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Abstract:  

 
Facilitating Active citizenship is one of the European Commission's strategies for 

increasing social cohesion and reducing the democratic deficit across Europe 

within the context of the wider Lisbon process. In this context, this paper provides 

an evidence base for policy development, identifying the socio-demographic 

characteristics and determinants of active citizens and those who for one reason or 

another participate much less. The paper provides a detailed identikit of the active 

citizen from 2002 across 14 European countries Austrian, Belgium, Germany, 

Denmark, Spain, Finland, United Kingdom, Greece, Italy, Luxemburg, 

Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Sweden (the complete dataset available for this 

research is only available for the majority of old member states of the European 

Union and European Economic Area). The results of our analysis, based on a 

multilevel regression model, provide a clear identikit of the active citizen in Europe 

and the drivers of the phenomenon are identified both at the individual and at the 

country level. The picture provided is quite interesting and shows that the level of 

Active Citizenship is higher in countries with a higher level of GDP with a more 



 
 

equal distribution of income and a more heterogeneous religious climate. 

Moreover, at the individual level, the strongest determinant of active citizenship is  

education and participation in lifelong learning activities which can permit some 

action to policymaker in order to foster the participation in civil society of the the 

new generations which quite passively do not take part in the democratic life of our 

societies. 
 

 

1. Introduction  

 
Facilitating Active citizenship is one of the European Commission‟s strategies 

for increasing social cohesion and reducing the democratic deficit across Europe 

within the context of the wider Lisbon process. In this regard indicators have been 

requested by member states (Council 2005 and Council 2007) then developed by 

CRELL (Hoskins et al 2006, Hoskins et al 2008 and Hoskins and Mascherini 2009) 

and used within the European Commission Progress reports on the Lisbon process 

(European Commission 2007 and European Commission 2008). The next research 

step, towards deepening the understanding of this phenomenon and towards 

providing an evidence base for policy development, was to identify the socio-

demographic characteristics and determinants of active citizens and those who for 

one reason or another participate much less. This paper provides a detailed identikit 

of the active citizen from 2002 across 14 European countries Austrian, Belgium, 

Germany, Denmark, Spain, Finland, United Kingdom, Greece, Italy, Luxemburg, 

Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Sweden (the complete dataset available for this 

research is only available for the majority of old member states of the European 

Union and European Economic Area). 

In this context, the aim of the paper is to deepen the understanding of Active 

Citizenship by identifying the determinants of Active Citizenship through the 

application of a multilevel model that examines both the individual level and 

national level characteristics. Hoskins and Mascherini (2009) presented a 

composite indicator to measure Active Citizenship based on 61 basic indicators 

drawn from the 2002 European Social Survey data. Following this framework, 

individual level analysis is carried out using socio-demographic and behavioral 

variables of gender, occupation, income, age, religion and use of media of active 

citizens. On a national level it provides an analysis of the contextual features of the 

country which enhance active citizenship such as; GDP, income equality, national 

averages of education and religious diversity. This research also enables a greater 

understanding of who is much less active. 

Research in the field of political participation has shown that in the US (Verba, 

Schlozman and Brady, 1995) and across 62 diverse countries in the world (Norris 

2002) that the individual characteristics of gender, ethnicity and social class have 

not been found to be significant predictors of political participation after 

controlling for education, occupation and social and economic status. Norris (2002) 



 
 

across the 62 diverse countries and Lauglo and Oia (2002) in Norway found that 

age was a significant factor with participation increasing with age and in the case 

of Norris‟s research, she found that the middle aged participated the most. Verba, 

Slozman and Brady (1995), found that family income is a predictor of political 

voice and influence. Education across the years has been identified as the single 

most important predictor of different forms of political participation (Dee 2004, 

Finkel 2003, Print 2007, Galston 2001, Verba, Schlozsm and Hoskins et al 2008). 

The effect of the media and news has had conflicting results as Semetko 2007 

noted in a review of this literature for voter turn out. She highlighted that there was 

equal evidence of media increasing cynicism and reducing engagement as there 

was for it increasing the levels of citizen‟s involvement, trust and efficacy. Based 

on the previous literature, what we can expect to see is that age, education and 

wealth are the key features of active citizenship. In terms of age we would expect 

to see the middle age participate more. Concerning education and wealth the more 

you have the more we would expect that people participate. 

The potential barriers to active citizenship have been described by Hoskins et al 

(2008) as „financial concerns (e.g. paying subscriptions to be a party member), in 

terms of spare time (e.g. if an individual is both working and looking after a 

family), geographical location (e.g. in the countryside without good public 

transport) and information (e.g. being part of networks that keep you informed).‟ 

Verba, Slozman and Brady 1995 categorized the barriers that they had found from 

their research into 3 major reasons for not being able to participate, 1) they can‟t, 

due to a lack of money, time and skills, 2) they don‟t want to, due to no interest, 

they think it makes no difference and a limited knowledge of process 3) nobody 

asked (they lacked information). They suggest that the extent that these factors 

influence the levels of participation depends on which forms of participation are 

under discussion. This approach that is used predominantly on research on 

elections, does not help to explain why so many people actually vote. From this 

research we would expect to see that wealth, amount of free time, geographical 

location, information from various media sources and involvement in social 

networks would be crucial to whether people are active citizens.  

