collective, and expressive motivations has been found to 

account for party activism and political activity more generally in the UK context 

(Whiteley et al. 1994; Pattie, Seyd and Whiteley 2003; Pattie, Seyd and Whiteley 2004). 

However, it has been argued that such additions, whilst adding explanatory power, run 

the risk of tautology and may undermine the case that the models relate strictly to 

instrumental rationality (Blais 2000). Many of the amendments to rational choice 

models reflect the work of psychologists, which demonstrates the strengths and 

weaknesses of intuitive and reasoned thinking (Kahneman 2011) and challenges the ‘as 

if’ models of rational choice with a focus on the ‘black box’ (McGraw 2000, 823). 

 From the psychological perspective, the surveillance system (Marcus, Neuman 

and McKuen. 2000), or system two (Kahnemann 2011), approximates the rational 

account of human decision making but is not the primary driver of day-to-day 

behaviour. Instead, the disposition system, or system one, frequently leads decision 

making and reflects both emotion (Mutz 2007) and the social context to which it has 

acclimatised. It often utilises accessible information (Tourangeau, Rips and Rasinski 

2000), meaning that opinions and behaviour may be affected by prevailing narratives in 

society (Zaller 1992, Grasso et al. 2017). Reception of such narratives is also shaped by 

personality traits (Gerber et al. 2011) and underlying values and beliefs (Feldman 1988, 
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Oliver and Wood 2014), which are formed in childhood and formative years (Dinas 

2014, Ichilov 1988). Social environments and networks stocked with information that is 

positive or negative about political participation can also affect such behaviour 

(Partheymüller and Schmitt-Beck 2009), not least by influencing perceptions of internal 

and external political efficacy (Pollock III 1983). Such information shapes the beliefs 

that feed into planned behaviour (Azjen 2012, Bruter and Harrison 2009) and alter 

psychological states, for instance by invoking hurry (Darley and Batson 1973) or social 

pressure (Gerber, Green and Larimer 2008, Nickerson 2008).  

 The social nature of psychology indicates the importance of group membership 

and associated identities in shaping opinions and behaviour. The process of perceiving 

and identifying with groups is affective (Tajfel and Turner 1979) but includes cognitive 

components that shape the level of group abstraction and the salient identity in a given 

context (Turner and Reynolds 2012). This affects the information that is accessible to 

the intuitive system and how individuals are seen by others, for instance through the 

application of stereotypes (Uhlman et al. 2012, Bryan et al. 1986). These pave the way 

for symbolic politics that prompts affective responses to individuals, groups, and things 

that are associated with them (Sears 1993, Goodwin 2010, Cowley 2014). 

 The prominence of group identity and social pressure within the psychological 

perspective indicates that it bridges the gap between rational choice and sociological 

accounts of political behaviour. The latter focuses on the importance of childhood and 

formative years in shaping political views and behaviour (Dinas 2014; Grasso et al. 

2017; Inglehart and Norris 2016; Jennings 2007; Svallfors 1993; Westholm 1999). This 

is linked to consideration of political participation amongst young people (Fox 2020; 

Norris, Walgrave and Van Aeist 2005; Spannring, Ogris and Kaiser 2008), though 

generational and lifecycle effects also shape such behaviour amongst older people 
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(Goerres 2009). A further key factor in formative years is education, which shapes both 

electoral (Dassonneville and Hooghe 2017) and non-electoral participation (Staetsky 

and Mohan 2011), though it has been argued that it functions as a proxy for earlier 

socialising experiences (Kam and Palmer 2008). 

 A great deal of the literature within the sociological approach has focused on the 

relationships between political participation and key social cleavages, most prominently 

class, ethnicity, and gender. There has been much work on the association between class 

and party support, and its decline (Achterberg and Houtman 2006; Best 2011; Dalton 

2002; Evans and Tilley 2011; Heath 2013; Heath 2018; Lipset and Rokkan 1967), as 

well as its links with participation more generally, including new forms (Caínzos and 

Voces 2010). Consideration of the relationship between ethnicity and political 

participation has centred on voter registration, turnout and party support (Anwar 2001; 

Ferree 2006; Ford, Janta-Lipinski and Sobolewska 2015; Huber 2012; Leighley and 

Vedlitz 1999; Saggar 2007), but also extended to descriptive representation 

(Sobolewska and Begum 2020), non-electoral participation (Skirmuntt 2013), and 

ethnic group conflict (Bergeson and Herman 1998; Posner 2004) and cooperation 

(Habyarimana et al. 2007). Finally, examination of the role of gender in political 

participation has highlighted and challenged the knowledge gap between genders 

(Dassonneville and McAllister 2018; McAllister 2019; Mondak and Anderson 2004; 

Morehouse, Mendez and Osborn 2010), emphasised the challenges faced by female 

political representatives (O’Brien 2015; Culhane and Olchawski 2018) and the positive 

role of quotas in improving descriptive representation (Tripp and Kang 2008; Besley et 

al. 2017), and identified the impact of rules (Karpowitz, Mendelberg & Shaker 2012) 

and recruitment (Fox and Lawless 2010) on female political participation. 
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Much of the literature on group differences in political participation has heeded 

the call to move ‘beyond “SES”’ (Brady, Verba and Schlozman 1995) and identify the 

reasons for group-based differences. The Civic Voluntarism Model (Verba, Schlozman 

and Brady 1995) was a key intervention in that exercise and demonstrated the 

importance of resources, engagement with politics, and recruitment for political 

participation (Verba, Schlozman and Brady 1995; Pattie, Seyd and Whiteley 2004). 

Resources include time, money, and civic skills, and are shaped by current 

circumstances such as employment and civic group involvement, as well as by 

socialisation during childhood and formative years (Verba, Schlozman and Brady 1995, 

271). Engagement encompasses interest in politics, belief in the efficacy of political 

action, level of political information held, and identification with a political party 

(Verba, Schlozman and Brady, 345-348). Finally, recruitment attracted particular 

attention (Leighley 1995; Leighley 1996; Van Dyke, Dixon and Carlon 2007) and takes 

the shape of requests to participate, which may stem from family and friends as well as 

institutionalised contexts such as workplaces, churches, or meetings of voluntary 

organisations (Verba, Schlozman and Brady, 372-375). 

 In addition to emphasising the need to account for the mechanisms that lead to 

different rates and types of participation between groups, the Civic Voluntarism Model 

(CVM) has the advantage of accommodating an intersectional approach (Barak, 

Leighton and Flavin 2007; Crenshaw 1989; Orbell 1967; Pascale 2007; Patillo-McCoy 

1999; Stainback and Tomaskovic-Devey 2009; Ward 2004) in which class, ethnicity, 

and gender are considered to jointly affect resources, engagement, and recruitment, and 

thus political participation. However, the model provides a theoretically incomplete 

account of the material and social factors that enable differential political participation. 
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This article addresses that gap by introducing detailed measures of economic, social, 

and cultural capital into accounts of political participation in Britain. 

The importance of capital 

For Pierre Bourdieu, capital:  

can present itself in three fundamental guises: as economic capital, which 

is immediately and directly convertible into money and may be 

institutionalized in the form of property rights; as cultural capital, which 

is convertible, on certain conditions, into economic capital and may be 

institutionalized in the form of educational qualification; and as social 

capital, made up of social obligations (“connections”), which is 

convertible, in certain conditions, into economic capital and may be 

institutionalized in the form of a title or nobility. (Bourdieu 1986, 243) 

In Distinction (1984), Bourdieu argues that society functions as a marketplace in which 

individuals and groups accumulate capital and engage in a struggle to assign value to 

the different forms and types that they hold. 

