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IV 

 

Abstract 

 

The growing distrust and disengagement in politics witnessed in Western democracies in recent 

decades has been deemed a potential threat to democratic legitimacy. Crucial questions in 

meeting this challenge is who the disengaged citizen is, and what the sources are that seem to 

disconnect people from politics. 

 An aspect of political alienation largely neglected in the scholarly literature is found in 

the work of Pierre Bourdieu; to what extent a person feels socially recognized as entitled to 

even have political opinions. This study centers on class inequality in political disengagement, 

and represents the first of its kind to investigate whether class differences in a sense of 

entitlement is a source of non-participation in the Norwegian context.  

 Analyzing patterns of don’t know responses to survey questions about politics from two 

nationally representative surveys over a period of 30 years into the 2000s, I find that lower 

class Norwegians participate persistently and substantially less in political discourse by not 

expressing political opinions in the survey setting. Moreover, the findings indicate that this 

form of political disengagement cannot be attributed to people’s lack of interest in, or 

knowledge about, politics. But can be best understood as stemming from class-based 

differences in a sense of entitlement to have political opinions and engage with politics. Lastly, 

I find that the vertical class-gap in political Don’t Knows remains stable, and is as pronounced 

in the 2000s as it was in the 1980s. 

 Closely linked to a person’s social background, this alternative aspect of political 

alienation emphasizes the role social structure plays in the transmission of social inequality by 

shaping different classes’ basic relationship to politics. And offers an alternative perspective 

on how social inequality produces political inequality by making it harder for socially 

disadvantaged groups to develop a sense that they are legitimate participants in political 

processes.  

 Given the recent rising levels of economic inequality and professionalization of politics 

in Norway, the main implication of these findings is that efforts aimed at making participation 

more fully representative might focus on ways to increase lower status people’s sense that 

politics is something they are expected to take part in. And which, furthermore, underscores 

the importance of continued policies centered on making meaningful connections between 

democratic processes and lower class people. 
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1    Introduction 

 

 

In the absence of its natural defenders, the interest of the excluded  

is always in danger of being overlooked.   

–John Stuart Mill, Representative Government. 

 

 

«Norway has developed into a knowledge society, where critical citizens 

increasingly make decisions independently of organizational ties … the 

Norwegian people … participate … more than ever».  

–Norwegian Public Inquiry 2001: 3 

 

 

Social inequality is a democratic problem. For many decades Western democracies have 

witnessed a growing distrust, and declining citizens’ support, of government and formal 

political institutions (Blind 2006; OECD 2013). This has manifested itself in a series of 

phenomena such as political disengagement, reduced willingness to work in political parties 

and declining voter turnout (Putnam and Pharr 2000, Dalton 2004). Some scholars have 

declared that the greatest threat to modern democracies comes from within; from its own 

citizens who have grown skeptical and disillusioned about democratic institutions and processes 

(Dalton & Klingemann 2007). Others have gone as far as to suggest that democracy as a system 

of government is in danger of deconsolidation, questioning whether Western societies have 

good grounds for their “democratic self-confidence” (Foa & Mounk 2016: 6). As voter turnout 

and political-party membership levels has dropped simultaneously across established 

democracies of North America and Western European, more voters have flocked to populist 
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candidates and “antisystem” parties defining themselves in opposition of the status quo (Müller 

2016). Perhaps nothing better indicates the notion that something is stirring in the basic 

relationship between citizens and established politics than the 2016 events of Brexit and the 

emergence of business magnate and television personality Donald Trump as President of the 

United States. How should we understand these current and seemingly fundamental shifts in 

the relationship between people and politics? 

The declining interest and participation in politics among citizens in Western societies 

has been deemed a potential risk to democratic and political processes; threatening their 

legitimacy (Habermas et al 1989; Christiano 1996, Dahl 2006), and reproducing inequality and 

existing power structures by tilting the influence in favor of those with the most resources ( 

Scholzman et al 2012). Thereby, potentially further undermining common arenas and key 

connections, and creating a greater distance, between citizens and the political system.  

This immediately raises the question of who the disengaged citizen is; what 

characterizes the non-participants? There is ample evidence to suggest that certain parts of the 

population participate systematically less than others, and that social status plays a key role in 

structuring this unequal participation. In fact, one of the most robust and persistent findings in 

the political sociology and science literature is that the socially disadvantaged participate the 

least: (Verba, Nie, and Kim 1978; Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980; Verba, Schlozman, and 

Brady 1995; Dalton 2002; Parry, Moyser, and Day 1992; Birch 2009; Oscarsson 2009; 

Martinussen 2003). This withdrawal from political life presents a threat to democracy insofar 

as it stems from a social bias resulting in “a weakening of the political importance of ordinary 

working people.” (Crouch 2004: 29).  

Furthermore, recent studies suggest a link between the substantial rising inequality in 

Western countries from the 1980s onwards (Alvaredo et al 2018; Piketty 2014) and the parallel 

massive decline in voting (as well as dwindling support for established political parties in 

general) among low education and low income voters in Europe and the United States (Piketty 

2018).  

The vital role played by political trust and engagement in sustaining a healthy and stable 

democracy (Almond & Verba 1963; Dalton 2004; Norris 1999) makes studies of this kind 

important in their own right. Moreover, in a time of rising inequality even in the Nordic welfare 

states with high levels of mutual trust and political integration, understanding the sources of 

political non-participation among socially disadvantaged groups is key to efforts directed at 

making democratic participation more fully representative.  
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1.1 The sense of entitlement to engage in politics 

The question of what makes some people speak up and engage while others stay silent and at 

home has long been central in political science and sociology. But while there is wide consensus 

about patterns of unequal political participation, the mechanisms emphasized to explain how 

the less advantaged participate less varies among scholars. Most explanations focus on 

individual level skills and resources – like political knowledge and cognitive abilities (Verba et 

al 1995). Political disengagement is thus commonly understood as a result of individuals failing 

to meet the high resource costs needed to overcome barriers towards participation. 

An alternative approach to political engagement and alienation is found in Pierre 

Bourdieu’s work on culture and politics from his seminal contribution Distinction (1984a). His 

central argument is that individuals of different social positions are socialized differently, 

providing a different sense of what feels comfortable or natural (what he calls habitus). These 

distinctly different social background experiences matter when people come in contact with key 

societal institutional arrangements, and thus shapes people’s basic relationship to dominant 

culture and institutions. Privileged groups gain advantages derived from class-specific inherited 

cultural knowledge, tastes and habits, which shape their competences, attitudes and 

participation in a wide range of practices, including political as well as cultural affairs. Hand in 

hand with status thus comes a sense of ease – the feeling that one matters and is a valuable and 

legitimate participant of society – and of being at ease; intuitively grasping the “rules of the 

game” and feeling entitled to navigate dominant societal institutions such as schools and the 

political system.   

Higher classes’ relationship to politics is thus shaped by an advantageous sense of 

entitlement - a confidence in one’s own ability to understand and influence politics - that lower 

classes to a lesser degree possess. This socially constituted sense of entitlement as a mechanism 

in the transmission of inequality has gained considerable academic repute and importance in 

recent decades, resulting in acclaimed sociological works in areas like education and 

childrearing. Shamus Khan showed how the ease of privilege among wealthy students in an 

American adolescent Elite School helped hide and legitimate structural inequality by 

naturalizing socially constituted distinctions (2011). And Anette Lareau showed how a similar 

sense of entitlement, through a class-specific style of child rearing, is instilled in middle class 

children which work to their advantage in institutional settings, whereas working class children 

are out of sync with institutional standards and develop a sense of distance and distrust towards 

dominant institutions (2011; 2015). Moreover, there is evidence to suggest a general sense 
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among lower status people that they do not perceive themselves as legitimate actors in society 

resulting in a withdrawal from dominant institutions (Kuppens et al. 2015; Lamont et al. 2014; 

Laurison 2015).  

 In defining cultural practices more broadly, beyond cultural consumption into the realm 

of symbolic practices, political activity can be viewed as another such area where citizens 

encounter dominant societal institutions. In the Bourdieusian perspective, political 

disengagement may reflect something more than a shortage of skills or resources; it may be 

something as fundamental as the perceived sense of not being qualified and legitimated to have 

political opinions. Strikingly, despite the growing acclaim and relevance to studies of cultural 

practices, this Bourdieusian theory of the sense of entitlement that comes with privilege has 

been largely overlooked in studies of political engagement.  

1.2 Aim of the study 

The overall motivation behind this study is to investigate to what extent people of different 

social backgrounds are included in democratic processes on equal terms. Even though political 

processes are formally open for all eligible citizens, it may be that there is a de facto systematic 

exclusion of certain groups to participate in political life. Given that engaging with politics 

seem to be of less concern to some people than others - and that there is ample evidence to 

suggest that where you are positioned in the class hierarchy is closely linked to these differences 

- the main question of concern is what is the relationship between class and people’s basic 

relationship to politics?  Could it be that differences in social status shape, not just people’s 

levels of political knowledge and skills, but more fundamentally their general sense of 

entitlement and comfort with engaging with anything political?  

This study centers on class inequalities in political engagement by investigating 

participation in the survey setting. More specifically the analysis focuses on no-opinion 

responses to questions about politics. Based on his own empirical research, Bourdieu identified 

don’t know responses to survey questions about politics as a central indicator of people’s sense 

of entitlement to engage in politics (1979; 1984a). Following in his footsteps, I will in this 

analysis investigate to what extent class differences in don’t know responses to political 

questions are consistent with differences in a sense of entitlement to engage in politics. The 

research question raised is:  

 



5 

 

Are there class differences in Norway in don’t know responses to political questions, 

and are these consistent with differences in a sense of entitlement to participate? 

 

This overarching research question is addressed through three questions. I first examine 

whether class differences in political don’t know responses are related specifically to the topic 

of politics and thereby can be understood as a reflection of class differences in the basic 

relationship to politics:  

1. Are class differences in don’t know responses to political questions, as opposed to 

non-political questions, consistent with the interpretation of differences in a sense of 

entitlement to participate in politics? 

Furthermore, I investigate to what extent there are class differences in this form of non-

participation, and whether these might be better explained by other factors, such as differences 

in political interest: 

2. What are the class differences in political don’t know responses, and can these be 

attributed to differences in political interest? 

Finally, I look at how class differences in this association have changed over a 30-year period: 

3. Have class differences in political don’t know responses changed from the 1980s to 

the 2000s? 

Given the above research design, two questions might quickly come to the critical reader’s 

mind; what is the relevance of class to the study of politics, and is political disengagement a 

pressing concern in an advanced welfare state like Norway? In the following I will elaborate 

on these two points, starting with the role of social background and class.  

1.3 Class and political disengagement 

Surprisingly, attempts at scrutinizing the social dimensions of political disengagement have 

been few in the literature, both in Norway and in general. In fact, since the turn of the century 

research has tended to dedicate more attention towards differences in life styles and in value 

orientations than to social background factors. Over time social class has been claimed to have 

lost its analytic strength in explaining changes in voting, political attitudes and alignments 

(Ingelhart 1971; Lipset et al 1993; Knutsen 2006). However, recent decades show some 



6 

 

Scandinavian accounts investigating social differences and differences in political attitudes 

(Harrits et al 2009; Flemmen & Haakestad 2017; Toft & Flemmen 2019). But while studies 

looking at political disengagement (focusing explicitly on those who rarely or never participate) 

exist from the Swedish context (Oscarsson 2009; Bergstrøm 2012) similar studies from Norway 

are few (but see Martinussen 2003). So, while much scholarly attention has been devoted to the 

shifting patterns of voting, political attitudes and alignments, comprehensive accounts of non-

participation investigating the fundamental relationship between citizens and the political 

system more broadly are lacking.  