In this paper, we identify which socio-demographic features are critical to active 

citizenship in 14 European countries and which social groups are more isolated and 

participate much less. 

This paper is organized into three sections. Section 2 describes the active 

citizenship composite indicator and in Section 3 possible socio-economic and 

behavioural determinants of Active Citizenship through individual data and 

multilevel analysis are deeply investigated. The results are finally described, 

commented upon and conclusions drawn. Finally issues to be addressed by further 

research are presented. 

 

 

 



 
 

2. The Active Citizenship Composite Indicator 
 

    Building on the foundations of Marshall (1950) in terms of rights and obligations 

of citizenship and Verba and Nie (1972) in terms of participatory and influential 

action, Hoskins and Mascherini (2009) defined active citizenship as:  

 

“Participation in civil society, community and/or political life, 

characterised by mutual respect and non-violence and in 

accordance with human rights and democracy.”  

(Hoskins, 2006) 

 

As can be seen within this definition, Active citizenship incorporates a wide spread 

of participatory activities containing political action, participatory democracy and 

civil society and community support. However, and in our view correctly, action 

alone is not considered active citizenship, the examples of Nazi Germany or 

Communist Europe can show mass participation without necessarily democratic or 

beneficial consequences. Instead participation is incorporated with democratic 

values, mutual respect and human rights. Thus what we are attempting to measure 

is value based participation. The difference between this concept and social capital 

is that the emphasis is placed on the societal outcomes of democracy and social 

cohesion and not on the benefits to the individual from participation. For further 

details on the conceptual development of active citizenship we address the reader 

to Hoskins and Mascherini, 2009.  

After defining the concept, Hoskins and Mascherini, 2009 based the operational 

model of active citizenship on four measurable and distinct dimensions of Protest 

and Social Change, Community life, Representative Democracy and Democratic 

Values. The dimension on Protest and Social Change is comprised of four 

components. The first component is protest activities which is a combination of 5 

indicators: signing a petition, taking part in a lawful demonstration, boycotting 

products and contacting a politician. The next 3 components are three types of 

organizations; human rights organisations, trade unions and environmental 

organisations. Each of these components is comprised of four indicators on 

membership, participation activities, donating money and voluntary work. The 

Community life dimension is comprised of seven components. Six of these are 

community organisations: religious, business, cultural, social, sport and parent-

teacher organisations. These 6 components contain 4 indicators each on 

membership, participation activities, donating money and voluntary work. The 7
th
 

component is a single indicator on unorganized help. The dimension 

Representative Democracy is built from 3 sub-dimensions; engagement in political 

parties, voter turnout and participation of women in political life. The sub-

dimension on engagement in political parties contains 4 indicators on membership, 

participation, donating money or voluntary work for political parties. The sub-

dimension on voter turn out contains two indicators on voting, one on the national 

elections and one on European elections. The third sub-dimension is comprised of 



 
 

one indicator on the percentage of women in national parliaments. The fourth 

dimension is called Democratic Values and consists of 3 sub-domains: democracy, 

intercultural understanding and human rights. The democracy sub-domain is 

comprised of 5 indicators on Democratic Values asked in relationship to 

citizenship activities. The intercultural sub-dimension contains 3 indicators on 

immigration. The human rights sub-dimension is comprised of 3 indicators on 

human rights in relationship to law and rights of migrants. 

The operational model adopted to measure Active Citizenship is described in figure 

1 below. For the complete list of indicators we address the reader to and Hoskins 

and Mascherini 2009. 

 

 

2.1 Data and Methods  

 

In the field of active citizenship availability of data is a serious problem. Not all 

dimensions are sufficiently covered and multi-annual data are generally not 

available. For example, there are limited data available on more informal and less 

conventional methods of participation, which have been seen to rise in recent years 

and which are often more culturally specific. Where possible non-conventional 

participation such as ethical consumption and unorganized participation have been 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 
Figure 1 – The Structure of the Active Citizenship Composite Indicator.. 

 

included in the model, but the data for traditional forms of participation are more 

plentiful and easier to access from survey data. 

With this in mind, the selection of indicators for the composite measure of active 

citizenship has been based mostly upon one source of data, which helps to 

maximize the comparability of the indicators. The source of data chosen was the 

European Social Survey (http://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/) which ran a 

specific module on citizenship in 2002.  The European Social Survey (ESS) aimed 

to be representative of all residents among the population aged 15 years and above 

in each participating country. The size and the quality of the sample make the 

country coverage of Europe in the ESS data reasonably good, with 19 European 

countries, including 18 EU member states, providing sufficient quality of data.   



 
 

Overall, the Active Citizenship Composite Indicator is based on a list of 61 basic 

indicators. As stated above, most of these indicators use individual data collected in 

the European Social Survey of 2002. In addition, voter turnout at national and 

European elections has also been considered, as well as the proportion of women in 

national parliaments. In order to complete the dataset, one missing value has been 

imputed for Norway. The list of the 19 countries included in the analysis is given in 

table 1 below. The list of the basic indicators can be found in Hoskins and 

Mascherini 2009. 