Whilst the concept of economic capital is commonplace and incorporates both 

income and wealth (Lewis-Beck, Nadeau & Foucault 2011; Pfeffer & Hällsten 2012), 

social capital has been identified as an ‘essentially contested concept’ (Woolcock 2010, 

482). Putnam’s distinction between ‘bridging (or inclusive) and bonding (or exclusive)’ 

social capital is important (2000, 22-23) and Bourdieu is concerned primarily with the 

latter, which can be accumulated and exchanged, and thus sustains inequalities between 

groups rather than promoting societal integration. However, at the core of Distinction 

(1984) is Bourdieu’s conception of cultural capital. This encompasses many things 

including musical tastes, artistic preferences, choice of literature, home decoration, trips 

to the theatre and cinema, food preferences and body shape, clothing and appearance, 
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favoured sports, use of language and speech patterns, and choice of newspaper. As with 

the other two forms, the distribution of volume and types of cultural capital 

distinguishes classes and factions within them, and acts as a signifier of the status of 

those groups and individuals. Of particular importance is the distinction between 

legitimate cultural capital, which is less widespread and enables distinction, and popular 

cultural capital, which is widespread and less distinct. 

Whilst it is not the only conception of capital to have been posited (Piachaud 

2008), and some have criticised it (Burawoy 2012; Kingston 2001), Bourdieu’s 

approach has been influential in sociological accounts of class, status, and inequality 

(Chan and Goldthorpe 2005; Chan and Goldthorpe 2007a; Chan and Goldthorpe 2007b; 

DiMaggio 1982; Katz-Garro 1999; Reay, Crozier and James 2011; Shipman 2004; 

Walford 1990). Bourdieu’s approach was comprehensively applied to the UK in 

Culture, Class, Distinction (Bennett et al. 2009), which observed the emergence of 

cultural ‘omnivorousness’ as the new designation of accomplishment. It also identified 

the persistence of a small elite with high levels of legitimate cultural capital, and the 

importance of factors beyond class, such as ethnicity and gender, in defining the volume 

and types of capital possessed. More recently, and much more controversially, the Great 

British Class Survey (GBCS) applied a Bourdieusian approach (Devine and Snee 2015) 

to identify seven classes in the UK (Savage et al. 2013; Savage 2015)1. It also informed 

subsequent work on the persistence of, differential mobility into, and variations within a 

broader elite class in the UK (Friedman, Laurison and Miles 2015; Laurison and 

Friedman 2015; Wakeling and Savage 2015). 

 

1 See also the similar approach taken in Australia by Sheppard and Biddle (2017). 
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The GBCS inspired extensive and robust methodological criticism of its use of 

non-probability samples and flaws in its measures (Dorling 2013; Mills 2013; Mills 

2015), its use as a media tool (Silva 2015), the need for greater reflexivity amongst its 

researchers (May 2015), and its inapplicability outside the UK (Lui 2015; Serre and 

Wagner 2015), as well as re-igniting the debate on what constitutes class (Latimer and 

Munro 2015; Skeggs 2015; Toscano and Woodcock 2015; Tyler 2015). These were not 

criticisms of the use of Bourdieu’s theories and conceptualisation of capital per se, but 

of the particular manner in which they were used. In that light, this article makes use of 

the three forms of capital not as constitutive components of class but as resources that 

are differentially distributed and make it easier for privileged groups to engage in 

political participation. This approach draws on the claim of the Civic Voluntarism 

Model that resources enable political participation whilst improving upon it by 

providing a more theoretically complete account of those resources. This fits with 

broader analyses that identify resources as one of the mechanisms by which privilege is 

reproduced (Duster 1976; Kimmel and Ferber 2003; White 1978). It also has the benefit 

of focusing on factors that are further back in the ‘funnel of causality’ (Campbell et al. 

1964, 24-25), and thus less obviously related to political participation. In other words, it 

may not be surprising that people who are cognitively engaged with and recruited to 

take part in politics are more active in that arena, but it may surprise us if people who go 

to the opera and visit stately homes are. 

 The relevance of a capital-based approach can be seen in the literature covering 

the relationship between economic capital and voting behaviour (Larcinese 2007; 

Lewis-Beck, Nadeau & Foucault 2011; Solt 2008) and the relationship between social 

capital in its various forms and political participation (Bennett and Parameshwaran 

2003; Cook 2005; Clifford 2011; Hodgkin 2008; Lindsey and Bulloch 2013; Lowndes 
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2004; McCulloch, Mohan and Smith 2013; Power and Willmot 2007). The relationships 

between all three forms of capital and political participation have also been observed, 

but with rather limited measures of cultural capital (Harrits 2013; Harrits et al. 2013), 

focusing only on the UK elite (Laurison 2015a), or in relation to statement of opinion in 

the United States (Laurison 2015b). This article is therefore the first to analyse the 

relationships between detailed measures of all three forms of capital and individualised, 

contacting, and collective political activities in the British or any other context. As such, 

whilst Laurison (2015a) rightly identifies the importance of the forms of capital in 

imbuing a sense of the ‘right to speak’ about politics, this article expects them also to 

underpin a sense of the right to act: 

- Hypothesis 1: Cultural capital is positively related to all three forms of 

political participation. 

- Hypothesis 2: Legitimate cultural capital has a larger relationship with all 

three forms of political participation than does popular cultural capital.  

 

The fieldwork context 

The period of the Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition government from 

2010 to 2015 was one in which economic inequality in the UK continued to be an issue 

(Burkhauser et al. 2016; Gordon et al. 2013; Wilkinson and Pickett 2010), given the 

economic recession that followed the financial market crash in 2008. This was 

complemented by concern regarding educational opportunities, attainment, and social 

mobility (Crawford and Vignoles 2014, Hills 2013; Sutton Trust 2011) that were also 

linked to the debates about the nature of class that the GBCS contributed to. It was also 

reflected in public debates about the unrepresentative prevalence of privately educated 

white men in Parliament (Cochrane 2010; Hirsch 2010; Sutton Trust 2011). This 
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renewed old concerns about elites (Cameron 2002; Dench 2006; Jones 2015; Williams 

2006) and, at the other end of the social spectrum, the demonisation of those in 

precarious circumstances (Jones 2011; Morris 2002). Thus, the idea that inequality has 

important consequences for political representation and participation continued to be 

prevalent in the UK at the time (Beardsworth and Pimlott 2013, Flanders 2013, 

Freedland 2012, Freeman 2013, Gilani 2013, Hutton 2015, Jones et al. 2015, Mensch 

2013, Penny 2013, Richardson 2015, Sellgren 2015, Williams 2013). 

Given this context, it is fair to describe Britain at the time as a most likely case 

for observing relationships between capital and political participation. Nevertheless, this 

article contributes to accounts of political participation by, for the first time, analysing 

survey data including detailed measures of all three forms of capital, and especially 

Bourdieu’s largely overlooked conception of cultural capital, in order to observe their 

relationships with a broad conception of political participation. Thus, it provides a 

theoretically and empirically fuller account of the resources held by those who do, and 

those who do not, participate in political acts. 