The increasing political disengagement in Western democracies, also in the Nordic 

context, and the continued relevance of social class linked to these developments, underscore 

the importance of continued efforts to understand the sources of classed non-participation, as 

well as alternative mechanisms connecting citizens to the political system. In this regard, the 

potential merits of Bourdieu’s conceptual toolkit are plentiful. In fact, many recent 

contributions in the study of class and politics take this approach. In my reading, Bourdieu’s 

model offers relevant conceptual tools to highlight the complex and fluid nature of the 

relationship between agency and structure. And arguably does a good job of explaining how 

political disengagement is situated both in the subjective experiences of lower class people 

(their low sense of entitlement) as well as in the objective structure of politics (central aspects 

of the political field). In this study I therefore follow many contemporary scholars of class and 

take my point of departure in the work of Pierre Bourdieu. 

 

Bourdieu derived his concepts of a sense of entitlement and political competence from 

empirical studies of 1960-70s France. Finding that lower classes abstain from offering an 

opinion on political survey questions significantly more often than higher classes, (and showed 

how these patterns varied by how politically coded/loaded the content of the questions were) 

he attributed these patterns of classed don’t know responses to lower classes low sense of 

entitlement to legitimately participate in political discourse (1979; 1984a). In line with 

Bourdieu’s research, the central indicator of interest to examine class differences in the sense 

of entitlement to political expression and participation is therefore patterns of don’t know 

responses to political survey questions, where a don’t know is interpreted as a form of 

abstention, as a form of political non-participation.  

However, Bourdieu’s evidence from France nearly 50 years ago stems from a quite 

different social and political context. Among the very few existing similar studies, more recent 
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studies of political survey don’t knows reporting clear class differences in the sense of 

entitlement to engage with politics, comes from the American context where social biases in 

political participation are particularly pronounced (Laurison 2015). And the only similar study 

from Scandinavia is from Sweden and involves a younger population only (Bergstrøm 2012).  

It is therefore of interest to test Bourdieu’s alternative theory of political alienation in 

the Norwegian context, both because no such research previously exists, and moreover because 

Norway is an advanced social democratic state where one should expect to find low levels of 

political non-participation and thus limited support of this theory. 

1.4 Norway – A Least Likely case 

Even though the Nordic countries can boast relatively high levels of political trust and 

participation, declining levels of political engagement is evident also there. Since the 1980s, 

Norway has seen a decline in turnout both to parliamentary and local elections as well as in 

political party-membership (Aardal 2002; Martinussen 2003; Aardal & Bergh 2015).1 

Furthermore, the Nordic countries have been no exception in the growing support, and influence 

of, populist and anti-elite identity parties (Backes and Moreau 2012).  

Still, the Norwegian case can be seen as a “least likely” case in regards to the continued 

relevance of class for late modern societies, also in relation to the study of politics. First, 

Norway is a wealthy country with a highly educated population, and has an industrial sector 

comprised of a large service-sector and many high-technology companies. Additionally, it has 

one of the most expansive and universalistic welfare states among Western countries (Esping-

Andersen 1990). Therefore, in accordance with most end-of-class arguments one should expect 

to see a high degree of equality and autonomy of politics in Norway.  

Furthermore, Norwegians are highly organized in labor unions, and in civil society and 

political organizations, known to increase political and social integration (Martinussen 2003), 

through mobilizing broad swaths of the population and thereby decreasing political 

disengagement. This is reflected also in the high voter turnout levels; although lower than most 

Nordic countries, in the European context Norway is in the top ten percent in terms of voter 

participation (SSB 2018).  

                                                
1 Granted other emerging forms of participation (joining demonstrations, petitioning, writing in the newspaper) 

have not seen a similar decline and some have increased (Martinussen 2003). 
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Due to these demographic and political system differences as well as low levels of social 

inequality, it would be surprising to find similar evidence of substantial class differences in the 

sense of entitlement to participate in politics as in the French and American contexts. Norway, 

therefore, represents an interesting case for testing the Bourdieusian mechanism of a sense of 

entitlement to political engagement.   

The contribution of this thesis is twofold. Not only does it address a critical problematic 

for the continued prevalence of representative democracy, it also supplements the growing 

international literature on the continued significance of the relevance of a Bourdieusian 

approach to the study of class and politics. Finally, due to the absence of Norwegian research 

scrutinizing mechanisms of political alienation through a Bourdieusian lens, this thesis 

contributes to important aspects of how inequality structures the relationship between citizens 

and the political system in an advanced social democracy. 

1.5 Conceptual clarifications 

The term political participation refers to various forms of interaction between citizens and 

political processes. One popular definition is “legal activities by private citizens that are more 

or less directly aimed at influencing the selection of government personnel and/or the actions 

they take” (Verba, Nie, and Kim 1978:46). This may involve representational activity, like 

voting or being a member of a political organization, or direct political action, like joining a 

boycott or a demonstration. This study, however, centers on a less traditional form of 

participation; contributing to political discourse by producing a political opinion in a survey 

setting. Choosing a no-opinion response option, such as a don’t know, to a question about 

politics is thus understood as way of not participating. In the survey setting the costs (i.e. time 

and money) to participate are very low (granted that one has agreed to participate in the survey 

in the first place). So even though offering an opinion is a type of political expression, this way 

of participating arguably mostly resembles other low-cost forms, like voting. In the context of 

this study, refraining from answering a political survey question will be understood as a form 

of non-participation and interpreted as an expression of political disengagement. 

 

In this study I take a Bourdieusian approach to the concept of class. In this framework social 

class can be measured by any kind of resources, or combination of resources, that give or can 

be exchanged for advantages. The defining characteristic of Bourdieu’s concept of class is that 

it is multidimensional; based on multiple types of resources, including cultural capital, and 
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structured by both the total volume, and composition of, these resources. It therefore allows for 

a conceptualization of class where the interplay of both economic and cultural assets is taken 

into account. Importantly, however, Bourdieu did not view class as reducible to a few defining 

indicators or properties. In his own words: 

 

”Social class is not defined by a property (not even the most determinant one, such as 

volume and composition of capital) nor by a collection of properties (of sex, age, (…) 

income, educational level etc.) nor even by a chain of properties (…); but by the 

structure of relations between all the pertinent properties which gives its specific value 

to each of them…” (1984a:106).  

 

This entails that class is not reducible to what you work with or how much money you make, 

but is inscribed into the backbone of who we are as social beings; structuring how we make 

sense of, and develop the sense of our place in, the social world. Thus class becomes central in 

molding a person’s sense of entitlement to navigate the dominant culture and institutions. 

Compared to other modern class models, Bourdieu offers a broad definition of class. This has 

received scholarly criticism for being too broad, and of a “totalizing nature” (Weininger 2002: 

51), making everything an effect of class.  

John Goldthorpe’s class model (Erikson og Goldthorpe 1992) - the most widely used 

and recognized class model in European political sociology (Evans 2002) - operationalizes 

classes based solely on occupational groups. And furthermore includes economic resources 

only - and the advantages these give in the form of skills and competences in market relations 

- in his class model (Breen 2005: 32). Bourdieu’s class model differs in that it operates with a 

broader definition of class, and includes cultural, as well as economic, resources, making the 

class structure multidimensional. Bourdieu still holds that occupations, although not a defining 

element of class in itself, is an indicator which provide much information about a person’s 

position in the class structure (Bourdieu 1987). In this study occupational groups are used to 

operationalize class in a multidimensional class model.  

1.6 Outline of the study 

In chapter 2 different theoretical perspectives and previous research on class differences in 

political participation are reviewed. The overall aim is to give a detailed account of the 

Bourdieusian approach to class and politics and show in what aspects this differs from other 
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more traditional approaches. Furthermore, as a central indicator of a sense of entitlement to 

engage in politics is don’t know responses to political survey questions, the review of previous 

research is limited to studies of this type of participation. Chapter 2 ends with a summary of 

expected findings and testable hypotheses. 

 

In chapter 3 I present my research strategies, choice of data, variables and operationalization 

making up the basis for the empirical analyses in chapters 4 and 5. I draw on multiple datasets 

to satisfy the methodological demands of such a rare phenomenon as don’t know responses. 

Lastly, the statistical methods employed as well as methodological challenges, and measures 

taken to meet these, are discussed in detail. 

 

Chapter 4 presents the empirical results of the introductory analysis where the first research 

question is addressed. The aim here is to delimit my object of study by verifying that political 

don’t know responses are an indicator of class differences in political engagement, and are 

consistent with a low sense of entitlement to participate.  Following Bourdieu’s empirical 

approach, I scrutinize the political content of various survey questions and establish a clear 

association between DK responses and the topic of politics. Commonly raised objections 

offering alternative sources to survey don’t know responses are presented and discussed.  

 

Chapter 5 presents the results of the main analyses of class differences in DK responses, and 

developments in this association from the 1980s to the 2000s. Relevant demographic factors, 

as well as level of political interest, which might attribute to the patterns observed are 

introduced and discussed. Finally, I discuss whether the observed class differences in don’t 

know responses in the data are consistent with Bourdieu’s concept of differences in a sense of 

entitlement to have an opinion.  

 

In chapter 6, I summarize the key findings and discuss potential limitations of this study. 

Furthermore, I point out some areas where I believe further research could be fruitful, and 

finally discuss some implications of these findings given the recent rising trends in economic 

inequality and professionalization of politics. 
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2  Theory and Previous Research 

 

The main topic in this study is the sense of entitlement to engage with politics as a phenomenon, 

and whether this perspective on political alienation is a source to class inequalities in political 

participation. This chapter consists of two parts, first, reviewing relevant theoretical 

perspectives and secondly, previous research on class and political don’t know responses. In the 

first part, as I here employ a theoretical perspective on political participation rarely used, the 

overall aim is to discuss in what aspects Bourdieu’s sense of entitlement as a source to class 

inequalities in political engagement is distinct from more traditional explanations. In order to 

do this, established models explaining political participation will be presented and contrasted 

with Bourdieu’s approach. In the chapter’s second part I review relevant research on class and 

survey don’t know responses. I end the chapter by summarizing my expected findings and 

forming hypotheses. 