 

Table 1 - List of countries included in the Active Citizenship Composite 

Indicator 

List of Countries 

Austria Netherland Finland Slovenia 

Italy Denmark Portugal Greece 

Belgium Norway France Ireland 

Luxemburg Spain Sweden Hungary 

Germany Poland United Kingdom  

 

Nardo et al. (2005) define a composite indicator as “a mathematical combination of 

individual indicators that represent different dimensions of a concept whose 

description is the objective of the analysis”. Following this logic, here we 

summarize the concept of active citizenship into one number, a composite 

indicator, which encompasses different dimensions. 

We built the composite indicators following the methodological guidelines given 

by Nardo et al. (2005). In this paper the different phases of the construction process 

of the composite indicators are just sketched and we address the reader to Hoskins 

and Mascherini, 2008  for details and wider description. 

Given the structure of the Active Citizenship Composite Indicator shown in figure 

1, the composite indicator is a weighted sum of the indices computed for the four 

dimensions Di (Representative Democracy, Protest and social change, Community, 

Democratic Values) with weights wi. The indices of each dimension Di is then a 

linear weighted sum of the sub-dimension indices SDij. with weights wj*. Finally, 

each sub-dimension index SDij is a linear weighted aggregation of the sij normalised 

sub-indicators 
jcihI

,
 with weights

#

, jihw . The integration of the different equations 

into one gives the general formula for the Active Citizenship Composite Indicator: 
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Having defined the aggregation rule of the composite indicator, the construction 

and evaluation of the composite indicator (CI) involve several steps. In the next 

step the variables must be standardized and the weighting scheme for the indicators 

specified. Due to the fact that the 61 basic indicators have been constructed using 



 
 

different scales, a standardization process is needed before the data for the different 

indicators can be aggregated. Different standardization techniques are available for 

this (Nardo et al., 2005). The basic standardization technique that has been applied 

is the well known z score approach in which for each basic indicator, xm,n , the 

average across countries and the standard deviation across countries are calculated. 

The normalization formula is: 

 

 
 

After the standardization process, the data have then been transformed to ensure 

that for each indicator a higher score would point to a better performance. This step 

was clearly necessary to make a meaningful aggregation of the different indicators. 

Based on the Active Citizenship Composite Indicator structure the weights were 

assigned after the consultation of experts in the field of active citizenship. This was 

done in order to assign different weights to the various dimensions on the basis of 

experts judgment which was elicited with a survey designed following the budget 

allocation approach. In order to permit the elicitation of the experts‟ judgment, on 

February 2007 we distributed a questionnaire to 27 leading experts on Active 

Citizenship. All of the people contacted for participating in the survey had been 

established as researchers or key experts in the field of the Active Citizenship 

domain and for this reason they were considered experts. In particular, the 

participants to the survey belong to 4 different areas of expertise: sociologists, 

political scientists, policy makers and educationalists. 

The questionnaire was designed following the budget allocation approach, that 

is a participatory method in which experts are given a “budget” of N points (in our 

case 100), to be distributed over a number of sub-indicators, paying more for those 

indicators whose importance they want to stress. (Moldan and Billharz, 1997). For 

each expert, the weights of the basic indicators were computed by a linear 

combination of normalized values of the median of the distribution of the weights 

assigned to dimensions and sub dimensions. For a detailed description of the 

computation of the weights and the experts‟ elicitation process we address the 

reader to Mascherini and Hoskins, 2008. Finally a consistent sensitivity analysis 

was performed in order to show the robustness of the composite indicator which is 

not affected by the assumption made in the construction process. 

Moreover in Hoskins et al. 2006 and Hoskins and Mascherini, 2008 a consistent 

sensitivity analysis was performed in order to successfully show the robustness of 

the composite indicator that is not affected by the assumption made in the 

construction process.  

The composite indicator is then computed on the basis of the weights elicited by 

the experts. For each expert, the composite indicator is computed once for all 



 
 

countries. The score assigned to each country corresponds to the median of the 

distribution of the scores assigned to that country by all the experts.  

Overall, it can be seen that the Nordic countries Sweden, Norway and Denmark 

score the highest. The exception to this trend is Finland, which for the overall 

composite and the three dimensions of participatory engagement ranks in the 

middle of the table. In the domain of Values, however, Finland is ranked 3
rd

. The 

group of Scandinavian Countries is followed by Central European Countries: 

Among them, the highest score is recorded by Belgium, followed by Austria and 

Netherlands, Luxembourg and Germany. The group of Anglo-Saxon countries plus 

Finland are ranked from the 9
th
 to the 11

th
 position and they perform much better 

than France, Mediterranean countries and Slovenia. Finally, in general, it is Eastern 

Europe and Greece that figure in the lower end of the ranking. 

The results among the different dimensions are shown in Table 2. In general, 

Nordic Countries (especially Sweden) show top performances in all the different 

dimensions, presenting a valuable consistency in their performances. In contrast, 

Central European Countries show performances with different profiles; whereas 

the Netherlands and Luxembourg have consistent performances in all dimensions 

considered, Belgium compensates for low scores in the dimension of Values with 

outstanding performance in Political Life. 