Data and measures 

Due to the dearth of data with detailed measures of all three forms of capital and 

an array of modes of political participation, an original survey was designed to cover the 

concepts. It was fielded just over one year before the Conservative victory in the 2015 

UK general election, and slightly more than two years before the 2016 Brexit 

referendum. Due to its length, the survey was split into two waves to maintain 

respondent engagement and separate perceptual measures from behavioural ones. Each 

wave was fielded to a sample of GB adults drawn from YouGov’s online panel of 

respondents, the first wave between 17 March and 01 April 2014, and the second wave 

between 04 April and 17 April 2014. Overall completion time for the two waves was 
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between 35 and 40 minutes, and 1,405 respondents (73.8% of first wave starters) 

completed both waves without displaying signs of satisficing (Krosnick 1999). 

The sample is broadly representative in terms of gender and region of residence 

but is less so in terms of age. Those in their late teens, 20s, 40s, and 80s or older are 

underrepresented, whilst those in their 30s, 50s, 60s, and 70s are overrepresented. In 

terms of ethnicity, the sample overrepresents White British respondents whilst 

underrepresenting those in other ethnic groups (on this topic, see Ford, Janta-Lipinski 

and Sobolewska 2015). Further, the sample overrepresents those with higher level 

qualifications (A-level and above) and concomitantly underrepresents those with lower 

level (GCSE or below) or no formal qualifications. Finally, although the sample is 

largely representative in terms of choice in the 2010 general election amongst those who 

turned out, it underrepresents those who did not vote. The application of the weights 

(Lynn 1996) provided by YouGov improves the representativeness of the sample to a 

limited extent for some of these demographic and political measures.2 

The low number of non-voters indicates that the sample is likely to contain a 

disproportionately high proportion of politically active people. However, this is 

beneficial in the sense that rare political activities such as direct action are better 

represented, whilst response quality also tends to be higher in internet surveys than 

alternative modes (Chang and Krosnick 2009). Further, the focus in the subsequent 

analysis is on relationships between variables and, although there is some evidence to 

the contrary (Malhotra and Krosnick 2007), the descriptive representativeness of the 

sample is less important for this purpose (Ansolabehere and Rivers 2013; Pasek 2016; 

 

2 For comparison of the unweighted and weighted sample with the GB population, based on Census and 

electoral data, see Appendix A. 
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Sanders et al. 2005). There are also notable variations in answers to the dependent and 

independent variables such that there are large numbers of respondents who undertake 

little or no political activity and a wide range of levels of cultural capital. 

Political participation is measured by a single question that asked respondents 

the approximate frequency with which they engage in eleven political acts in relation to 

issues that mattered to them. These were displaying materials, signing a petition or 

showing support online, boycotting, meeting elected representatives, attending public 

meetings, going on public rallies or protests, taking direct action, organising meetings or 

groups, contacting representatives, contacting the media, and urging others to engage in 

such activities. When tested via confirmatory factor analysis, those activities load onto 

three underlying factors representing individualised, contacting, and collective political 

activity in line with the expectations stemming from Pattie et al. (2004; see also 

Greenwood 2018). 

Drawing on both Culture, Class, Distinction (Bennett et al. 2009. See also Silva 

2015) and the GBCS, cultural capital is measured by a question that asked respondents 

roughly how often they engage in seventeen different cultural activities outside the 

home. Nine of the cultural activities are included in the current analysis: attendance at 

classical music or opera performances, going to the theatre or a musical, watching live 

dance or ballet, visiting museums, art galleries, or historic buildings, eating out with 

others, going to a pub, bar, or café, and shopping for pleasure. These were previously 

found to load onto three factors representing performance-based, venue-based, and 

consumption-based activities (Greenwood 2018). The factors have been validated using 
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confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) for this paper and are retained because they capture 

various elements of cultural practices in a parsimonious fashion.3 

In addition to its focus on cultural capital, the survey was also concerned with all 

the other two forms. A such, it measures social capital via questions on whether 

respondents know people with a range of different occupational statuses, how many 

friends they see daily, weekly, and monthly, and how often they go out with friends and 

visit each other’s houses. Economic capital is measured with a count of five different 

types of property, which respondents indicated whether they owned or not, as well as by 

a question about how difficult they find it to keep up with bills and debts. Finally, the 

survey data also included a range of standard control. Again, these are unique data in 

their inclusion of detailed measures of cultural, social, and economic capital alongside 

measures of an array of political activities. 

Empirical analysis 

Amongst the measures of the dependent variables, by far the most popular 

political activity is signing petitions and taking online actions, with an almost even 

distribution of the frequency of such acts shown in panel A of Figure 1. This is followed 

in popularity by boycotting products or companies (panel B), contacting politicians 

(panel E), and attending public meetings (panel H). A majority of respondents indicate 

that they never undertake each of the remaining seven political acts, and there is a 

general pattern in which the percentage of respondents declines as the frequency of 

undertaking acts increases. Nevertheless, the distributions vary a great deal, with 19.0% 

of respondents indicating that they never sign petitions or take online actions, compared 

94.3% who indicate the same for taking direct action. 

 

3 Full details of the confirmatory factor analysis can be found in Appendix B. 
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Figure 1. Frequency of eleven political acts 
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Figure 2. Frequency of nine cultural activities 
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The panels in Figure 1 have been shaded to indicate the factors that the 

indicators load onto: petitions and online actions, boycotting, and urging others to act 

load onto individualised activity (light grey); meeting politicians, contacting politicians, 

and contacting media load onto contacting activity (medium grey); displaying materials, 

attending public meetings, protesting, direct action, and organising meetings and groups 

load onto collective activity (dark grey). There is variation in the distributions of the 

indicators within each of those factors, but it is nonetheless clear that individualised 

activity is more common than contacting and collective activities. Thus, in Britain, the 

most frequent forms of political activity are relatively low-cost in terms of time, effort, 

and engagement with institutions. Perhaps unsurprisingly, as those costs increased so 

the frequency of activities tended to decline. 

 The picture with regard to cultural capital is quite different. As Figure 2 shows, 

attendance at classical music or opera (panel A) and ballet or dance (panel C) are the 

only two of the nine indicators that a majority of respondents never do. These two 

indicators, along with theatre attendance (panel B), load onto a performance-based 

cultural capital factor (light grey). Widespread nonparticipation does not extend to the 

indicators of the exhibition-based cultural capital factor (medium grey), though these 

activities are undertaken infrequently by most respondents, especially in the case of 

gallery attendance (panel E). By contrast, the indicators of the consumption-orientated 

cultural capital factor (dark grey) show that they are widespread and often undertaken, 

with the top three levels of frequency being the most popular in all three cases. Thus, 

occasional engagement with legitimate performance- and exhibition-based activities 

was widespread in Britain, but frequent engagement remained the preserve of a 

minority. By contrast, consumption-orientated cultural activities were widespread and 

frequent, and thus popular, meaning that they held less value in terms of distinction. 
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 Figures 3 to 5 show the frequency of each political act by the frequency of each 

cultural activity. As panels A to F of each figure show, there is a general trend for 

frequency of political activity to be higher amongst respondents with higher frequency 

of performance-based and exhibition-based cultural activity. In many instances, this is 

because there is a wider range of political activity amongst those with higher levels of 

cultural capital, whereas those with lower levels engage in infrequent political activity 

at most. In other words, high levels of performance-based and exhibition-based cultural 

capital are associated with both high and low levels of political activity, whereas low 

levels of such cultural capital are associated only with low levels of political activity. 