2.1 Theoretical perspectives on political participation – A brief   

 overview 

Traditional models explaining differences in political engagement view electoral politics as a 

nearly “natural medium” through which everyone is free to express their preference; everyone 

whose voice can count also make it count. The act of participation is understood in an atomistic 

way; if individuals have the resources and motivation to participate that is necessary and 

sufficient for participation to occur (Leighley 1995). Common in these approaches is therefore 

to search for mechanisms that block citizen access and inclination to engage with politics. The 

underlying logic is a cost-benefit model where utility-maximizing individuals’ chances of 

participation rise and fall in response to the personal costs and benefits of participation, where 

the possession of individual-level skills or resources breaks down barriers in the way of equal 

participation. Unequal participation is thus popularly understood as a direct result of disparities 

in individual level resources and political competence (Verba & Nie 1972; Verba, Schlozman 

& Brady 1995) or obstacles in the form of institutional features of the political system that 

hinder equal participation. 
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A different approach is found in Pierre Bourdieu’s work on politics laid out in Distinction 

(1984a), where embodied dispositions and the sense of ones legitimacy as a competent 

participator is emphasized as much as formal political competence itself. This alternative 

approach attributes unequal participation, not only to formal knowledge or skills, but also to 

differences in a socially molded sense of entitlement to even have an opinion; to feel “socially 

recognized as entitled to deal with political affairs… (1984a: 400). This is a more fundamental 

take on political engagement, implying that the ability to speak up does little unless one also 

feels socially expected to, or called upon, to use this ability. As noted in the introductory 

chapter, Bourdieu holds that this lesser or greater sense of ease and social entitlement affects 

how a person relates to and acts across a wide range of social contexts including political affairs.  

Breaking from the rational choice framework of human action that most traditional 

models rest on, Bourdieu takes a different ontological point of departure, emphasizing the 

relational aspects of social structure over individualistic characteristics. Thus individuals’ pre-

conscious dispositions and preferences, shaped by their relative social status, are also central in 

understanding the relationship between class and political expression and action. Furthermore, 

the Bourdieusian understanding of the political system – referred to as the political field – 

differs in some key aspects from traditional ways of viewing politics. Although this approach 

to politics and political alienation makes up a substantial part of the argument in Distinction, it 

is rarely applied to empirical studies of political participation. In the next section traditional 

approaches to political engagement will be presented first, followed by the Bourdieusian 

approach. In comparing these I will argue that the Bourdieusian approach differs in some 

fundamental aspects, by emphasizing the role of symbolic resources and status in shaping 

political expression and action. And that it offers a perspective not adequately covered by 

existing approaches to political participation, making it a valuable theory to apply to the study 

of political alienation.  

2.2 Explanations of class differences in political engagement  

Although there is a wide consensus in the literature on the fact of unequal political participation, 

explanations for the large and consistent class disparities in participation differ between 

scholars. This study focuses on a form of political participation rarely analyzed. Accordingly 

there are few models directly applicable to this particular kind of participation, and what it 

indicates about the relationship between class and politics more broadly. As participation in the 

survey arguably most resembles participation in the form of voting - given the shared relative 
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low costs in terms of material resources and time in both settings - the following review focuses 

primarily on explanatory models of voter turnout. These approaches can broadly be grouped 

into three categories, the individualist, institutional, and relational approach (Laurison 2016), 

where Bourdieu’s work fall into the last category.  

 Individualist perspectives 

The individualist approach rests on the presupposition that electoral politics is a nearly “natural” 

and neutral medium; the underlying logic being that everyone who can express their will, also 

will do so. Since democratic norms and individual freedom should guarantee more or less even 

access for all eligible citizens (Verba et al. 1995), it follows that everyone who has the means 

and motivation to affect democratic decisions will do so through participation in political 

processes. The individualist approach starts by asking what it is about individual citizens that 

make them more or less likely to vote and participate in politics. The underlying ontological 

assumptions of this model stems from rational choice theory, inspired by economic theory. This 

understands human action in the framework of utility maximizing individuals who reach 

strategic decision by ranking alternative ways to reaching a future goal and picking the 

alternative which will give the greatest benefit for the lowest cost. In the context of political 

action, Downs (1957) proposed that the decision to vote should be modeled as an economic 

decision, where individuals weighed the costs and benefits of voting prior to deciding whether 

to vote or not. In this context a citizen considering the relative benefits of having the preferred 

party in office (B), multiplied with the probability (P) of casting the decisive vote, and finally 

subtracting the costs of becoming informed and going to the polls (C), give the basic voting 

model: R = BP-C (Blais et al 2000). It follows from this that the central unit in analyses of 

political participation is the individual, and how various individual characteristics affect levels 

of participation. 

This dominant view of participation in the political science literature thus attributes 

differences in the likelihood to participate to differences in individual-level skills and resources 

tied to socio-economic status factors (Lipset 1960; Verba, Nie & Kim 1978; Wolfinger & 

Rosenstone 1980; Verba et al 1995). Due to an excess of politically relevant resources (i.e. time, 

money, skills), as well as civic orientations which make them both better equipped and more 

motivated to participate, people at the top of the income, education and status hierarchies 

participate the most (Lijphart 2000).  
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In one of the most comprehensive works on how unequally distributed individual 

resources affect participation in the United States, Verba et al. (1995) argue that not only 

resources, but certain skills are necessary for political engagement. As many of these skills are 

learned through the workplace and in voluntary organizations, differences in work experience 

is one primary cause of class disparities in participation. While this argument is convincing in 

regards to political activities similar in nature to those in professional contexts, it has a harder 

task of explaining class differences in less skill-intensive activities, such as voting or offering 

an opinion on a political question in a survey.  

In another central work in this area, Wolfinger & Rosenstone (1980) point to resources 

acquired through education as the most critical for political engagement. Education affects 

participation in three ways; first, by increasing a person’s cognitive skills to handle “complex, 

abstract, and intangible subjects such as politics” (p. 35). Secondly, it increases the sense of 

civic duty, and thirdly, through increased exposure to bureaucratic systems, by making 

procedural barriers to registering and voting less daunting (p. 36). However, the same level of 

education does not show a stable effect on voting over time (Wattenberg 2002). And 

furthermore, studies show that relative level of education - whether a person has more or less 

education than the average – has a greater effect on many forms of participation than absolute 

level of education – the total number of years of schooling (Nie, Junn og Stehlik-Barry 1996). 

Moreover, recent research in voter turnout suggests that the correlation between education and 

participation can be attributed, not as much to political or civic skills, as to characteristics of 

the social network structure people with higher education typically are embedded in (Rolfe 

2012). It therefore seems less likely that it should be the substantive content of education in 

itself, that leads to higher levels of political participation.  

 Much of the research in this area is from the American context, which arguably differs 

in several central aspects from the Norwegian political context, which is of most interest in my 

study. Rokkan & Campbell (1970) showed that social position and education plays a more 

central role in increasing voter turnout in the United States than in Norway, attributing the 

higher participation among Norwegian low status voters to membership in groups and 

organizations closely connected to political parties. This heightened mobilization effect through 

organizational resources, where people’s level of social and political integration increases 

through membership in civil society organizations, is also reconfirmed in other Norwegian 

studies (Hernes & Martinussen 1980; Martinussen 2003).  
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In terms of an increased sense of civic duty as an explanatory factor for Norwegian 

turnout levels, studies suggest that this is on the decline, and young people do not share the 

same sense of duty as the older population (Bjørklund 1999). That this happens during a time 

of vast growth in educational attainment in the Norwegian population (SSB 2019), does not 

lend support to Wolfinger & Rosenstone’s (1980s) assumed link between education and civic 

duty.  

 Even though socio-economic status has a lesser effect on turnout in Norway than some 

other countries, individual level resources still affects voting also in Norway. Pettersen (1988) 

showed that those staying at home on Election Day, differed from the average voter by having 

less education and income, and being younger and less organized. Martinussen, in a 

comprehensive account of various forms of political participation in Norway from the end of 

the 1960s until the 2000s, reported reduced participation through representative channels (i.e. 

voting, party-membership and identification), but an increase of participatory activity (i.e. 

influence through direct actions and organizational activity) and deliberative activity (i.e. 

political information seeking and discussion) (2003). Moreover, he attributes political 

disengagement to low levels of educational and organizational resources (2003: 246), and 

concludes that there are social inequalities in political participation tied to unequal access to 

these personal political resources. Similarly, more recent studies indicate an increasingly strong 

association between higher education and high levels of voting (Berglund & Aardal 2007; 

Christensen et al. 2013) 

 Institutional perspectives 

While individualist models focus on individual characteristics, institutional approaches look at 

features of the political system and institutions that may affect participation. Broadly, these can 

be grouped into two categories; institutionally imposed barriers to voter turnout, such as having 

to pre-register in order to vote, and features of the electoral systems (Rolfe 2012). The American 

practice of mandatory registration prior to voting can largely explain the low turnout levels in 

the United States compared to other countries (Wolfinger, Glass & Squire 1990), and 

differences due to mandatory registration are shown to account for as much as 10-15 percentage 

points of the overall variation in turnout (Lijphart 2000: 318). This institutional barrier is, 

however, not part of the Norwegian system where all citizens automatically become eligible 

voters at the age of 18. In general, turnout is higher in countries where voters are registered 

automatically, and Election Day is on a weekend or a holiday (Jackman 1987; Franklin 2004).  
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Some American scholars have pointed to the interests of elites and the structure of the 

party systems as sources to classed differences in participation (Piven & Cloward 1988; 2000). 

They challenge individualist, resource-based models of non-participation, arguing that there is 

nothing about having less income or education in itself that leads to low participation in the 

United States. 

In terms of features of the electoral institutions, countries with a proportional 

representation voting system is generally associated with higher turnout levels (Jackman 1987; 

Franklin 2004). Calculations show a 5–10 percentage higher turnout in favor of these systems 

(Lijphart 1997; 2000). One possible explanation of this pattern is that these voters feel less 

alienated, less distanced from, the political system due to having more available options to 

choose from, and thus to a lesser degree feel that their vote is wasted if it is cast to a smaller 

party (Aardal 2002:34). 

Compared to the American and French electoral systems, some features of the 

Norwegian system - such as no mandatory pre-registration, extended periods citizens can vote 

including weekends, and a proportional representation voting system - are associated with 

higher voter turnout rates. It is therefore reasonable to assume that such institutional barriers to 

Norwegian political participation play a less important role than in the American political 

system. 

   

To sum up, both these approaches first of all rest on the assumption that participation is a sort 

of atomistic activity; if someone has the resources and motivation to participate, the necessary 

and sufficient conditions for participation are fulfilled and participation will occur. In other 

words, it seems to be implied that everyone has a general inclination towards political activity.  

The individualist perspective attribute the relatively low participation among the disadvantaged 

to a lack of the necessary political resources and skills. Furthermore, it places emphasis on 

knowledge and skills frequently understood as a cognitive capacity. Non-participants would 

thereby “automatically” participate, if it only was easier for them, and if only they had the 

cognitive and motivational capacity to do so. Unequal participation is in the individualist 

perspective thus understood as something that can be remedied by reducing individual’s costs 

to participation. Whereas the institutional perspective attributes disparities in participation to 

features of the political institutions and processes, that work as barriers that block citizen access 

to politics. 
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 Relational perspectives 

A third category of explanations focuses on characteristics of the social structure that 

individuals are imbedded in, emphasizing the relational aspect of how individuals and social 

structure interact. In the political science literature, explanations traditionally center on social 

influence via dyadic relationships, where the impact of social context is understood as the flow 

from one individual to another, altering their beliefs or motivations (Rolfe 2012: 16-17). 