 

Table 2 - The Ranking of the Active Citizenship Composite Indicator 

Rank Country score  (median) 

1 Sweden 1.017 

2 Norway 0.731 

3 Denmark 0.600 

4 Belgium 0.565 

5 Austria 0.436 

6 Luxembourg 0.324 

7 Netherlands 0.312 

8 Germany 0.295 

9 Ireland 0.121 

10 Finland 0.056 

11 United Kingdom -0.018 

12 France -0.286 

13 Spain -0.352 

14 Italy -0.470 

15 Slovenia -0.474 

16 Portugal -0.565 

17 Greece -0.789 

18 Poland -0.806 

19 Hungary -0.833 

 



 
 

 

 

 

Moreover, looking at the individual indicator included in the dimension of 

Protest and Social Change (Civil Society), the Nordic countries, where NGOs 

thrive, have high scores, and they are followed by Western European countries. 

The lower-scoring countries are from Eastern and Southern Europe. The driver of 

this result is mainly the sub-dimension of protest which is relatively high for all 

countries considered, whereas the Achilles heel is participation (especially in trades 

union). The low score of Poland and Hungary is especially driven by a low score 

for in volunteering working in organisations (6.5% for Poland and 3% for Hungary, 

compared with the 30% of the top performer) and in participation in human rights 

organisations (1% for both countries, while the top performer reaches 4.3%).  

Portugal shows better performance in this latter variable (2%) and Greece is 

particularly strong in the dimension of protest. 

The dimension of Community Life shows a slightly different picture. Here high 

scores are achieved by Belgium and the UK as well as by the Nordic countries. 

Participation and membership in sports and cultural activities are the driving force 

of the result. The low position of Italy is mainly the result of low participation and 

voluntary work and Spain compensates for its low score in participation and 

membership with high scores for parent–teacher organisations. For Southern 

Europe, the variable non-organised help is probably not sufficient to represent the 

informal networks and family support that characterise this region. In countries like 

Italy, for example, activities like preserving the food heritage (e.g. the Slowfood 

movement), or keeping cities lively with evening street activities could be 

considered relevant. Community participation scores low in Eastern Europe, 

especially in Poland. Furthermore, in Poland religious activities are more frequent 

than elsewhere in Europe. The dimension of Democratic Values shows a 

significantly different pattern from the previous dimensions, with some countries 

demonstrating quite different behaviour and overall fewer regional distinctions. 

Poland scores quite well in this index and enters the top five. In contrast to the 

other dimensions, Portugal also scores well in eighth place. In addition, Finland 

and Luxembourg join Sweden on the top three. The position of Belgium results 

from its relatively lower scores in the indicators on values on human rights as only 

about 2/3 of Belgian respondents said that they would give the same rights to 

immigrants and about the same number considered important the approval of laws 

against discrimination in the workplace or against racial hatred. In Sweden the 

proportions were closer to 90% and 80%, respectively. 

Finally, in the dimension of Representative Democracy, Austria and Belgium 

achieve high scores along with the Nordic countries. Austria is ahead of the Nordic 

countries (in spite of a relatively lower value for women‟s participation in national 

parliament), the only occasion in all four dimensions of Active Citizenship that this 

region does not score the highest. Austria‟s high score is partly due to the very high 

number of persons who are involved in political parties. Belgium ranks high in this 



 
 

dimension as a result of its policy of compulsory voting. France and UK perform 

less well in this dimension than in the previous two indices. Eastern European and 

some Southern European countries have lower scores. Poland has low voting 

scores but performs relatively well in donating money to political organisations, 

whereas Hungary performs well in democratic values and voting (75% in national 

elections and 38% in European parliament elections) but not in participation in 

politics. Overall the countries that perform better are not those with the highest 

voting rates for national or European parliaments but those where participation in 

politics is higher. 



 
 

 

Table 3 - Ranking of the four pillars of the composite indicator 

Rank Country 

Protest and 

Social 

Change 

Communit

y Life 

Democratic 

Values 

Representative 

Democracy 

1 Sweden 2 2 1 2 

2 Norway 1 1 4 7 

3 Denmark 3 6 7 3 

4 Belgium 4 3 18 1 

5 Austria 5 9 9 4 

6 Luxembourg 11 10 2 5 

7 Netherlands 6 5 11 8 

8 Germany 7 7 10 6 

9 Ireland 10 8 6 13 

10 Finland 12 13 3 9 

11 

United 

Kingdom 8 4 13 15 

12 France 9 11 16 16 

13 Spain 14 14 12 10 

14 Italy 15 17 15 11 

15 Slovenia 13 12 14 17 

16 Portugal 16 15 8 14 

17 Greece 18 18 19 12 

18 Poland 19 19 5 19 

19 Hungary 17 16 17 18 

 

 

 

3. Modelling the relation between Active Citizenship and its 

determinants. 
 

In order to deepen the analysis and provide relations with possible socio-economic 

and behavioural variables, in this paper, the active citizenship composite indicator 

is computed at the individual level. Using the individual score of this composite 

indicator it is possible to study the determinants which foster the level of active 

citizenship among the individuals. This analysis allows us to understand how the 

level of Active Citizenship varies with respect to the level of the all variables 

considered and to identify the drivers of the phenomenon and providing an 

evidence base for policy development providing an evidence base for policy 

development. Based on these reasons, the next step of this analysis is to investigate 

the existence of any multivariate relation between the considered variables and the 

level of active citizenship; in other words we need to model the relation between 

active citizenship and its determinants. 