This is the first sign that legitimate cultural capital has a relationship with political 

participation that is distinct from that of popular cultural capital. Indeed, the pattern 

does not hold in relation to consumption-based cultural activity, and political 

participation is largely uniform across levels of the activities that constitute popular 

cultural capital. 

To test these relationships further a series of OLS regressions with robust 

estimation were run,4 treating each form of political participation in turn as the 

dependent variable. Multiple imputation was used to address missing values for 

household income, percentage of acquaintances in the same sex, ethnicity, and religion, 

and highest parental class. The key coefficients from the regressions relating to 

individualised political acts are plotted in Figure 6 and presented in Table 1.5 Model 1 

includes only the measures of cultural capital whilst model 2 adds the measures of 

social and economic capital. Model 3 adds the background characteristics of highest 

 

4 Pre-regression diagnostics can be found in Appendix C. 

5 Full results tables are available in Appendix D. 



23 

 

Figure 3. Frequency of individualised political participation by cultural capital 
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Figure 4. Frequency of contacting political participation by cultural capital 
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Figure 5. Frequency of collective political participation by cultural capital 
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parental class (when the respondent was 14), ethnicity, gender, and age.6 In order to 

check that the measures of capital used here do not capture the effects of variables in the 

Civic Voluntarism Model, Model 4 adds spare time, civic skills, political disposition, 

political knowledge, and political recruitment. It also adds a series of political and 

demographic controls in the form of left-right position, liberty-authority position, vote 

in the previous general election, education level, social grade, region of residence, and 

number of children in household. For ease of interpretation, these models use the mean  

 

Figure 6. Individualised Political Participation Coefficient 

Plot from OLS Regression Models using Indicator Means 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6 The measure of class captures highest parental occupation on the National Statistics Socio-Economic 

Classification (NS-SEC) when the respondent was 14. Further, despite outlining the importance of the 

relationship between ethnicity and political participation above, the results relating to ethnicity must 

be read with caution due to particular problems of sample representativeness (Ford, Janta-Lipinski and 

Sobolewska 2015) and are not analysed further. 
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Figure 9. Contacting Political Participation Coefficient 

Plot from OLS Regression Models using Indicator Means 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8. Collective Political Participation Coefficient 

Plot from OLS Regression Models using Indicator Means 
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Table 1. Key Coefficients from Individualised Political 

Participation OLS Regression Models using Indicator Means 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

VARIABLES Cultural 

capital 

All forms of 

capital 

Capital and 

background 

Capital and 

all controls 

Background 

only 

      

Performance-based 

cultural capital 

0.118* 0.0874 0.0819 0.0232  

(0.0633) (0.0628) (0.0600) (0.0463)  

Exhibition-based 

cultural capital 

0.187*** 0.185*** 0.180*** 0.0531  

(0.0435) (0.0421) (0.0418) (0.0344)  

Consumption-based 

cultural capital 

-0.0359 -0.0432 -0.0438 -0.0408*  

(0.0248) (0.0267) (0.0269) (0.0217)  

Know managers and 

professionals count: 0 
Reference category 

Know managers and 

professionals count: 1 

 0.130 0.138 0.0971  

 (0.0905) (0.0908) (0.0723)  

Know managers and 

professionals count: 2 

 0.151 0.156 0.0252  

 (0.104) (0.108) (0.0863)  

Know managers and 

professionals count: 3 

 0.281** 0.298** 0.0930  

 (0.133) (0.135) (0.110)  

Know semi-routine 

employees count: 0 
Reference category 

Know semi-routine 

employees count: 1 

 0.0520 0.0596 0.0228  

 (0.101) (0.100) (0.0795)  

Know semi-routine 

employees count: 2 

 0.140 0.147 0.208**  

 (0.110) (0.109) (0.0906)  

Know semi-routine 

employees count: 3 

 0.0216 0.0114 -0.0147  

 (0.123) (0.122) (0.108)  

Know routine 

employees count: 0 
Reference category 

Know routine 

employees count: 1 

 0.112 0.100 0.000502  

 (0.0963) (0.0938) (0.0771)  

Know routine 

employees count: 2 

 0.0447 0.0515 -0.0554  

 (0.104) (0.106) (0.0815)  

Know routine 

employees count: 3 

 0.108 0.119 0.0664  

 (0.141) (0.139) (0.121)  

Size and activity of 

social network 

 0.0897** 0.0837** -0.0268  

 (0.0434) (0.0419) (0.0329)  

% of acquaintances in 

the same sex 

 -0.00243 -0.00252 -0.00159  

 (0.00198) (0.00197) (0.00156)  

% of acquaintances in 

the same ethnic group 

 -0.000600 -0.000530 -0.000111  

 (0.00182) (0.00192) (0.00146)  

% of acquaintances 

with the same religion 

 -0.00228 -0.00258* -0.00129  

 (0.00145) (0.00148) (0.00114)  

Household income  -0.00749 -0.0188 -0.00913  

 (0.0152) (0.0169) (0.0175)  

Property types  

owned: 0 
Reference category 

Property types  

owned: 1 

 0.0703 0.172* 0.0995  

 (0.0840) (0.0969) (0.0756)  

Property types  

owned: 2+ 

 0.242 0.395* 0.212  

 (0.196) (0.208) (0.174)  
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Table D1 continues overleaf 

Table 1 continued 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

      

Debts: 

None or no difficulties 
Reference category 

Debts: 

Occasional struggles 

 0.0677 0.0495 -0.00448  

 (0.0840) (0.0814) (0.0642)  

Debts: 

Constant struggle 

 0.312*** 0.308*** 0.0767  

 (0.110) (0.112) (0.0941)  

Debts: 

Falling or fallen behind 

 0.330* 0.279 -0.0110  

 (0.197) (0.196) (0.140)  

Parental NS-SEC: 

Routine 
Reference category 

Parental NS-SEC: 

Semi-routine 

  0.265 0.136 0.268 

  (0.177) (0.154) (0.170) 

Parental NS-SEC: 

Low. super. or tech. 

  0.163 0.105 0.252 

  (0.162) (0.137) (0.166) 

Parental NS-SEC: 

Small employer 

  0.236 0.0451 0.260 

  (0.166) (0.153) (0.166) 

Parental NS-SEC: 

Intermediate 

  0.383** 0.191 0.491*** 

  (0.155) (0.146) (0.166) 

Parental NS-SEC: 

Low. management 

  0.313** 0.121 0.384** 

  (0.144) (0.132) (0.149) 

Parental NS-SEC: 

High. professions 

  0.431** 0.261 0.539** 

  (0.198) (0.180) (0.214) 

Parental NS-SEC: 

Large employer 

  0.164 0.0462 0.229 

  (0.232) (0.181) (0.237) 

Ethnicity: 

White British 
Reference category 

Ethnicity: Non- 

White British 

  -0.102 -0.245* -0.0390 

  (0.150) (0.146) (0.163) 

Gender: Male Reference category 

Gender: Female   0.00358 0.0462 -0.0345 

  (0.0749) (0.0599) (0.0759) 

Age   -0.00649** -0.00423* -0.00184 

  (0.00294) (0.00257) (0.00289) 

Constant 1.174*** 1.037*** 1.135*** -0.0928 0.950*** 

 (0.105) (0.229) (0.304) (0.386) (0.262) 

      

Observations 1,405 1,405 1,405 1,405 1,405 

      

OLS regressions using robust estimator. 