Another strand, and of most relevance to this study, in the sociological tradition, focuses on 

individuals position in the social structure, and how social status differences structure 

differences in how people relate to and understand politics more broadly. These differences are 

not exclusive to levels of understanding or being interested in politics, but also about whether 

you even like politics, have a natural inclination or taste for it, or sense that politics is something 

for other people. The work of Bourdieu on class and politics fall into this category, and will be 

presented next.  

2.3 The Bourdieusian approach to class and politics 

In order to fully grasp Bourdieu’s approach to political engagement it is necessary to outline 

some central concepts in his work: field, symbolic capital and political competence. But before 

presenting these, an introduction to the Bourdieusian conceptualization of social relations as 

well as how the relationship between class and cultural practices is understood more generally 

is needed. I will therefore first present the concepts of capital, social space and habitus before 

returning to how these affect political practices, and discussing the significance of political 

competence in the Bourdieusian understanding of political participation.  

 Capital, social space and habitus  

The fundamental element in the Bourdieusian class model is the concept of capital. Bourdieu 

understands capital as accumulated labor, in either a materialized, embodied or institutionalized 

form; a scarce resource with the capacity to be both profitable and reproduce itself (1986). The 

defining quality of capital is that it can be accumulated, stored and used as a resource at a later 

point in time (Lareau & Weininger 2003). The concept is, however, understood in broader terms 

than in classical economic theory, which Bourdieu argues, gives a one-dimensional view of 

society by reducing “the social world to the economic field alone.” (1984b: 736). One central 

type of resource overlooked by the Marxian theory of class, according to Bourdieu, is cultural 
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capital, which must be understood as constituting power structures that are not always 

subordinate to, but compete with, economic capital. Bourdieu distinguishes between three 

primary types of capital, empirically derived from his studies of French society; economic, 

cultural and social capital (1986). The most central type of resource to understand the 

Bourdieusian approach to political participation is cultural capital. This can take several forms; 

in addition to its institutionalized (e.g. educational credentials), and objectified (e.g. esteemed 

objects of art) form, embodied cultural capital is perhaps the most central to the concept of 

political competence. This can come to its expression both as explicitly understood knowledge, 

and as less conscious manners, tastes, beliefs, and pre-reflexive dispositions working to its 

holder’s advantage (Bourdieu 2006). Related to political competence this entails both a formal 

political competence, as well as a pre-reflexive social competence; a perceived legitimacy to 

engage with politics. In understanding the latter the concept of symbolic capital is central, which 

I will return to in the discussion of political competence below. 

 Some types of capital are, however, stronger than others. The most dominant types are 

economic and cultural capital (but also social and symbolic capital) which constitute what 

Bourdieu refers to as social space (1984b: 723-725). Social space is thus the Bourdieusian 

conceptualization of the class structure, defined by the concentration of assets, and structured 

both by the total volume and composition of these assets. This brings us to the concept of class, 

which is defined as positions that are close to one another in social space. Classes are thus 

primarily determined by the total volume of capital people holding similar positions in social 

space can mobilize, and secondly by the composition of this total amount of capital (1984a), in 

other words whether the resources are primarily economic or cultural. In sum, Bourdieu’s 

concept of class is multidimensional; a synthesis of two main structuring dimensions creating 

a map of relational positions differentiated into classes by capital-volume, and furthermore into 

class-fractions by capital-composition.  

 

An agent’s position in the social space furthermore determines their habitus; a person’s set of 

dispositions, tastes and ways of seeing the world shaped by his class position on the basis of 

shared objective social conditions (Bourdieu 1984a). This means that people who are exposed 

to similar material and cultural life conditions, tend to develop similar mental structures, 

manners, beliefs and schemes of reference (through socialization) to make sense of, and 

developing the sense of ones place in, the social reality. Habitus is thus the unifying element 

linking class position to specific cultural practices, including political behavior. A central aspect 
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of habitus is that it affects practices regardless of whether the agent is pre-consciously aware of 

the class character of their actions. Thereby someone’s class position provides an internalized 

schema of reference, an intuitive sense, by which a person navigates and acts in the social world. 

A person’s general sense of social entitlement is thus closely tied to their class habitus, which 

we in turn can think of as an “effect” of class. Thus the class habitus is central in understanding 

how class works in shaping people’s political competence, and their relationship to the political 

system. But before elaborating on this point the concepts of field, symbolic capital and political 

competence has to be introduced. 

 

 The political field, symbolic resources and political competence 

A key concept in Bourdieu’s work on class and politics is field. In analytical terms, a field can 

be understood as a network of objective relations between positions. Positions are defined by 

their current situation in the class structure (which in turn determines the access to field-specific 

valuable profits), as well as by their objective relation, dominant, subordinate or homological, 

to the other positions in the field (Wacquant & Bourdieu 1992: 97). In other words, positions 

in the field obtain their meaning only in relation to the other positions, not in and of themselves. 

Furthermore, all fields are distinguished by a type of cultural capital specific to that field; a 

resource that has little worth except when deployed within the field for which it is suited. Where 

a position is situated in the class structure determines the level of access to these resources.  

A common analogy to understanding the underlying logic of a field is that of a game, or 

a playing field for a sport; it is an arena of competition governed by a unique logic, with rules 

that apply only to those on the playing field. Unlike a sporting field, however, the Bourdieusian 

field follows rules that are not usually explicit, and its players develop an embodied, intuitively 

held sense of the game which non-players do not have. All players share an investment in the 

game, sharing a belief that the game is worth playing, referred to as illusio (Wacquant & 

Bourdieu 1992: 98). Examples of prototypical fields is the literary and the academic field.  

The sphere of politics is understood as another such field, with a corresponding field-specific 

political capital. This is an arena of activity where the struggle for power is itself the central 

objective. Bourdieu describes the political field as “a game in which the stakes are the legitimate 

imposition of the principles of vision and division of the social world” (2000: 60). As in the 

cultural fields this conquest for domination becomes a struggle over symbolic power; the power 

to define and impose the legitimate standards and cognitive categories through which people 
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understand the social world. Symbolic power is the capacity to impose symbolic meaning; the 

power to classify one “taste” as more legitimate, more valued, than another. Domination, 

however, requires recognized authority, a dimension captured by Bourdieu’s concept of 

symbolic capital. Referring to “esteem, recognition, belief, credit, confidence of others” 

(2000b: 166), symbolic capital is a form of publically recognized authority – a form of credit 

bestowed upon a person or a position – from which symbolic power can be exercised. A central 

aspect to symbolic power is that the legitimated culture is arbitrary; rather than reflecting 

objective standards of good taste or judgement, it reflects the particular tastes and preferences 

of the dominating classes. This capital becomes symbolic the moment it is misrecognized, not 

as power relations but as, the “right” and legitimate taste. Here an analogy to the cultural field 

is in order to illustrate how symbolic resources work in the relationship between class and 

politics. In the same way that a “taste” for “fine art” and the corresponding ability to form 

opinions about the relative aesthetic excellence of one painting over another rarely emerges 

spontaneously, a taste for “politics” is not intuitively developed over night by simple exposure  

to political news or campaign advertisement. Just like comparing two works of art requires 

specific training to develop a sense of the (arbitrary and shifting) principles governing what is 

aesthetically correct and pleasing, assessing one political viewpoint over another, requires a 

similar taste and training for politics.  

Returning to the political field, this consists of political objects (e.g. party positions, speeches 

etc.) produced and made available to citizens by various kinds of political professionals. It is 

the site in which: 

(…) political products, issues, programmes, analyses, commentaries, concepts and 

events are created – products which ordinary citizens, reduced to the status of 

‘consumers’, have to choose, thereby running a risk of misunderstanding that is all the 

greater the further they are from the place of production. (Bourdieu 1991: 171-2) 

 

The central point to draw from this is that to understand and partake in politics requires a 

specific competence; one which cannot be intuitively grasped because it hinges on specific, and 

arbitrary, political principles, but which requires a certain intuitive and embodied sense of the 

game. Just like in soccer or art, only those with both the illusio – the investment in and intuitive 

grasp of the governing rules of the game - and a certain level of political competence will be 

equipped to decipher, comprehend and effectively engage with politics. Both being interested 
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in, and willing to, participate as well as forming opinions about politics, presupposes illusio and 

political competence. 

 

According to Bourdieu, a person’s capacity for political participation is shaped by two types of 

political competence that are interrelated; formal technical competence, and the perceived 

social legitimacy of one’s political competence. In Bourdieu’s words, people have: 

a greater or less capacity to recognize a political question as political and to treat it as 

such by responding politically, i.e., on the basis of specific political principles (rather 

than ethical ones, for example). This capacity is inseparable from a more or less strong 

feeling of being competent, in the full sense of the word, which is socially recognized 

as entitled to deal with political affairs, to express an opinion about them or even to 

modify their course (1984a: 399; emphasis in original). 

Crucial in developing this competence, then, is both social proximity to the political field – 

which increases the chance of developing formal political competence - and second, the sense 

of entitlement affecting to what extent a person feels authorized to draw upon their political 

competence. Shaped by a class habitus distant from the legitimate political culture, lower 

classes are less likely to develop a sense of, and a “taste” for, politics. The greater the social 

distance from the place of its production, the greater the risk of misrecognizing the dominant 

modes of politics as an innate ability and distinguished taste, possessed only by those who 

understand the complex world of politics. Furthermore, a person’s general sense of entitlement 

to navigate social institutions comes into play when entering the political sphere. Largely 

determined by class habitus, the sense of one’s place in the social world is developed based on 

the relative distance to the dominant positions in social space; the further your distance from 

the dominating classes and their culture, the less socially entitled to challenge and ”see through” 

it’s arbitrariness you will be. Bourdieu’s point is that this relative social “self-worth” and 

confidence makes people with greater volumes of capital less likely to be intimidated on instinct 

by the field-specific codes they encounter, and thus more likely to venture into the field of 

politics and engage regardless of their level of formal political competence. 

Thus, the greater the social status gap between professional politics and people with 

smaller volumes of capital, the more limited the disadvantaged will be in their exposure to the 

dominant modes of engaging with politics, and hence equally limited to technical political 

competence, as well as the social approval of their sense of political competence. In the 

Bourdieusian approach, political alienation thus works through status differences and by way 
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of a self-exclusion among less privileged people; misrecognized as a game by and for other 

types of people than themselves, lower status people are more likely to instinctively withdraw 

from politics, leaving it up to the people they believe have all the facts. 

 

To sum up how Bourdieu conceptualizes the link between class and political engagement; class 

position is determined by capital, including cultural resources. Class position in turn shapes 

habitus, a person’s dispositions and tastes, guiding her perceptions and actions, also on a pre-

conscious level. Furthermore, the political field is governed by purely arbitrary principles. To 

understand these formal competence is not enough, a social political competence, a sense of 

how the game works, attainable through social proximity to the place where these principles 

are produced, is needed. Different classes hence develop a different “taste” for, and relationship 

to, political engagement, depending on their relation to (what is misrecognized as) legitimated 

political culture. If your class habitus has shaped your understanding of politics, not as an arena 

where you can express your will and influence decisions affecting your life, but as an exclusive 

game, played by very different people than yourself, and furthermore you are socially distant – 

limited in your contact with the people who understand and play the game - your relationship 

to politics can lead to systematic self-exclusion from political processes and take on an 

alienating character. The key to understanding the Bourdieusian approach to politics then is that 

not every citizen can be a successful player. To the most socially distant playing the game 

doesn’t make sense; better to withdraw than making a fool of oneself on the uneven playing 

field. To Bourdieu this form of self-exclusion is not limited to political attitudes or alignments, 

but goes for something as basic as expressing political opinions. And thus also applies for 

something as fundamental as the perceived right, the sense of entitlement, to even have political 

opinions. 