 
 

 

 

 

3.1 The Methodology 
 

The nature of data in the dataset presents a nested pattern of variability: in 

particular we have a nested source of variability due to individuals and countries. 

In literature this type of data are known as hierarchical or nested data and are 

modelled by using multilevel models. Here we present the best way to deal with 

multilevel approach by challenging both substantive and statistical motivations.  

In general multilevel data structures exists if some units of analysis can be 

considered as a subset of other units, like for instance time series for different 

countries, individuals grouped in clusters or in countries. The goal of multilevel is 

to account for variance in a dependent variable which is measured at the lowest 

level of analysis by considering information from all levels of analysis: a multilevel 

data structure may count more than one level of analysis (Snijders and Bosker, 

1999). The substantive motivations of using multilevel analysis are different: the 

first reason is the possibility to combine multiple level of analysis in a single 

comprehensive model by specifying predictors at different levels: in this way, 

spanning multiple level of analysis the model suffers less for misspecification than 

models with single levels. The second reason for using multilevel models is that it 

is possible to specify cross levels interactions. In this way we can detect if the 

causal effect of lower level predictors is conditioned by higher level predictors.  

In additions to these substantive motivations there are also important statistical 

motivations for using multilevel models. In particular ignoring the multilevel 

structure of data carries significant statistical costs in term of possibly incorrect 

standard errors. In other words if individual levels, for example citizens, are 

influenced by contextual factors, then individuals sampled by the same context 

share common behaviors, that is the observations at the individual level are 

influenced by each other.  

In terms of statistical models this mutual influence violates the assumption that 

the errors are independent. The violation of this assumption produces too low 

standard errors and consequently the t test tend to be too high, in other words 

predictors appear to have significant effect when in reality they do not have. 

Clustering in multilevel data structures pose a challenge to statistical analysis. One 

approach to solve this problem is to absorb contextual and subgroup differences by 

using dummy variables but this practice even if it is able to take into account the 

subgroup effect, is not able to explain why there is an effect at the subgroup level; 

dummies are not able to explain cross level interactions. 

The best way to analyze hierarchical data is by using multilevel models which 

provide correct estimations of standard errors and allows simultaneous modeling of 

individual level and country level effects. We performed our analysis with Stata 

software 

 



 
 

3.2 Model selection. 
 

The case study we deal with has a structure which presents a hierarchical structure 

with two different levels, individuals, at the lower level, and countries at the higher 

level. The models we performed are presented in the table 4 which shows 

deviances for each models defined as minus twice the natural logarithm of the 

likelihood. 

 

Table 4 - Model Selection based on deviance test 

Model -2Loglikelihood -2Loglikelihood  df 

0 Intercept 11292.5044   

1 0+ random 

variation at 

country level 

7858.6448 3433.8596 1 

2 1+individual 

variables 

4386.733 3471.9188 2 

3 2+country 

characteristics 

4363.4656 23.2674 20 

 

 

 

The deviance can be regarded as a measure of lack of fit between model and data, 

as we can see from the table 4 we interpret the deviance as values differences for 

the four models we run. The first model we run is the null model which includes 

only the intercept and allows variation only at individual level. Model one is a two 

levels model and the intercept varies across individuals as well as across countries. 

By confronting the two models we can conclude that the second one is better than 

the first one because there is a large improvement in the deviance. This means that 

the level of active citizenship significantly varies both at individual and countries 

level. The difference between the two deviances is 3434 and it is significant with 

one degree of freedom. We can calculate the intraclass correlation coefficient ρ as 

proportion of variance that is accounted for the group level: in model 1 ρ=0.016 

which is high, compared to similar case study related to social context. This means 

that there are significant similarities between individuals in the same country and 

the use of hierarchical models is then justified. Since we are interested in 

characterizing the individual identikit of active citizens we introduced variables at 

the individual level in the model, which, as we can see from table 4, improve 

significantly the model: the deviance decrease of 3472 with two degree of freedom 

and the variance at individual level is decreased significantly, from 0.085 to 0.075, 

as we can see from table 8. In this model we assume that countries specific 

regression lines are parallel, this assumption allows individual varying differently 

across countries, but countries differ with respect to the average value of the 

dependent variable. In model 3 we introduce the country variables because we 



 
 

want to define the peculiarity of each country taking into account the social, 

economic and cultural dimension. As we can see from table 4 the model improves 

significantly, a change of 23 in the deviance with 20 degree of freedom. By 

introducing group level variables the unexplained variance at group level decreased 

from 0.01 to 0.002, while the variance at individual level is unchanged, this means 

that the model catches the group level effect. 

 

 

3.3. The model 
 

In this section we present the model selected according with the procedure 

introduced in the previous paragraph. The model has been performed on a set of 14 

European Countries, which are almost all the old member states plus Norway. The 

total number of observations considered in the model is equal to 24915. In 

particular the countries included in the analysis are: 

 

Table 5 - List of countries included in the analysis 

Austria Finland 

Belgium United Kingdom 

Germany Greece 

Denmark Italy 

Spain Luxembourg 

Netherlands Norway 

Portugal Sweden 

 

The remaining countries (Poland, France, Hungary, Slovenia and Ireland) have 

been excluded from the analysis due to the fact that some individual level variables 

were missing. People in education has been excluded from the analysis so, the 

results are referred to those who have already completed their formal education. 