Coefficients are unstandardised, all models use sampling weights (pweight), and robust standard errors 

are presented in parentheses. 

Statistical significance: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. 
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Table 2. Key Coefficients from Contacting Political 

Participation OLS Regression Models using Indicator Means 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

VARIABLES Cultural 

capital 

All forms of 

capital 

Capital and 

background 

Capital and 

all controls 

Background 

only 

      

Performance-based 

cultural capital 

0.223*** 0.194*** 0.199*** 0.155***  

(0.0579) (0.0587) (0.0589) (0.0484)  

Exhibition-based 

cultural capital 

0.0581* 0.0471 0.0340 -0.0509*  

(0.0344) (0.0338) (0.0339) (0.0295)  

Consumption-based 

cultural capital 

-0.0657*** -0.0615*** -0.0559** -0.0461**  

(0.0213) (0.0237) (0.0238) (0.0203)  

Know managers and 

professionals count: 0 
Reference category 

Know managers and 

professionals count: 1 

 0.104 0.0986 0.0845  

 (0.0681) (0.0698) (0.0577)  

Know managers and 

professionals count: 2 

 0.188** 0.163** 0.0862  

 (0.0807) (0.0809) (0.0667)  

Know managers and 

professionals count: 3 

 0.338*** 0.311*** 0.136  

 (0.118) (0.119) (0.115)  

Know semi-routine 

employees count: 0 
Reference category 

Know semi-routine 

employees count: 1 

 -0.0631 -0.0319 -0.0280  

 (0.0737) (0.0738) (0.0615)  

Know semi-routine 

employees count: 2 

 0.00430 0.0357 0.0873  

 (0.0857) (0.0868) (0.0789)  

Know semi-routine 

employees count: 3 

 0.0601 0.100 0.0512  

 (0.0917) (0.0929) (0.0872)  

Know routine 

employees count: 0 
Reference category 

Know routine 

employees count: 1 

 -0.0620 -0.0500 -0.115**  

 (0.0656) (0.0656) (0.0573)  

Know routine 

employees count: 2 

 0.117 0.122 0.0697  

 (0.0837) (0.0857) (0.0729)  

Know routine 

employees count: 3 

 0.0991 0.0848 0.0705  

 (0.124) (0.123) (0.0978)  

Size and activity of 

social network 

 0.0529 0.0551 -0.0213  

 (0.0421) (0.0420) (0.0371)  

% of acquaintances in 

the same sex 

 -0.00288* -0.00215 -0.00155  

 (0.00165) (0.00162) (0.00129)  

% of acquaintances in 

the same ethnic group 

 -0.000989 -0.000668 -0.000180  

 (0.00143) (0.00157) (0.00133)  

% of acquaintances 

with the same religion 

 -0.00252** -0.00243** -0.00193*  

 (0.00121) (0.00120) (0.000996)  

Household income  -0.0201* -0.0236* -0.0180  

 (0.0103) (0.0123) (0.0115)  

Property types  

owned: 0 
Reference category 

Property types  

owned: 1 

 0.122* 0.0985 0.0218  

 (0.0643) (0.0860) (0.0631)  

Property types  

owned: 2+ 

 0.398** 0.359** 0.185  

 (0.156) (0.165) (0.141)  
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Table D2 continues overleaf 

Table D2 continued 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

      

Debts: 

None or no difficulties 
Reference category 

Debts: 

Occasional struggles 

 -0.0724 -0.0534 -0.0889*  

 (0.0697) (0.0695) (0.0539)  

Debts: 

Constant struggle 

 0.117 0.130 -0.0277  

 (0.0873) (0.0895) (0.0795)  

Debts: 

Falling or fallen behind 

 0.132 0.136 -0.0709  

 (0.158) (0.159) (0.117)  

      

Parental NS-SEC: 

Routine 
Reference category 

Parental NS-SEC: 

Semi-routine 

  0.149 0.0775 0.159 

  (0.168) (0.120) (0.182) 

Parental NS-SEC: 

Low. super. or tech. 

  0.0576 0.0138 0.150 

  (0.158) (0.114) (0.157) 

Parental NS-SEC: 

Small employer 

  0.00227 -0.126 0.0582 

  (0.153) (0.114) (0.160) 

Parental NS-SEC: 

Intermediate 

  -0.00594 -0.101 0.104 

  (0.137) (0.108) (0.145) 

Parental NS-SEC: 

Low. management 

  0.0926 0.0120 0.171 

  (0.146) (0.105) (0.151) 

Parental NS-SEC: 

High. professions 

  0.191 0.0675 0.289 

  (0.179) (0.119) (0.189) 

Parental NS-SEC: 

Large employer 

  0.0291 -0.0390 0.0586 

  (0.197) (0.151) (0.220) 

Ethnicity: 

White British 
Reference category 

Ethnicity: Non- 

White British 

  0.173 0.0320 0.236* 

  (0.111) (0.0966) (0.135) 

Gender: Male 
Reference category 

Gender: Female   -0.193*** -0.116** -0.202*** 

  (0.0647) (0.0577) (0.0648) 

Age   0.00343 0.00678*** 0.00781*** 

  (0.00302) (0.00227) (0.00262) 

Constant 0.640*** 0.855*** 0.619** -0.374 0.119 

 (0.0880) (0.206) (0.316) (0.366) (0.247) 

      

Observations 1,405 1,405 1,405 1,405 1,405 

      

OLS regressions using robust estimator. 

Coefficients are unstandardised, all models use sampling weights (pweight), and robust standard errors 

are presented in parentheses. 

Statistical significance: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. 

 

 

 



32 

 

 

Table 3. Key Coefficients from Collective Political 

Participation OLS Regression Models using Indicator Means 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

VARIABLES Cultural 

capital 

All forms of 

capital 

Capital and 

background 

Capital and 

all controls 

Background 

only 

      

Performance-based 

cultural capital 

0.210*** 0.186*** 0.182*** 0.156***  

(0.0514) (0.0506) (0.0496) (0.0350)  

Exhibition-based 

cultural capital 

0.0361 0.0436* 0.0382 -0.0134  

(0.0261) (0.0249) (0.0254) (0.0207)  

Consumption-based 

cultural capital 

-0.0266** -0.0287** -0.0246* -0.0177  

(0.0121) (0.0146) (0.0141) (0.0116)  

Know managers and 

professionals count: 0 
Reference category 

Know managers and 

professionals count: 1 

 -0.0179 -0.0172 -0.0239  

 (0.0509) (0.0498) (0.0423)  

Know managers and 

professionals count: 2 

 0.0504 0.0455 0.00378  

 (0.0679) (0.0689) (0.0589)  

Know managers and 

professionals count: 3 

 0.127 0.128 0.0350  

 (0.0930) (0.0937) (0.0849)  

Know semi-routine 

employees count: 0 
Reference category 

Know semi-routine 

employees count: 1 

 -0.0170 -0.00222 -0.000610  

 (0.0498) (0.0499) (0.0410)  