2.4 Traditional models vs. The Bourdieusian model: How do they 

 differ? 

Bourdieu’s approach to politics differs in at least three fundamental aspects from traditional 

models. Even though both models observe that less privileged people participate less in politics, 

and both focus on the role of resources in predicting participation, the way this comes to be is 

understood differently.  

First, the notion in Bourdieu’s approach that social action should be understood through 

agents’ pre-conscious dispositions represents a different ontological position than the rational 
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action framework of traditional models. This understands political action as fundamentally 

socially constituted and thus in a relational, not individualistic way, emphasizing the pre-

reflexive aspects of status differences as much as rational choices based on maximizing 

personal political gain.  

Second, traditional models seem to treat electoral politics as a more or less neutral 

medium for the expression of citizens’ will. This implies that all citizens share a generalized 

inclination towards political involvement. Because politics is the realm in which democratic 

norms should promise a more or less level playing field, everyone who can be involved will be. 

As we have seen Bourdieu’s concept of the political field bears a resemblance more to an 

exclusive, and closed game, than an open process. And a further implication of this is that class 

position plays a key role in a person’s chances to engage in this arena, which places major 

emphasis on the role of status differences, and how these affect citizens’ relationship to politics.  

Third, an implication of this is that the capacity to participate is constituted by more 

than formal knowledge and cognitive ability. Because the Bourdieusian approach also includes 

symbolic resources - the social credit and recognized authority to define the legitimate political 

culture – a person’s lesser or greater “taste” for politics also determines how they relate to 

politics. This taste for legitimate political culture is defined by the social conditions (i.e. class 

position) under which a person’s class habitus was shaped (through socialization), structuring 

their sense of self and sense of place in the social world according to their relative distance to 

those defining the dominant culture. How different a person’s habitus (and thus how distant 

their class position), is from the dominating class habitus, thus affects how likely one is to 

develop a taste for politics. So, in addition to being about formal knowledge and skills then, 

partaking in politics is about inclination; determined also by one’s sense of entitlement to 

participate. Whereas the traditional models treat politically relevant resources as something 

more or less “attached” to individuals and that can be separated from its social origin, Bourdieu 

views the two components of a person’s capacity to think and act politically as inseparable.  

To conclude, for Bourdieu, it is as much about status as it is about skills; higher class 

positions facilitate higher levels of participation by molding peoples subjective sense of their 

place in the social world so that they feel both expected and entitled to form and voice political 

opinions, and to influence politics through voting and all forms of political expression, 

including offering an opinion in a survey.  
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2.5 Previous research on political Don't Know responses   

 The significance of the Political Don’t Know 

In the Bourdieusian approach a person’s level of political competence, determined by their class 

habitus and distance from the political field, thus depends on their lesser or greater sense of 

entitlement to engage with politics and express political opinions more generally. One arena for 

expressing political opinions is the survey setting; whether or not one participates by offering 

an opinion on political survey questions. Analyzing patterns of survey don’t know responses, 

Bourdieu found that the French working classes had a higher probability compared to other 

classes of excluding themselves from political discourse by not giving an opinion (1984a). In 

particular, he identified two aspects of the political questions closely related to class differences 

in don’t know patterns. First, class differences were more pronounced when survey questions 

became more abstract and detached from concrete experience in their concepts and content. 

And secondly, the class-gap in DK responses increased when producing an opinion relied on 

specifically political principles (1984a: 401). Bourdieu thus suggested that the precondition for 

having a particular opinion on an issue, is that you have an opinion at all, and that the 

inclination to form political opinions varies by class. A central indicator for this form of political 

alienation - the sense of entitlement to participate - is class patterns of don’t know (DK) 

responses to political survey questions.  

When a respondent refrain from answering a political survey question, by giving a no-

opinion response like “I don’t know”, I will argue, like Bourdieu, that this is a form of active 

non-participation; of self-exclusion, stemming from a low sense of entitlement to deal with 

political affairs. The following review of previous research thus focuses on studies of no-

opinion responses to survey questions, and how these vary by social position. 

One way of studying political participation, rarely ever explored in the existing 

literature, is through no-opinion responses to questions about politics in the survey setting. Such 

don’t know responses are commonly treated as missing observations and thus dispensed of in 

most academic research. But understood as an expression of political opinions, and thus 

partaking in producing political discourse, political don’t knows from the survey setting are 

arguably a fruitful object of study. Even though it is a well-established fact in the literature that 

a consistent portion of the population do not give an answer to political survey questions, and 

that these no-opinion responses vary with income and educational level, attempts to understand 

the relationship between social position and political participation by analyzing these patterns, 
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however, are few. In this section I will review the existing research on class and don’t know 

responses.  

 Class and Don’t Know responses  

In the same way that socially disadvantaged groups participate less in voting and other forms 

of political activity, a growing body of evidence suggest that those with low status, income or 

education are more likely to say don’t know to survey questions about politics (Laurison 2015; 

Bergstrøm 2012; Berinsky 2011; Bourdieu 1984; Schuman and Presser 1979; Converse 1976). 

How the link between socioeconomic status and no-opinion responses is understood and 

explained, however, varies in the existing literature, and can be divided into several strands, 

based on how DKs are explained. While many of these studies – following the aforementioned 

individualist tradition - explain DKs as a result of individual-level shortage of skills and 

knowledge about politics, there are findings that contradict this dominating model. Among 

these are recent studies - building on the Bourdieusian approach which focus on class and the 

relationship to political expression more broadly – attributing higher DK rates among less 

privileged people to a lack of a perceived social, not only individual, competence. The relevant 

previous research in each of these areas will be reviewed below, but first a closer look at what 

saying don’t know in the interview setting means is necessary.  

 

In most interviews or surveys, respondents will give an answer to certain questions and abstain 

from answering others. Instances where a substantive answer is missing on certain questions is 

referred to as item non-response. Such no-opinion responses in the interview or survey setting 

may come about in a many plausible ways. The most straightforward way of interpreting don’t 

knows is as a direct reflection of the respondent not knowing the answer; those with the 

knowledge or an opinion express this, and those who have none give a no-opinion response. A 

more sophisticated model is laid out by Berinsky: before a person can respond to a survey 

question she goes through two stages - opinion formation and opinion expression – and a don’t 

know response may arise at either stage. DKs formed in the opinion formation stage may be 

due to uncertainty or ambivalence, whereas a DK arising in the expression stage may be the 

result of fear of punishment or social sanctioning (2004: 23-24). The most common way don’t 

knows are treated in the literature, however, is as a lack of knowledge or certainty, arising in 

the formation stage described above.  
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 Research in the individualist tradition 

Studies in the individualistic tradition generally interpret DKs as resulting from a lack of an 

individual’s knowledge or skills; respondents who do not possess the necessary competence 

to form political opinions, are more likely to say don’t know instead of paying the cost of 

attempting to give a substantive answer. Furthermore, consistently reporting that political DK 

responses co-vary with educational level, research in this strain emphasizes that forming 

political opinions presupposes the formal competence gained through education (Berinsky 

2001; Converse 1976; Schuman and Presser 1979). Relevant studies in this tradition will be 

presented in the following, before turning to some challenging findings and mechanisms to 

this model of explanation.  

 Analyzing different predictors of DK responses from two American national surveys, 

Converse finds respondent level of education to be the best predictor of DK responses; lower 

education is associated with substantially more don’t knows in both surveys (1976). 

Furthermore, four properties of the survey question presumed to possibly affect the number of 

DKs are identified. Whereas language complexity shows no relationship to DKs, question 

content (more so than question form and task difficulty) is found to be the most consistent 

predictor of don’t know responses. The more the question topic is removed from the 

immediate concerns of the respondent, the more people answer don’t know. The two topics 

(out of 11) drawing the highest DK rates on both polls are Foreign affairs and Domestic 

politics (1976: 527). 

 Using data from the American National Election Studies to examine public opinion on 

social welfare policies, Berinsky reports that people with low levels of education and income 

are more likely to abstain from offering an opinion (2001). Interpreting no-opinion responses, 

not as a lack of political thought, but a lack of a structured enough political thought to express 

an opinion, he attributes DKs to cognitive barriers. A more recent study of public opinion to 

health care confirms similar findings; respondents with lower levels of socioeconomic 

resources are systematically more likely to give a no-opinion response when asked about their 

attitudes to health care legislation (Berinsky 2011).  
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 Alternative mechanisms behind a Don’t Know 

 There is empirical evidence, however, which challenge the way DK responses are 

treated in the above studies; as a direct reflection of a lack of knowledge, or of skills to 

overcome cognitive barriers. Schuman and Presser compare what happens to political DK rates 

on identical survey questions with and without an explicit don’t know (or something similar, 

called a “filter”) response option (1979); when a don’t know is offered, 20% to 25% of 

respondents switch from a substantive answer to picking the DK response instead. In other 

words, a quarter of the respondents would have chosen the DK response if that option was given 

to them. Further studies indicate that 25% to 30% of respondents provide opinions to obscure 

and fictional subject matters where a don’t know arguably would be the more “accurate” 

response option (Schuman and Presser 1980; Bishop, Tuchfarber and Oldendick 1986). These 

findings imply that a lack of knowledge about a topic is neither a necessary nor a sufficient 

condition for a DK response. 

Returning to the second stage of Berinsky’s model - opinion expression - of how a no-

opinion response may arise, researchers have pointed to mechanisms causing a DK response 

tied to voicing an already formulated opinion. One such mechanism is known as a social 

desirability effect; a respondent has formed and holds an opinion, but perceives revealing it to 

be, not cognitively, but socially difficult (Berinsky 1999). Holding unpopular or stigmatized 

beliefs may through this mechanism sometimes result in a don’t know response.  

A second such mechanism of withheld opinion expression is satisficing; having grown 

tired of the survey exercise, respondents are satisficing when they are no longer interested in 

expressing their opinions and recedes to simply satisfy the interviewer by picking any 

seemingly satisfactory response (Krosnick, Narayan, and Smith 1996). Choosing a DK can be 

considered as one way of satisficing. However, further studies indicate that if a question does 

not have don’t know or another no-opinion response option, many respondents will satisfice in 

other ways, for instance by picking a neutral response or the first plausible answer choice 

(Krosnick et al. 2002). 

 The evidence provided by these studies suggest that any one-to-one relationship 

between no-opinion responses and not-knowing is not so evident. Even though respondents 

sometimes say don’t know due to a lack of knowledge, the absence of formal knowledge can’t 

completely explain this choice (Beatty & Hermann 2002). This indicates that other sources 

besides the absence of formal competence about a topic may generate DK responses. 
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An alternative explanation for class inequalities in political DK rates is that lower class 

people have developed a different relationship to politics and political expression more broadly. 