We performed a linear random slope model and the set of individual variables 

included in the model is listed in the following table. 

 



 
 

 

Table 6 - List of Individual Variables included in the model 

Age Age of the respondent at the time of the interview 

Gender Dichotomous variable (male=1 as reference category) 

Years of 

education 

Self reported number of years of formal education completed 

Lifelong 

learning 

Participation ar conferences , courses or other learning activities 

during the past 12 months (yes=1 as reference category) 

Attendance of 

religious 

services 

Attendance of religious service apart special occasion 

(1:never,…,6:every day ) – recorded with inverted scale 

Religiousness How religious are you: subjective feeling (scale 0-10) 

Citizenship  Be citizen of a country (yes=1 as reference category) 

Watching TV Average hours spent in watching TV on a weekday 

(0:never,…,7: more than3 hours) 

Listening to the 

radio 

Average hours spent in listening to the radio on a weekday 

(0:never,…,7: more than3 hours) 

Reading 

newspapers 

Average hours spent in reading newspapers on a weekday 

(0:never,…,7: more than3 hours) 

Domicile Urban=0/rural=1 

Self reported 

income 

Self reported income of respondent, coded following the ESS 

coding 

Main activity Our elaboration from the original ESS question recorded in 4 

dichotomous mutually exclusive variables (1:employed in a paid 

work/military service; 2-unemployed looking for a job; 3 retired; 

4 unemployed not looking for a job: sick, housework, other 

 

 

To facilitate the coefficients comparison all the variables have been standardized 

using the z-score formula. During the analysis the quadratic effect of some 

variables has been included in the model. 

Then, at the country level the variables considered in to the model are shown in the 

following table. 

 

Table 7 - List of Country level variables included in the model 

GDP per capita Year 2002, Eurostat source 

GINI Index Year 2002 (2001 or 2003 when 2002 was not available) 

Years of education Average years of education computed at country level 

Religious 

Heterogeneity index 

Hello index computed on ESS 2002 data 

 



 
 

In particular the religious heterogeneity index measures religious diversity by 

taking into account the different religious denominations in each country as 

suggested by Hello et al. 2008. It has been computed as: 

kxhetrel n /11/)1(_ 2    

where x indicates the different proportion of denominations in each country and k 

the number of denomination: lower value of the index means less religious 

denomination and more homogeneity, while higher value means more numbers of 

religious and consequently more heterogeneity. 

 

Due to the country level variables considered, the individual level variables “years 

of education” and “self-reported income” have been standardized at the country 

level in order to avoid the inclusion of redundant information. 

 

The model has been applied to the entire set of countries considered in the analysis, 

so the model has to be read for the entire Europe. The application of this model to 

clusters of countries is not possible due to the collinearity problem: not enough 

countries for the number of country level variables included in the model. 

Furthermore, we ran a new model to the four clusters (Nordic, Continental, 

Mediterranean and Anglo-Saxon Countries) with the same set of individual 

variables and a restricted number of country level variables. The results recorded in 

the 4 clusters are approximately the same. For this reason, we present in this paper 

only the multilevel model referring to the whole of the dataset (14 European 

countries). The results of the multilevel models are presented in table 8. Since we 

are interested in sketching the identikit of active citizens in Europe we present here 

first the discussion on the effect of the individual variables and then on country 

level variables. 

 

Age and Active Citizenship 

The effect of age on active citizenship is significant and has a negative quadratic 

effect. This means that the effect of the age is positive until reaching a maximum 

and then this effect start to decrease. Ceteris paribus for the effect of the other 

variables, effect of age recorded a maximum for people of 58 years old, after this 

level the effect of age start to decrease. Moreover, older people are more active 

than the young generation. This result follows previous research in the field that 

through out the lifecycle it is the middle-aged who participate much more. It 

equally points towards the downwards trend in participation levels from the Baby 

Boomers/ „68 generation who have always been active in comparison with the new 

generation of less engaged youth 

 

Gender and Active Citizenship 



 
 

The gender variable is not significant: no statistical difference is found for the level 

of active citizenship between male and female, this means that the level of active 

citizenship is not influenced by the gender. 

 

Education, Life Long Learning and Active Citizenship 

As anticipated from the previous literature, the effect of education is strongly 

positive and is strengthened by considering its quadratic trend, which is positive 

and reinforces the effect of the variable. Ceteris paribus, the level of active  



 
 

 

Table 8 - Results of the multilevel analysis 

Dependent variable: 

Individual Active 

Citizenship 

Model 0 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Fixed effect Coeff P>|p| Coeff P>|p| Coeff, P>|p| Coeff, P>|p| 

In
d
iv

id
u
al

 l
ev

el
 v

ar
ia

b
le

s 

Age     0.021 0.000 0.021 0.000 

Age 

(quadratic 

effect) 

    -0.018 0.000 -0.018 0.000 

Gender     0.002 0.650 0.002 0.650 

Years of 

education 

    0.064 0.000 0.064 0.000 

Years of 

education 

(quadratic 

effects) 