Know semi-routine 

employees count: 2 

 0.0724 0.0883 0.126**  

 (0.0702) (0.0713) (0.0573)  

Know semi-routine 

employees count: 3 

 0.0802 0.0898 0.0897*  

 (0.0626) (0.0633) (0.0538)  

Know routine 

employees count: 0 
Reference category 

Know routine 

employees count: 1 

 0.0246 0.0182 -0.0485  

 (0.0493) (0.0484) (0.0400)  

Know routine 

employees count: 2 

 0.00516 0.00623 -0.0410  

 (0.0572) (0.0571) (0.0470)  

Know routine 

employees count: 3 

 -0.0262 -0.0211 -0.0542  

 (0.0681) (0.0715) (0.0588)  

Size and activity of 

social network 

 0.0789** 0.0749** 0.0236  

 (0.0312) (0.0306) (0.0233)  

% of acquaintances in 

the same sex 

 -0.000408 -0.000238 7.73e-05  

 (0.00125) (0.00126) (0.000929)  

% of acquaintances in 

the same ethnic group 

 -0.00342*** -0.00274** -0.00170*  

 (0.00113) (0.00118) (0.000880)  

% of acquaintances 

with the same religion 

 -0.00106 -0.00117 -0.000695  

 (0.000849) (0.000852) (0.000708)  

Household income  -0.0184** -0.0256*** -0.0241***  

 (0.00774) (0.00946) (0.00837)  

Property types  

owned: 0 
Reference category 

Property types  

owned: 1 

 0.0245 0.0712 0.0339  

 (0.0488) (0.0586) (0.0459)  

Property types  

owned: 2+ 

 -0.0452 0.0221 -0.0654  

 (0.0870) (0.0929) (0.0722)  
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Table D3 continues overleaf 

Table D3 continued 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

      

Debts: 

None or no difficulties 
Reference category 

Debts: 

Occasional struggles 

 0.0173 0.0115 -0.0252  

 (0.0476) (0.0454) (0.0340)  

Debts: 

Constant struggle 

 0.0875 0.0845 -0.0501  

 (0.0663) (0.0678) (0.0571)  

Debts: 

Falling or fallen behind 

 0.296* 0.274* 0.0755  

 (0.161) (0.156) (0.107)  

Parental NS-SEC: 

Routine 
Reference category 

Parental NS-SEC: 

Semi-routine 

  0.0314 -0.00709 0.0569 

  (0.0937) (0.0741) (0.0970) 

Parental NS-SEC: 

Low. super. or tech. 

  -0.0150 -0.0283 0.0562 

  (0.0868) (0.0652) (0.0928) 

Parental NS-SEC: 

Small employer 

  -0.0179 -0.105 0.0242 

  (0.0924) (0.0747) (0.0992) 

Parental NS-SEC: 

Intermediate 

  0.0665 -0.00255 0.167 

  (0.0944) (0.0790) (0.109) 

Parental NS-SEC: 

Low. management 

  0.0720 0.00998 0.158 

  (0.0927) (0.0734) (0.104) 

Parental NS-SEC: 

High. professions 

  0.134 0.0586 0.244* 

  (0.124) (0.0900) (0.146) 

Parental NS-SEC: 

Large employer 

  0.0130 -0.00429 0.0742 

  (0.134) (0.103) (0.157) 

Ethnicity: 

White British 
Reference category 

Ethnicity: Non- 

White British 

  0.150 0.0322 0.270** 

  (0.111) (0.0970) (0.132) 

Gender: Male 
Reference category 

Gender: Female   -0.0701 -0.0602 -0.0558 

  (0.0484) (0.0432) (0.0493) 

Age   -0.00202 0.000304 -0.000794 

  (0.00198) (0.00149) (0.00189) 

Constant 0.211*** 0.394*** 0.424** 0.0917 0.337** 

 (0.0484) (0.143) (0.201) (0.241) (0.170) 

      

Observations 1,405 1,405 1,405 1,405 1,405 

      

OLS regressions using robust estimator. 

Coefficients are unstandardised, all models use sampling weights (pweight), and robust standard errors 

are presented in parentheses. 

Statistical significance: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. 
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scores of the indicators that load onto the factors, rather than the factor scores themselves, 

though the results are replicated when using the latter.7 The four models are estimated for 

each form of political participation. 

As Figure 6 and Table 1 show, exhibition-based cultural capital has a positive 

relationship with individualised political participation, but this relationship ceases to be 

statistically significant when all of the controls are added (model 4: b = 0.053, S.E. = 

0.034, p > 0.1). Performance-based cultural capital also has a consistently positive 

relationship with individualised political participation, and consumption-based cultural 

capital has a negative relationship, but none of the coefficients reach statistical 

significance (model 4: performance-based cultural capital b = 0.023, s.e. = 0.046, p > 

0.1; consumption-based cultural capital b = -0.041, s.e. = 0.022, p > 0.05). Whilst the 

significance of these relationships is lacking, or not robust to the inclusion of controls, 

the pattern of coefficients is clear and shows a positive relationship between legitimate 

cultural capital and political participation, and a negative relationship between popular 

cultural capital and political participation. As we will see, these patterns are also 

observed in relation to the other forms of political participation. 

For contacting political activities, Figure 7 and Table 2 show a positive 

relationship with performance-based cultural capital. A 1-point rise in the mean 

frequency of the former is associated with a 0.155-point rise in the mean frequency of 

the latter (model 4: s.e. = 0.048, p < 0.01). By contrast, consumption-based cultural 

capital has a negative relationship with contacting political activities. A 1-point rise in 

the mean frequency of those cultural activities is associated with a 0.046-point decline 

in contacting activities (model 4: s.e. = 0.020, p < 0.05). Finally, turning to collective 

 

7 Full OLS models using dependent and independent variable factor scores can be found in Appendix E. 
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political participation, Figure 8 and Table 3 again show a consistent positive 

relationship with performance-based cultural capital (model 4: b=0.156, s.e.=0.035, p < 

0.001). There is also a negative relationship with consumption-based cultural capital, 

but its statistical significance is not robust to the addition of all controls (model 4: b = -

0.018, s.e. = 0.012, p > 0.1). Thus, the positive relationship with performance-based 

cultural capital and the negative relationship with consumption-based cultural capital 

are observed across all models relating to all three forms of political participation, even 

if not always significant. There is also a consistent pattern in relation to exhibition-

based cultural capital, which is positively related to all three forms of participation until 

the full set of controls is added. The reduction in the size of the relationship, and the 

reversal of its direction in relation to contacting and collective participation, suggests 

that it acts as a mediator for one or more of the control variables, with education being a 

likely candidate. 

Taken together, the conclusion to be drawn from these regression results is that 

legitimate, and particularly performance-based, cultural capital is consistently positively 

related to political participation in Britain. By contrast, popular cultural capital in the 

form of consumption-based activities is negatively related to political participation. This 

indicates that such participation is disproportionately undertaken by those with the 

‘right’ kinds of cultural practices. The results are supportive of Hypothesis 1 with the 

exception that the relationship between consumption-based cultural capital and political 

participation runs in the opposite direction to that hypothesised. The results also support 

Hypothesis 2, in the sense that the coefficients for consumption-based cultural capital 

are consistently smaller than those for to the two forms of legitimate cultural capital, but 

again the hypothesis did not anticipate that the former coefficients would be negative. 
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The cross-sectional nature of the data limits the causal inference that we can 

draw from the observed relationships. However, it is likely that differences in cultural 

capital and, by extension, political participation have their roots in background 

characteristics, whether drawing on the causal propositions of either the Civic 

Voluntarism Model or Bourdieu’s work. Indeed, with all forms of capital and 

background characteristics included (Table 1, model 3) a positive relationship is 

observed between individualised political participation and highest parental class 

(intermediate occupations: b = 0.383, s.e. = 0.155, p < 0.05; lower management: b = 

0.313, s.e. = 0.144, p < 0.05; higher professionals: b = 0.431, s.e. = 0.198, p < 0.05). 