Some respondents may be lacking, not just the knowledge, but a sense of entitlement to express 

themselves, being so uneasy with politics that producing an opinion is not within their “range 

of possibility” (Bourdieu 1979:124). In the remainder of this section, research interpreting  

political don’t knows as stemming from classed differences in the sense of entitlement to 

participate in politics will be reviewed. 

 Research in the Bourdieusian tradition 

Studies taking the Bourdieusian approach, as discussed above, understand the concept of 

political competence as consisting of two components. Inseparable from a person’s formal 

“technical” competence, is his socially constituted political competence; to what extent one 

perceives social recognition and entitlement to speak and judge politically. In Bourdieu’s own 

words, “technical competence is to social competence what the ability to speak is to the right 

to speak” (1984a: 407). 

The concept of political competence was derived from Bourdieus own empirical 

findings. Studying national surveys and polls from 1960s and 70s France, he found that the 

probability of producing a response to a politically constituted question was greater for men 

than for women and increased with higher income, educational level and social position (1979; 

1984). Furthermore, that this gender- and class-cap in DK rates narrowed drastically when 

questions were framed in moral terms. Based on these findings, linking patterns of no-opinion 

responses to people’s sense of entitlement as well as their relationship to the political field, he 

argued that those with a low sense of political competence will, in a survey or opinion poll, be 

likely to exclude themselves from answering political questions. This because the more familiar 

and closer to everyday experience the topic, or less explicitly political the question-language, 

producing an opinion would call upon a different capacity in the respondent; eliciting not a 

technical, but an ethical response (1984).  

The most extensive contemporary study on class and political DKs to date is Daniel 

Laurisons (2015) quantitative analysis of political DK rates in the United States from the 1970s 

to the 2000s. Analyzing DK rates on more than 40 political question items from two national 

surveys covering a time span of over 30 years, he finds that low income groups are significantly 

more likely to say don’t know to political survey questions than higher income groups. The 

effects reported are substantial, where moving from the bottom to the top of the class hierarchy 
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is associated with an average of 13% fewer don’t knows. Like Bourdieu, he also finds distinct 

gender differences in DK rates; men say don’t know to fewer political questions than women. 

Showing that the class-gap in DK rates all but disappear on non-political attitude questions, 

Laurison emphasizes the link between social status and a survey questions’ explicitly political 

content and language. Moreover, he finds substantial class inequalities in DK rates to hold 

across differences in educational level and cognitive ability (p. 938). Drawing on Bourdieu’s 

concept of social political competence, and the sense of entitlement to participate, he thus 

attributes classed DK rates to differences in the willingness to participate as much as a lack of 

technical political competence to do so. 

Furthermore, reporting that those who say don’t know to political questions are also 

significantly less likely to vote, he concludes that political DK rates capture, not just a 

reluctance to express political opinions, but a general sense of entitlement to participate in 

politics. Laurison concludes by arguing that traditional models attributing class-based 

inequalities in political participation to differences in resources and cognitive ability come up 

short, in accounting for lower-class people’s unwillingness to express political opinions.   

That DK rates are stratified by both by social position and gender, and additionally 

closely linked to the political content of survey questions, is supported also by studies in the 

Nordic context. In a study of Swedish upper secondary pupils from 2009, Bergstrøm found the 

probability to produce an opinion on a political question to vary with gender, social position 

and educational position; higher for male students, for upper middle class than working class 

students, as well as for students in the academic track compared to the vocational track (2012). 

Furthermore, she found that DK rates did not vary just with properties of the respondents, but 

with certain properties of the survey question as well. Similar to Bourdieu’s findings, she 

reported no-opinion responses to be increasingly classed as the question became more abstract 

and detached from everyday experience, as well as depending on the degree to which the 

question was framed in a specific political science style, either in subject or wording (p. 25). 

Using a Bourdieu-inspired multi-resource class structure, Bergstrøm furthermore finds 

that the likelihood of responding to a political survey question tends to be differentiated by 

capital composition; increasing with cultural capital as opposed to economic capital (p. 33).  

Finally, showing that differences in engaging in several forms of actual participation - from 

joining a political party, protests or boycotts, to reading a newspaper – also varies systematically 

with social position, Bergstrøm concludes that social class play an important role in 

understanding differences of political participation among youth. Bergstrøm’s research of 
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Swedish youth represents the only study of class and political DKs in the Nordic context. Thus 

a review of relevant Norwegian research will not follow, as my study represents the first of its 

kind. 

In sum, although studies of DKs following the Bourdieusian tradition are few, the findings are 

surprisingly consistent, granted that the data analyzed constitute great variation in cultural and 

historical contexts, different age groups and a time span of nearly half a century. Political DKs 

systematically vary by class position, how explicitly political the question content or language 

is, and by gender. And is furthermore not limited to expressing opinions in a survey, but is also 

associated with other forms of political participation. In the last section of this chapter the 

findings from these studies are central when I summarize my expected findings and construct 

my hypotheses.  

2.6 Summary and hypotheses 

As this review of previous research has demonstrated, class inequalities in don’t know responses 

to political survey questions seem closely tied to a questions’ political topic. Even though 

studies in the individualist tradition point to cognitive ability and knowledge leading to class 

disparities in DK rates, (Converse 1976; Berinsky 2004) recent studies in the Bourdieusian 

tradition (Laurison 2015) show that class differences are drastically reduced on non-political 

topics. Similarly Bergstrøm’s study (2012), confirming Bourdieu’s findings from 1960-70s 

France, suggest that the vertical class gap in DK rates is reduced when the question content is 

less explicitly political. As this study approaches don’t know responses as an indicator of what 

Bourdieu referred to as a low sense of entitlement to have political opinions, and with no 

previous Norwegian studies to lean on, and studies in this tradition indicating similar findings 

- I expect to see similar patterns: 

 

H1a: Class differences in DK responses are significantly higher on political than non-

political questions.  

 

As we saw several studies found that DK rates varied with how explicitly the questions rested 

on political concepts; the more it dealt with everyday problematics the slighter was the class-

gap, and the more the question displayed a political-science style in language and content, the 

greater the class gap (Bourdieu 1979; 1984; Bergstrøm 2012). I therefore expect similar 

findings: 
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H1b: The more explicitly political in content a survey question is, the greater the vertical 

glass-gap in DK responses. 

 

The above French and American studies represent very different political and social, as well as 

historical contexts, than the Norwegian. With higher levels of social and political equality due 

to a vast welfare state, and a high degree of membership in civil society organizations, the 

Norwegian context differs in ways one would think facilitates higher levels of political 

integration, which is also supported empirically (Hernes & Martinussen 1980; Martinusen 

2002). However, as the only existing study of class and political don’t knows from the Nordic 

context (Bergstrøm 2012) show similar findings, granted this study involves only a young 

population, I should expect similar empirical patterns in Norway. Hence the following 

expectation: 

 

H2a: There are significant class differences in DK rates both in the 1980s and the 2000s 

 

The sense of entitlement to form and voice political opinions can be claimed to be closely tied 

to a person’s interest in politics; not feeling like a legitimate participant in political discourse 

can either stem from a lack of interest from the onset, or be the result of such a feeling. However, 

the concept should capture more than mere interest, as a person’s social status – through the 

class habitus and distance from the field of politics - shapes a deeply held sense of taste, or 

preference for, legitimate political culture. I therefore expect to find the following: 

 

H2b: Class differences in DK rates cannot be explained by differences in political 

interest.  

 

As we saw the traditional models explaining political engagement point to higher education as 

a cause for high levels of participation (Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980), through mechanisms 

of increased cognitive skills, and sense of civic duty, to take on the complex topic of politics. 

Similarly, Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital in its institutional form, through schooling, is 

central to the technical knowledge component of his concept of political competence. In the 

Bourdieusian concept of the class structure, the social space, one of its two dimensions captures 

differences in type of resources held, differentiating between a preponderance of cultural- or 
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economic capitals. As cultural capital is associated with higher levels of education than is 

economic, I should expect to see lower rates of DK responses among the cultural fractions. This 

is supported also by Bergstrøm’s findings from Swedish youth. Hence the following 

expectation: 

 

H2c: Cultural capital is associated with lower DK rates than economic capital. 

 

In terms of changes during this time period in the association of class and expressing political 

opinions in a survey, no previous research in the Nordic context of this form of participation is 

available to guide expectations. Though from the American context, we saw that Laurison’s 

study, covering the time-period between the middle of the 1970s to 2008, despite an overall 

decline in don’t know responses in the early 2000s, reported persistent class differences 

throughout the period. Furthermore, Bergstrøm’s findings from Sweden are recent (the survey 

was conducted in 2009) and suggest that class differences in DK rates is not a phenomenon 

from a different historical era.  

Looking at trends in other forms of political participation during this time-period, 

Norwegian turnout levels have declined (SSB 2019), though there is evidence suggesting that 

the level of participation varies across different types of political activity (Martinussen 2003). 

As previously argued, given the low costs in terms of time and resources in both settings, survey 

participation and voting do bear some resemblance. On the other hand, expressing political 

opinions may also be more akin to discussing politics, a form which have increased in Norway 

during this period (Martinusen 2003). 

As we shall see in the next chapter the way interviews were conducted to collect the 

data I use in my analysis had a stricter practice for accepting a don’t know response in the 2000s, 

which arguably lead to a decrease in the absolute number of DK responses. But as I cannot 

know for certain if class position affected this outcome, or if higher and lower class respondents 

were equally likely to in the end give a DK response, this change in practice is a poor guide to 

my expected findings.  

Leaning on the empirical records of the few contemporary studies of class and political 

don’t know responses that exist then, I expect to see a stable association between class and DK 

rates during this time period.  

 

H2d: The vertical class-gap in DK rates has not changed from the 1980s to the 2000s. 
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The contrary H0 for all hypotheses implies that the observed associations are due to coincidence 

and thus not statistically significant.  
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3   Data and Methods 

 

In this chapter I will present and justify the choice of research strategy, data material and 

statistical methods used in this analysis. First, I will show how my research design follows 

logically from the research questions I set out to answer. Secondly, the survey data used to 

empirically explore these questions will be described. Data from two different surveys is used 

in the analyses. I first present the primary dataset, The Norwegian Electoral Survey (NES), and 

the operationalization of variables from that dataset, before the European Social Survey (ESS) 

and variables from those data are described. Then, a presentation and discussion of the statistical 

methods utilized follows. I end the chapter by highlighting methodological challenges and 

potential limitations of the material, along with the measures taken to overcome these. 

3.1 Research Strategies  

The overarching research question in this thesis is to what extent there are class differences in 

Norway in a sense of entitlement to participate in politics, as evidenced by don’t know responses 

to political questions. As we recall, a central indicator of a sense of entitlement to engage with 

politics in Bourdieu’s theory and empirical research is don’t know (DK) responses to survey 

questions about politics, where such a DK response is interpreted as non-participation and 

indicates a low sense of entitlement. Through an analysis of political DK responses, I explore 

if there are class differences in such survey non-participation and whether these patterns are 

consistent with differences in a sense of entitlement to participate in politics. The research 

design consists of two parts and is constructed in correspondence with the three research 

questions of interest:  

 

1. Are class differences in don’t know responses to political questions, as opposed to 

non-political questions, consistent with the interpretation of differences in a sense of 

entitlement to participate in politics? 