    0.004 0.021 0.004 0.021 

Lifelong 

learning 

    0.092 0.000 0.092 0.000 

Attendance 

religious 

services 

    0.027 0.000 0.027 0.000 

Religious 

feeling 

    0.024 0.000 0.024 0.000 

Religious 

feeling 

(quadratic 

effect) 

    0.015 0.000 0.015 0.000 

Citizenship     0.015 0.215 0.015 0.215 

Watching 

TV 

    -0.021 0.000 -0.021 0.000 

Watching 

TV 

(quadratic 

effect) 

    -0.008 0.001 -0.008 0.001 

Listening to 

the radio 

    0.001 0.522 0.001 0.522 

Reading 

newspaper 

    0.032 0.000 0.032 0.000 

Domicile: 

rural 

    0.020 0.000 0.020 0.000 

Self 

reported 

    0.013 0.000 0.013 0.000 



 
 

income 

Main 

activity: 

unemployed 

    -0.010 0.118 -0.010 0.118 

Main 

activity: 

retired 

    0.011 0.176 0.011 0.176 

Main 

activity: 

other 

    0.075 0.000 0.075 0.000 

C
o
u
n
tr

y
 l

ev
el

 v
ar

ia
b
le

s 

GDP per 

capita 

 e     0.001 0.002 

Gini Index       -0.022 0.001 

Years of 

education 

(country 

mean) 

      -0.041 0.061 

Religious 

heterogeneit

y index 

      0.227 0.011 

 constant 0.068 0.002 0.068 0.034 0.023

18 

0.508 0.076

1 

0.044 

Random effect 

parameters 

Estimat

e 

Std. 

error 

Estim

ate 

Std. 

error 

Estim

ate 

Std. 

error 

Estim

ate 

Std. 

error 

Level two random 

effect  

Var(constant) 

  0.016

43 

0.006

24 
0.014

84 

0.005

6 
0.002

76 

0.0010

7 

Level one variance 

Var(residual) 
0.1001

1 

0.001 0.084

75 

0.000

83 
0.075

33 

0.000

8 
0.075

33 

0.0008

1 

 

 

citizenship increase when the number years of education completed increases. As 

this effect is quadratic, people with a great number of years of education participate 

in much more active citizenship activities than the others.  

A fact which has been less investigated in debates on education and its relationship 

with participation is the relationship between lifelong learning and levels of active 

citizenship. Lifelong learning has also a considerable positive effect on the level of 

active citizenship. In fact, people who attended conferences or other learning 

activities in the past 12 months have a much higher level of active citizenship than 

those who do not participate in Lifelong learning. This result confirms the primary 

role which education has in fostering and promoting active citizenship 

 

Religion and Active Citizenship 



 
 

The effect of Religion on Active Citizenship has been tested through the inclusion 

of two variables in the model: Importance of Religion and attendance of religious 

services apart from special occasions. The two variables show a very interesting 

picture of the respondent behavior and clearly show the effect of religion in the 

model. In particular the importance of religion which is measured with a Likert 

scale 0-10. The quadratic effect have been included in the model too. The effect 

found is quite unusual and show an U-shape. In fact, ceteris paribus, people 

declaring that in their life the religion has an importance equal to 0 have a level of 

active citizenship higher than those who declared an importance of religion varying 

from 1 to 6. Then, a higher level of active citizenship is recorded by those who 

declared an importance of religion greater than 6. In some sense a possible 

interpretation can be that people having clear ideas in their mind about religion 

(either absolutely no importance or very important) have a higher level of active 

citizenship with respect to those who are a little more vague about the role of 

religion in their lives. 

The effect of attending religious services is significant, linear and positive. So 

increasing the frequency of attendance at religious services increases also the level 

of active citizenship. This result is in-line with the previous one: people who are 

really religious (religion is very important and they attend religious services) has a 

higher level of active citizenship with respect to the others. 

 

Citizenship and Active Citizenship. 

We introduced in the model the legal citizenship variable, however, being a citizen 

of the country is not significant and has no effect on active citizenship as shown in 

table 8.  

 

 

Media Impact on Active Citizenship 

In order to assess the effect of the media on active citizenship, we included in the 

model variables measuring the time spent by the respondent in watching TV, 

listening to the radio and reading newspaper.  Firstly  the variable “time spent in 

watching TV on a average weekday” was included in the model together with its 

quadratic effect which turned out to have a negative sign. The result is very 

interesting and the inclusion of a quadratic variable gives a U-shape to the effect of 

TV permitting a more exhaustive analysis. People who do not watch TV have a 

lower level of active citizenship than those who watch TV for one hour per day and 

use the TV to be informed with the news. After that value, increasing the time in 

watching TV decreases the level of active citizenship in a very consistent way. TV 

has a very negative effect for people who watch TV for more than 2 hours per day.  

Then the variable “listening to the radio” is not significant in the model and has no 

effect on the level of active citizenship.  

Finally, the variable “reading newspaper” has been found to have  a positive effect 

on active citizenship. Its effect is positive and linear. Increasing the time on reading 

newspaper increases also the level of active citizenship. Thus certain forms of 



 
 

information gathering have a positive effect on participation whilst watching tv for 

long periods has negative effect and listening to the radio has no effects. 