These relationships are also observed when a simple model with only background 

characteristics (Table 1, model 5) is estimated (intermediate occupations: b = 0.491, s.e. 

= 0.166, p < 0.01; lower management: b = 0.384, s.e. = 0.149, p < 0.05; higher 

professionals: b = 0.539, s.e. = 0.214, p < 0.05). Age has a positive relationship with 

contacting political participation when only background characteristics are included 

(Table 2, model 5), as well as when all controls are included (model4: b = 0.007, s.e. = 

0.002, p < 0.001 in Table 2, model 4) whilst being female is negatively related to such 

activities in all models (model 4: b = -0.116, s.e. = 0.058, p < 0.05). Finally, turning to 

collective political participation, there are no relationships with age, gender or highest 

parental class across the models in which they are included (Table 3, models 3, 4 and 5). 

The results relating to background characteristics leave open the possibility that 

their relationships with political participation, at least in its individualised and 

contacting forms, may be mediated by cultural capital. To investigate this possibility, 

causal mediation analysis (Chan et al. 2016; Glynn 2012; Hicks and Tingley 2011; Imai, 

Keele and Tingley 2010; Imai et al. 2011; Rudolph et al. 2018) is undertaken for two of 
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the background characteristics measured in the data: highest parental class and gender.8 

Causal mediation analysis (CMA) has been undertaken on a range of data including 

observational (Johnson, Oppenheimer and Selin 2012), experimental (Tomz and Weeks 

2013), and cross-sectional (Oliver and Wood 2014). In this case, the possibility that 

parental class and gender impact on political participation via each of the three types of 

cultural capital is tested.9 

Despite the limitations of cross-sectional data in terms of causal inference (King 

1986), it is a safe assumption that the class of one’s parents and one’s gender are 

exogenous, and causally prior, to the cultural and political activities measured in the 

data. Further, an important part of causal inference stems from having a ‘credibly 

causal’ narrative of the relationships being tested (Hay 2017). In this case, that narrative 

stems from Bourdieu’s observation of a ‘habitus’ of cultural tastes and practices that is 

developed from early life onwards. It further draws on the claim of the Civic 

Voluntarism Model that background characteristics lead to differential stocks of the 

resources, in this case cultural capital, that facilitate political participation. Whilst the 

interpretation of the relationships between cultural capital and political participation 

will be returned to in the discussion, the idea that background characteristics lead to 

different stocks of cultural capital that, in turn, facilitate different levels of political 

participation is a plausible causal narrative to test empirically. 

 

 

 

8 Although ethnicity is also measured in the data, there are particular problems with sample 

representativeness in this regard so the relationships between ethnicity and political participation, 

mediated or otherwise, are not analysed (see Janta-Lipinski and Sobolewska 2015 on this point). 

9 Causal mediation models testing the path from age, through cultural capital, to the three types of 

political participation were also estimated, with results available in Appendix F. 
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Figure 4. Results of Causal Mediation Analysis Testing: Highest Parental Class → 

Performance-Based Cultural Capital → Individualised Political Participation†  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Results of Causal Mediation Analysis Testing: Highest Parental Class → 

Performance-Based Cultural Capital → Individualised Political Participation†  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. Results of Causal Mediation Analysis Testing: Highest Parental Class → 

Performance-Based Cultural Capital → Individualised Political Participation† 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Performance-based 

cultural capital (55%) 

Parental class 
Contacting 

participation -0.015 

(0.059) 

0.246*** 

(0.040) 

0.188** 

(0.092) 

Performance-based 

cultural capital (28%) 

Parental class 
Individualised 

participation 0.126* 

(0.071) 

0.188** 

(0.092) 

0.272*** 

(0.041) 

† Causal mediation analysis using OLS regressions with robust estimation. 

Coefficients are unstandardised, all models use sampling weights (pweight), and robust 

standard errors are presented in parentheses. 

   Statistical significance: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. 

Performance-based 

cultural capital (34%) 

Parental class 
Collective 

participation 0.083** 

(0.037) 

0.232*** 

(0.040) 

0.188** 

(0.092) 



39 

 

 

Figure 7. Results of Causal Mediation Analysis Testing: Gender → Exhibition-Based 

Cultural Capital → Individualised Political Participation†  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8. Results of Causal Mediation Analysis Testing: Gender → Exhibition-Based 

Cultural Capital → Individualised Political Participation†  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9. Results of Causal Mediation Analysis Testing: Gender → Exhibition-Based 

Cultural Capital → Individualised Political Participation† 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Exhibition-based 

cultural capital (23%) 

Gender: Female 
Contacting 

participation -0.173*** 

(0.061) 

0.175*** 

(0.028) 

-0.283*** 

(0.098) 

 

Exhibition-based 

cultural capital (67%) 

Gender: Female 
Individualised 

participation 0.038 

(0.072) 

-0.283*** 

(0.098) 

0.248*** 

(0.031) 

† Causal mediation analysis using OLS regressions with robust estimation. 

Coefficients are unstandardised, all models use sampling weights (pweight), and robust 

standard errors are presented in parentheses. 

   Statistical significance: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. 

Exhibition-based 

cultural capital (64%) 

Gender: Female 
Collective 

participation -0.018 

(0.043) 

0.169*** 

(0.029) 

-0.283*** 

(0.098) 
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Three findings emerge from the causal mediation analyses. First, Figure 4 shows 

that approximately 28% of the positive impact of parental class on individualised 

political participation is mediated by performance-based cultural capital (tables 4 and 5 

show the regression coefficients for each stage of the causal mediation analyses). This 

corroborates the observed positive relationship between parental class and 

individualised political participation in the OLS models (Table 1, model 5), as well as 

the positive relationship between performance-based cultural capital and such political 

participation. The sensitivity analysis considers the condition in which we would 

conclude that the average causal mediation effect (ACME) is not significantly different 

from zero. That condition is the presence of an unobserved confounder that affects both 

performance-based cultural capital and individualised participation in the same direction 

such that the correlation between the two error terms is greater than 0.235 (Imai et al. 

2011, 776). 

Similar relationships are observed for contacting (Figure 5) and collective 

political participation (Figure 6), for which 34% and 55% of the effect of parental class 

are mediated by performance-based cultural capital (tables 7 and 8, and 9 and 10 show 

the relevant regression results). The ACME being statistically indistinguishable from 

zero requires assumption of a confounder causing a correlation greater than 0.327 and 

0.239, respectively, between the error terms of performance-based cultural capital and 

political participation. Thus, in addition to the consistent positive relationship observed 

between performance-based cultural capital and political participation in the OLS 

regressions, there is evidence of a plausible causal path running from parental class, 

through such cultural capital, to political participation. 