2. What are the class differences in political don’t know responses, and can these be 

attributed to differences in political interest? 

3. Have class differences in political don’t know responses changed from the 1980s to 

the 2000s? 
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 In the first analysis, presented in chapter 4, I address research question 1, looking at 

whether class differences in political DK responses is related specifically to the topic of politics. 

This is an introductory analysis empirically testing the premise that political DK responses are 

an indicator of how different classes relate to politics. By examining properties of the survey 

questions, their form and content, I investigate to what extent class differences in DK responses 

stem from their political content and language. I analyze properties of the survey questions in 

two steps. First, by comparing political content questions to non-political content questions. As 

a sufficient set of non-political questions was not available in the NES, I draw on ESS data for 

this analysis. As the ESS was first conducted in 2002, the analysis concerns the decade of the 

2000s only. Secondly, I analyze political topic questions only, and to what extent class 

differences in DK rates vary with how politically coded the language of the survey questions 

is. This analysis involves political questions from the NES and from both the 1980s and the 

2000s. 

 In the second part, presented in chapter 5, I move on to the main analysis of class 

differences in DK responses, addressing research questions 2 and 3. Here, I first introduce other 

factors that may explain these patterns by controlling for variation in age, gender and level of 

political interest. And secondly, I look at whether this association has changed over time 

tracking the developments from the 1980s to the 2000s. In order to do an extensive analysis of 

DK responses over time, and account for the relatively rare occurrence of a don’t know, I 

combined data from multiple survey years of the National Electoral Survey into a 1980s dataset 

and a 2000s dataset. 

3.2 Data and variables – The Norwegian Electoral Survey 

In this section the survey data and variables used in the above analyses will be presented. The 

primary dataset, used in all but one analysis, is the Norwegian Electoral Survey. As some 

relevant indicators were not available in the NES, I draw on a second dataset, the European 

Social Survey for one of the analyses. First the NES and variables from that dataset will be 

presented, followed by the ESS and variables from those data. 

 

Crucial to a longitudinal analysis of class differences in political survey participation, is survey 

data with a rich selection of questions about politics, as well as precise indicators of social 
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position. Meeting these requirements and making up the primary basis of my analysis, is the 

long-running nationally representative Norwegian Electoral Survey. Conducted every four 

years in connection with Parliamentary elections and ongoing since 1957, the survey has been 

under the continual supervision of the Norwegian Program of Electoral Research at the Institute 

of Social Research (ISF). From 1977 and onwards Statistics Norway (SSB) has been 

responsible for the sampling and all practical aspects of gathering the material (Valen & Aardal 

1994; Kleven & Normann 2002). The data entering into this analysis is from the 1981, 1985, 

1989, 2001, 2005 and 2009 elections2. 

The data was collected primarily through personal interviews, with a portion conducted 

over the phone for respondents preferring this option. The survey has cross-sectional qualities 

as well as being organized as a rotating panel where about half the gross sample is replaced at 

each survey sweep. Both the panel and the cross sectional sub-sample of each year is nationally 

representative, individually and combined, and is drawn randomly from the gross sample in the 

previous survey. One half of the sample is made up by respondents asked to participate also 

four years earlier, whereas the other half is first-time respondents, to be contacted again in 

connection with the subsequent election survey. (Kiberg et al. 2000; Aardal et al. 2003; Aardal 

et al. 2007; Berglund et al. 2011).3 The mix of cross-sectional and panel data present certain 

technical challenges which I will discuss at the end of this chapter.  

In order to compensate for the relatively low share of don’t know responses in the data, 

I combined multiple survey rounds into accumulated datasets. Furthermore, in order to analyze 

change over time I constructed two such accumulated datasets – one covering the decade of the 

1980s and a second the decade of the 2000s. Entering into the analysis is a total of six survey 

sweeps: years 1981, 1985 and 1989 – with 5971 respondents and yearly response rates between 

72.4 % and 73.7 % – and years 2001, 2005 and 2009 with 6135 respondents and yearly response 

rates between 60.5 % and 69.6 % (Kiberg et al. 2000; Aardal et al. 2003; Aardal et al. 2007; 

Berglund et al. 2011). Analyzing DK rates over an extensive period of time, and across a range 

of survey questions, demands that similar items are systematically repeated across survey years. 

In the NES from this 30-year period, there are few survey items which have not been altered in 

wording, or removed altogether, in some of the years. Data from the 1990s decade, for instance, 

                                                
2 The data were provided by Statistics Norway (SSB) and have been prepared and made available by the 

Norwegian Social Science Data Services (NSD). Prof. Bernt Aardal & the Institute of Social Research (ISF) 

were responsible for the original studies, and SSB collected the material. Bernt Aardal, ISF, SSB and NSD are 

not responsible for the analyses and interpretations of the data presented here. 

 
3 Due to non-response rates the actual panel portion of the total net sample for each decade is less than 1/3. 
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may seem reasonable to include in such an analysis. However, the 1990s surveys lack key 

survey questions present in the 1980s and 2000s decade data. And, furthermore, given that the 

electoral surveys are conducted in election years only, this decade consists of two survey sweeps 

only, thereby rendering it a poor case for comparison. Given these data limitations, identifying 

survey items across the entire period and constructing the accumulated datasets proved an 

intricate task. However the result is a unique dataset allowing for an analysis of a rare event 

like don’t know responses across an extensive period of time. Given the overall research design 

of this study, the Norwegian Electoral Survey, with a rich selection of political questions 

extending over 30 year back in time, provide the most relevant data for this analysis. 

 Dependent Variable: Political Don’t Know responses 

As the primary concern of this thesis is to investigate class differences in the sense of entitlement 

to have political opinions, measured by don’t know responses to questions about politics, the 

main dependent variable in the analysis consists of a set of political survey questions. Table 3.1 

is an overview of the questions, with Ns and mean DKs, that entered into the dependent variable 

Any Political Don’t Know.4 

The questions included were selected based on several criteria. I first considered item 

frequency, including only questions asked in at least two of the three survey sweeps making up 

the accumulated dataset for each decade, and asked in both decades. I accepted some variation 

in wording across survey years if the questions were considered substantively similar in 

content.5 For questions meeting these criteria I secondly considered topic content; classifying 

questions as clearly political if they explicitly asked about political ideology, agencies or 

government policies6. This left me with 5 political questions distributed across 27 individual 

variables, 13 in the 1980s dataset and 14 in the 2000s dataset.  

As I am interested, not in respondents’ substantive viewpoints, but whether an opinion 

was provided or not, I recoded the 5 questions dichotomously, with “1” indicating a DK 

response and “0” for any other type of non-missing response. The 2000s surveys have an 

additional non-response category available to the interviewer - unwilling to respond. As it is 

reasonable to assume that a portion of the comparable DK category of the 1980s ended up in 

this category for the 2000s, these are interpreted as DKs and included in the analysis. 

                                                
4 For a complete list of all questions with full wording and response categories, see appendix A1. 
5 For instance the Left-Right scale question was in 1981 worded as a Radical-Conservative scale. See appendix 

A1. 
6 The logic behind this classification is in line with recent research on political DKs (Laurison 2015). 



38 

 

Table 3.1: Political survey questions from the National Electoral Survey 1981, 1985, 1989, 

2001, 2005, 2009 with mean DKs and Ns. 

 

Political Questions    Don't Know (%) Don't Know (N)  Total N    

1980s          

Placement on political Left-Right scale  7,6 % 454 5966         

Employment secured with increased 
Government control of banks and industry   

17,9 % 672 3754   

      

Reduce government control of privat sector  8,7 % 514 5942   
      

Attitude to Norwegian EU-membership   13,2 % 502 3791   
      

Taxation of high income  4,6 % 271 5941   
      

2000s       

          

Placement on political Left-Right scale  7,6 % 454 5966         

Employment secured with increased 
Government control of banks and industry   

17,9 % 672 3754   
      

Reduce government control of privat sector  8,7 % 514 5942   
      

Attitude to Norwegian EU-membership   13,2 % 502 3791   
      

Taxation of high income  4,6 % 271 5941   

            

 

To verify that the unwilling to respond category shared a substantively similar association to 

class as the don’t know category, I did an analysis of the unwilling category separately, which 

returned similar results as the DK category alone.7 One factor which can lead to increased DKs 

is if questions are “filtered”, meaning that a don’t know or a similar no opinion response is an 

explicit answer choice given to respondents. None of the questions included in this analysis 

have filters. All missing observations were left out of the analysis.  

Due to the relatively rare DKs and the fact that no respondents were asked all questions 

within a survey decade, I rely on counter indicators to establish a rate of political DKs 

comparable across individuals. The index is constructed by dividing a respondents count of 

political DKs by that respondents’ number of possible political DKs - in other words how many 

political questions that respondent was asked.  For the sake of interpretational ease this number 

was finally multiplied by 100. Accordingly, a respondent with a DK score of 100 answered 

don’t know to every single question asked, whereas a score of 0 indicates that the respondent 

                                                
7 See appendix A2. 
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not once responded with a don’t know. The counter index thus indicates an individual’s 

propensity to answer don’t know when posed a survey question about politics.8 

As observed in table 3.1 DK rates for the 1980s are fairly low, but vary greatly across 

questions. The topic with the highest share of DKs is “Employment secured with increased 

Government control of banks & industry” at 17,9 %, whereas “Taxation of high income” has 

the lowest share of DKs at 4,6 %. In the 2000s the absolute number of DKs is significantly 

lower; on average more than halved compared to the 1980s. However, the relative share of DKs 

among items is more or less identical to the 1980s; the two questions with the highest DK rate 

are again “Employment secured with increased Government control of banks & industry” and 

“Attitude to Norwegian EU-membership”, whereas the lowest share of DKs is observed again 

in response to the taxation item.9 Given this consistent pattern of inter-topic DK rates across 

the two decades, it is relevant to raise the question of whether the overall decline could have 

been caused by external circumstances, and were not due to an actual decline of don’t know 

responses in the 2000s. Two plausible factors affecting the decline in absolute DK rates in the 

2000s will be discussed in the following. 

First, the survey documentation of the 2000s contain explicit instructions to interviewers 

to be restrictive in the use of the DK option; “always giving the respondent the time to come up 

with a different answer” (Aardal et al. 2003; Aardal et al. 2007; Berglund et al. 2011 - My 

translation). These instructions first appeared in the 2001 survey, and are not present in the 

1980s documentation.10 Such a DK-discouraging practice (Luskin and Bullock 2011), where a 

spontaneously volunteered DK response is met with a follow up question intended to “probe” 

for a substantive response, may lead to substantial reduction in DK rates (Schuman and Presser 

1981). From a survey administration rationale limited use of the DK option makes sense if it 

minimizes missing data, and was also recommended by scholars at the time suggesting that 

discouraging DKs might improve measurement by uncovering hidden knowledge (see for 

example Mondak 2001). 

Second, two factors associated with increased item non-response beyond question 

content is the length of the questionnaire (Deutskens, Ruyter,Wetzels et al. 2004; Sahlqvist S. 

et al 2011), and how late in the survey an item appears (Elstad 2010). If the total number of 

items in the 2000s surveys were significantly lower, or the items selected for this analysis 

appeared earlier in the survey, this might have contributed to the lower DK rates in the 2000s. 