 

Domicile and Active Citizenship 

As we were interested also to discover if living in cities or in the country side 

influences the level of active citizenship. The variable we used is an elaboration of 

the original “domicile of the respondent” which has been recoded in Urban/Rural 

as a dummy variable. The result is significant and shows that people living in a 

rural area have a higher level of active citizenship. This results was quite surprising 

considering those in the countryside have typically further to travel to participate in 

activities, however, and as noted by Putnam 2001, communities in the countryside 

are often stronger than in the towns 

 

Self-reported household income and Active Citizenship 

The variable measuring  the economic aspect of each individual has a significant 

positive effect and shows that the higher the household income the higher the 

levels of active citizenship recorded by the respondents. This result is confirmed 

also by GDP, which has a positive sign. We can interpret both the variables as the 

level of active citizenship is higher for individuals with high household income and 

for countries with a high GDP.  

 

Employment and Active Citizenship 

We also studied if the different professional status influences the level of active 

citizenship. The “main activity” variable presents no difference on the effect of 

active citizenship if the respondent is employed (reference category), unemployed 

or retired. The only category which turned out to be significant is “others”: 

(housewives, not looking for a job, others). People belonging to this category have 

a higher level of active citizenship largely we would suspect from having a greater 

amount of time to participate. 

 

Country Level Variables 

Since we are interested also to know the differences between countries in the level 

of active citizenship we introduced country level variables. The multilevel model 

we run also allows us to define country characteristics. We introduced four second 

level variables each for a different dimension which contributes to define the 

country dynamics like the economic, the social, cultural and religious one. As we 

can see from table 8 GDP pro capita Gini Index and Religious heterogeneity are 

significant. The average years of education by country are not significant. The 

interpretation of these results are that the level of active citizenship is higher in 

countries with a higher GDP pro capita, a lower GINI index, so a higher level of 

income equality, and a greater religious heterogeneity.  

 

 

 



 
 

4. Conclusion 
 

The results of our research at the individual level predominantly support the trends 

in the current literature in terms of individual characteristics of age - the young 

participate less (Putnam 2001), gender - is not significant (Norris 2002), education 

on an individual level being highly important (Dee 2004, Finkel 2003, Print 2007, 

Galston 2001, Verba, Schlozsm and Hoskins et al 2008) and income - the more you 

have, the more you participate (Verba, Slozman and Brady, 1995). Our empirical 

results also sustain the analysis of Putnam and De Tocqueville concerning the link 

between religious attendance and active citizenship and the location of the 

countryside as a stronger bed of community spirit as opposed to the city. In 

addition, our results also enhance the argument put forward by Putnam that those 

without occupation and not looking for work, which as a group is dominated by 

housewives, provide substantial community support in terms of volunteering, 

participation in associations and generators of social capital (Putnam 2001). Finally 

our results also support Putnam's thesis on the negative effect of watching 

television (Putnam 2001). In addition to providing support towards the previous 

literature results, the empirical analysis in this article has identified a number of 

new and intriguing findings concerning the individual characteristics of the active 

citizen, for example, deepening the understanding of religious beliefs. According to 

our results, active citizens typically have a clear conviction of the importance of 

religion in their life (either religious or not religious). Thus the persons who are 

sure that they are not religious are as active as those who are sure that they are. It is 

the persons who lack a strong belief who are not active. Thus a motivating factor 

for participation can be considered to be a strong conviction towards religion and 

not a religious belief in itself.  

The second interesting finding is the relationship between active citizenship and 

lifelong learning. Previous research by Deakin Crick et al., (2005) and Hoskins and 

Deakin-Crick (2008) has shown a relationship between citizenship knowledge and 

values, and the knowledge and values needed for learning providing evidence that 

education strategies that facilitate one could aid the other. However, to the best of 

our knowledge, this is the first time that actual participation in lifelong learning and 

the practice of active citizenship have been identified to be empirically related. 

Thus active citizens are also active learners and vice versa and that the motivation 

to participate in society is broader than these individual phenomena and the types 

of societies and government actions that facilitate one can be considered to be 

beneficial towards the other. 

The country level features that facilitate greater participation in active citizenship 

are equality, wealth and tolerance towards diversity. In terms of equality the results 

show that the more equal societies are in terms of distribution of wealth the higher 

the levels of active citizenship. These findings follow previous research such as 

Wilkinson and Pickett (2009) that equal societies tend to be more beneficial for 

most social and health outcomes. The high performing countries in Europe on 

active citizenship also tend to be the wealthy countries measured by their GDP, in 



 
 

this regard there are two groups of countries: poorer countries that are below the 

GDP average and have below average participation in active citizenship and more 

wealthy countries that have higher levels of active citizenship reflecting a two 

speed Europe. Greater levels of equality also increased average levels of education 

but unlike years of individual education average levels of education was not found 

to be associated with active citizenship. In addition to these findings, it is not only 

equal countries that do well on participation levels of active citizenship it is also 

the countries that are more tolerant towards other religions who have higher levels 

of active citizenship measured in terms of religious heterogeneity. This means that 

in countries with more diversity of religions there are also higher levels of active 

citizenship. These results are quite the opposite to Huntington's thesis on the clash 

of civilizations that proposed a lack of social cohesion as a result of greater 

diversity of religions. 
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