Third and finally, figures 7 to 9 show that the negative effect of gender is 

mediated by exhibition-based cultural capital in relation to all three forms of political 
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participation. The degree of mediation varies from 23% for contacting participation 

(Figure 8) to 67% for individualised participation (Figure 7), with collective 

participation closer to the latter (64% mediated, Figure 9). In order for the ACME in 

these models to be statistically indistinguishable from zero, there would need to be a 

confounder causing a correlation between the error terms of exhibition-based cultural 

capital and political participation that is greater than 0.215 for contacting participation, 

0.277 for individualised participation, and 0.311 for collective participation. These 

results do not corroborate the results from the OLS models, which do not show a robust 

effect of exhibition-based cultural capital on political participation. Nevertheless, it is 

possible that such capital has a gendered component that plays a part in the negative 

relationship between being female and contacting political activities that is observed in 

simple OLS models.10 

Each of the causal mediation models includes education level as a control for 

institutionalised cultural capital, and the models were also run with education acting as 

the mediator. The results of these analyses show that the mediating effects of education 

are smaller than those of non-institutionalised legitimate cultural capital. 11 Overall, the 

results of the mediation analyses indicate that particular types of cultural capital mediate 

the effects of class and gender on political participation in Britain. The results give 

detail of specific processes within the relationships observed between cultural capital 

 

10 The results of the mediation analyses for parental class → cultural capital → contacting political 

participation, gender → cultural capital → individualised political participation, and gender → 

cultural capital → collective political participation indicated no substantial mediation effects (in many 

cases the confidence intervals were such that the percentage mediated was not clearly distinct from 

zero), and can be found in Appendix F. 

11 The full results of the education mediation analyses are in Appendix F. 
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and political participation in the main OLS regression tables. They also empirically 

validate one plausible causal interpretation of those results, though that interpretation 

remains open to debate. 

Discussion 

The preceding analysis demonstrates that the daily political activities that sustain 

democracy in Britain are more likely to be undertaken by those with legitimate cultural 

capital. Hypothesis 1 was partially supported in the sense that legitimate cultural capital 

was positively related to all three forms of political participation although, counter to 

expectations, popular cultural capital was negatively related to contacting and collective 

and unrelated to individualised forms. This finding, in fact, exceeded the expectation of 

Hypothesis 2, which suggested that legitimate cultural capital would merely be more 

strongly positively related than popular cultural capital to political participation. 

The relationships are apparent in bivariate relationships and the results of a 

series of OLS regressions, which show that the relationships between cultural capital 

and political participation are robust to model specification. Specifically, contacting and 

collective political activity are positively associated with performance-based cultural 

capital whilst the former is negatively associated with consumption-based cultural 

capital. The latter finding is an indication that those who engage in certain political 

activities with greater frequency tend to be less positively disposed towards popular 

culture. This suggests that the idea of distinction is still applicable to the arena of 

everyday politics in Britain. This is not mutually exclusive with observations of 

increasing cultural ‘omnivorousness,’ but it is clear that those with legitimate cultural 

capital are more equipped for or disposed towards political participation than those with 

popular cultural capital. 
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 There are at least three possible explanations for these relationships, one of 

which is less plausible than they others. The first possibility is that those who engage in 

political activities are somehow furnished with a newfound enthusiasm for opera, ballet, 

and art galleries, or in other words that political participation leads to increased 

legitimate cultural capital. This seems unlikely: there is no political entry requirement 

for such performances, and one can attend with friends or family without engaging with 

others. By contract, political participation, and especially contacting and collective 

participation, require at least some engagement with people outside one’s immediate 

social circle. In such contexts, one’s cultural tastes and habits might act as signals of 

similarity, allowing one to fit in and seem qualified to participate. Still, there are two 

ways in which such qualification may work. 

The second causal account stems from Bourdieu’s idea of ‘habitus,’ in which the 

processes that form cultural tastes and practices are the very same ones that lead to an 

inclination to engage, or not, in political activities. In other words, political activity is 

not caused by cultural capital but is part of the same package of tastes and habits, which 

simultaneously imbues people with a sense of ease when engaging in ‘highbrow’ 

cultural contexts and political participation. In this account, socialisation is a key 

mechanism by which privilege, imbued in all three forms of capital, is passed from 

generation to generation. This is also the cases for the third causal account, represented 

by the Civic Voluntarism Model. The difference is that it sees resources such as capital 

as distributed differentially between groups, as Bourdieu does, but that political 

participation emerges as a consequence of this rather than as part of the same process. 

In other words, people are imbued with a set of resources, referred to here as capital, 

and then are more or less able to engage in politics because of the resources that they 

hold. 
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 It is the third possibility that informed the causal mediation analysis, and they 

provide some evidence in support of it. The data is consistent with the causal narrative 

in which people brought up in households with parents in higher classes accumulate 

higher levels of legitimate cultural capital and are then able to draw on this when they 

wish to engage in political participation. Further, taking an intersectional approach to 

capital as a form of privilege, the data is also compatible with a view in which different 

genders accumulate distinct stocks of legitimate cultural capital that facilitate greater or 

lesser ease when engaging in political participation. However, the same causal 

mediation analysis results can be reconciled with Bourdieu’s approach, and the cross-

sectional nature of the data does not allow differentiation between the two. It suffices to 

say, however, that a previously unobserved relationship between cultural capital and 

political participation exists in Britain. 

That relationship persists when controlling for institutionalised cultural capital in 

the form of education. Indeed, the types cultural capital measured here mediate the 

relationships between parental class, gender, and political participation to a greater 

extent than does education. Finally, the relationship between cultural capital and 

political participation exists alongside relationships with a series of measures from the 

Civic Voluntarism Model in the form of political engagement, recruitment to political 

activities, and civic skills.12 Thus, twenty years after Verba, Schlozman and Brady 

pioneered the Civic Voluntarism Model in Voice and Equality, and forty years after 

Bourdieu theorised the importance of economic, social, and cultural capital in 

Distinction, they continue to provide a relevant account of the social and cultural factors 

are play in political participation in Britain. 

 

12 These results are available in the full regression tables in Appendix D. 
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Conclusion 

This article demonstrates that cultural capital, which has previously been largely 

overlooked beyond institutionalised educational qualifications, had a robust relationship 

with political participation in Britain. Specifically, legitimate cultural capital in the form 

of performance-based activities is positively related to contacting and collective 

political activities. By contrast, popular cultural capital in the form of consumption-

based activities is negatively related to contacting political activities. As such, the 

article presents evidence that political participation in Britain is a distinguished activity, 

disproportionately undertaken by those with the ‘right’ cultural tastes and practices. 

This is a picture of politics that is not equally open to all. 

 Further, the article presented results of causal mediation analysis that are 

consistent with the causal narrative that background characteristics lead to differential 

accumulation of the capital that enables political participation. However, the cross-

sectional nature of the data means that the results cannot distinguishing between this 

narrative and the view that capital results from the same inter-generational reproduction 

of privilege that drives interest in, and ease with, politics. This is a challenging causal 

process to untangle experimentally, given the difficulty of randomly distributing forms 

of cultural capital to observe their effects, so new time-series data may be needed. 

Whatever the ultimate answer to that causal conundrum it is clear that in Britain at least, 

those with stocks of legitimate cultural capital disproportionately practiced their right to 

act politically. 
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