                                                
8 This counter-based operationalization is inspired by recent analyses of political DKs (Laurison 2015). 
9 Lower total N for some questions is due to the item not asked in all survey years. 
10 Inquiries to the survey administrators regarding this issue have thus far not been resolved  
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However, number of survey question from the two decades didn’t differ significantly, and 

moreover, question items on average appeared later in the 2000s questionnaires than in the 

1980s.11  

Explicit instructions of restricted use of the DK category in the 2000s, along with no 

substantial differences in survey length or item order between the 1980s and the 2000s, then 

support the notion that the decline in absolute DK rates of the VU 2000s was caused in part by 

external factors. And, hence, arguably cannot be interpreted as a reflection of an actual 

increased willingness to provide political opinions among respondents in the 2000s sample. 

This warrants some caution when comparing the development of DK rates from 1980s to 2000s. 

On the other hand, the relatively low rate of DKs in the 2000s may in fact be beneficial to the 

2000s analyses themselves; if the DK discouraging practice succeeded in minimizing the 

chance that respondents use the DK option, then those who still said don’t know must be 

exceptionally reluctant to offer their opinion. 

 Table 3.2 gives an overview of the political don’t know index for the 1980s and the 

2000s, listing the distribution of individual DK scores in percent. As we can see the majority of 

respondents in both decades gave a substantive answer to all questions asked. While 28 % of 

respondents in the 1980s said don’t know to at least one question, less than 2 % said don’t know 

to more than half of the political questions they were asked.12 Turning to the rates of the 2000s, 

the share of respondents saying DK to at least one question was 13 %. And the share of 

respondents giving a DK to more than half of the questions asked was about 1 %. 

Due to the low frequency of higher DK scores all analyses were run on a dichotomously 

coded version of these variables with the cut-off point between those who never responded DK 

and respondents that said don’t know at least once. Given my research question and the fact that 

the majority of respondents never say don’t know, this coding makes sense as it is of greater 

interest to distinguish those who say don’t know at all, from those who never do so, as opposed 

to capture the intensity of a person’s DK responses. In the NES sample, 1 DK reply translates 

to a DK score of 20-25 %, in other words saying don’t know to 1 out of every 4 or 1 out of 

every 5 questions. This cut-off point entails that respondents who for whatever reason said don’t 

know to just one of the questions is included into the outcome category. This may be  

                                                
11 See appendix A3 
12 The higher frequency at 25% DKs compared to 20% DKs in the 1980s, is a technical anomaly deriving from the 
fact that not all questions were asked to all respondents. There are essentially two scales; where 1 DK give a 
DK-score of 20% on one scale versus 25% on the other scale. This has no effect on the results as the variable 
ultimately was coded dichotomously. 
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Table 3.2: Distribution of Political Don't Know scores. National Electoral Survey 1980s and 

2000s 

 
 

considered a conservative cut-off point; if there are class differences between those who never 

say don’t know and those who only occasionally say don’t know, the class differences of those 

who say don’t know more consistently could arguably be expected to be even more pronounced. 

For a test of robustness analyses with an alternative cut-off point were completed, and will be 

discussed in the section on methodological challenges. The distribution in the dependent 

variable Any political Don’t Know is shown in table 3.3. 

 Social Class and the ORDC scheme 

Social class is in this analysis operationalized using the Oslo Register Data Class Scheme 

(ORDC) (Hansen, Flemmen og Andersen 2009). Resting on the foundations of the 

Bourdieusian two-dimensional class structure, the scheme differentiates between classes both 

Don't Know  response score - 1980s  N % Cum %

  0 %   4263 72.10 72.10

20 % 280 4.74 76.83

25 % 879 14.87 91.70

40 % 96 1.62 93.32

50 % 223 3.77 97.09

60 % 45 0.76 97.85

75 % 76 1.29 99.14

80 % 13 0.22 99.36

100 % 38 0.64 100.00

Total 5913 100.00 

Don't Know  response score - 2000s  N % Cum %

  0 %   5107 87.36 87.36

20 % 412 7.05 94.41

25 % 92 1.57 95.98

40 % 110 1.88 97.86

50 % 28 0.48 98.34

60 % 30 0.51 98.85

75 % 17 0.29 99.14

80 % 18 0.31 99.45

100 % 32 0.55 100.00

Total 5846 100.00
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vertically - based on volume of capital - and horizontally, based on the composition of capital 

 

Table 3.3: Distribution of Don’t Know responses for dependent variable “Any Political Don’t 

Know”. Norwegian Electoral Survey 1980s and 2000s. 

 

Any Political Don't Know 1980s   2000s   

 % N    % N   
       

One or more DKs 28 1650   12,6 739  
No DKs 72 4263   87,4 5107  
            

Total    5913     5846   

 

 (Hansen og Andersen 2012: 611). The logic behind the classification adheres to Bourdieus 

understanding of class as an interrelated multi-resource structure.  

The upper echelons of the ORDC scheme consists of an upper class, an upper middle 

class and a lower middle class, vertically differentiated based on capital volume. These three 

classes are furthermore horizontally trisected based on capital composition into: a cultural 

fraction predominantly rich in cultural capital, an economic fraction predominantly rich in 

economic capital and a balanced fraction, with no preponderance of either economic or cultural 

capital (Hansen et al 2009:8-10). The lower classes - classified by capital volume alone and 

thus not differentiated horizontally – are made up by unskilled workers, skilled workers, 

farmers/fishers/foresters, and welfare transfer recipients whose welfare income exceeds that of 

their earnings.13 

 The ORDC scheme in this analysis is constructed based solely on occupational codes. 

Following a NES-adjusted ORDC scheme (Toft & Flemmen 2019; Haakestad 2012), elite 

classes are collapsed into the upper classes due to the low frequency of elite respondents in the 

data. Therefore, the concept from here on referred to as Upper Middle Class consists of both 

the elite fractions and upper middle class fractions of the original ORDC classification. The 

original ORDC scheme makes use of income data to vertically differentiate the economic 

fractions. As the NES does not contain individual income data (household only), the economic 

upper- and lower middle class fractions are differentiated on the basis of occupational codes 

alone. Previously employed retirees and social welfare recipients are coded according to their 

last occupation, whereas homemakers and the unemployed make up the welfare transfer 

                                                
13 More detailed information on ORDC classifications are available at 

https://www.sv.uio.no/iss/english/research/projects/ordc/documentation/  

https://www.sv.uio.no/iss/english/research/projects/ordc/documentation/
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category. Finally, self-employed skilled and unskilled workers are coded into the lower middle 

class economic fraction. The modified ORDC scheme is thereby reduced from 13 to 10 classes 

as illustrated in figure 3.1.  

The 1980s data is based on the NYK (Nordisk Yrkesklassifisering) classification of 

occupations whereas the 2000s data is based on ISCO-88, a Norwegian version of the 

International Standard Classification of Occupations. Having to rely on two different standards 

in a longitudinal design may pose some problems, which will be discussed further in the section 

on methodological challenges. The modified ORDC scheme with examples of occupations and 

distribution for each class category is shown in figure 3.1 and table 3.4. 

 I will first discuss the ORDC 1980s’ distribution before turning to the 2000s and the 

way the class structure at the two points in time differ. As observed in table 3.4, the 1980s class 

scheme is bottom-heavy; the lowest shares are found in the top categories with increasing 

frequencies as we move down to the lower middle- and working classes. The working classes 

combined are the biggest category, making up over 1/3 of the sample. When comparing the 

distribution of the 2000s to the 1980s, two changes are worth noting.  

First, there is a notable shift in the relative weight between the top and the bottom; while 

the upper middle classes in the 1980s comprised about 20 % of the sample, this share increased 

to about 35 % in the 2000s. Secondly, within the working classes there is a notable difference 

in relative size between the categories. In the 1980s the unskilled workers outweighed the 

skilled workers 3 to 1. In the 2000s sample this is reversed; the number of skilled workers 

doubled to 18 %, and the unskilled workers, at 12 %, are more than halved compared to the 

1980s. The distribution among categories in the 2000s seems reasonable when compared to 

population data from the same period (Hansen et al. 2009: 14), with a few exceptions. The 

economic fractions of the upper-, versus the lower, middle class is inversely proportional in the 

population data, with the lower middle class about twice as large as the upper middle class.14 

Similarly, the unskilled workers in the population data is the largest working class category; 

inversely proportional to the skilled workers compared to this sample. The overrepresentation 

of the upper middle classes, as well as the overweight of skilled to unskilled workers, in the 

2000s could be due to an overrepresentation of respondents with higher education (Aardal et 

al. 2003; Aardal et al. 2007; Berglund et al. 2011). Another potential factor could be the 

different standards of classification of occupations – NYK and ISCO-88 - used to construct 

                                                
14A comparison of mean household income between the economic upper middle-, and the economic lower 

middle classes confirm that the distribution reflect the sample and is not due to erroneous classifications or 

coding. 
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Figure 3.1: The modified ORDC scheme listing occupations and socio-demographic profiles in 
percentages. National Electoral Survey 1980s and 2000s. 

(ELITE &) 

UPPER MIDDLE CLASSES 
Cultural upper middle 

 

Professors, artists, teachers with 

BA ("adjunkt"), journalists, 
librarians 

 

1980s       2000s 

  Women:  0,4           0,5 

  +Pol Int:  0,8           0,8 

 

Professional upper middle 

 

Doctors, assistant doctors, judges, 

consultants, engineers, lower 
executives, special nurses 

 

1980s       2000s 

  Women:  0,2           0,4 

  +Pol Int:  0,7           0,8 

 

Economic upper middle 

 

Executives and managers in 

private sector, financial brokers, 
auditors, accountants 

 

1980s        2000s 

  Women:  0,2            0,4 

  +Pol Int:  0,7            0,8 

 

LOWER MIDDLE CLASSES 
Cultural lower-middle 

 

Teachers, primary school teachers, 

child welfare pedagogues, social 

workers, children’s nurses 
 

  Women:  0,6              0,7 

  +Pol Int:  0,7              0,8 

 

Professional lower-middle 

 

Nurses, authorized social 

educators, first secretaries, chefs, 

machinists 
 

   Women:  0,7              0,7 

   +Pol Int:  0,6              0,7 

Economic lower-middle 

 

Sales consultants, Real Estate 

agents, independent craftsmen 

 
 

  Women:  0,4              0,4 

  +Pol Int:  0,6              0,6 

WORKING CLASSES 

Skilled workers 

Auxiliary nurse, milieu therapist (somewhat similar to social workers), electricians 

 

1980s           2000s 

                                                           Women:  0,2               0,4 

                                                           +Pol Int:  0,5               0,6 
 

Unskilled workers 

Assistants, cleaners, private security officers, janitors, drivers, waiters, 

 

1980s           2000s 

                                                           Women:  0,4               0,5 

                                                           +Pol Int:  0,5               0,5 

 

Farmers, foresters, fishermen 

Self-employed in the primary sector 

 

1980s           2000s 

                                                           Women:  0,3               0,2 
                                                           +Pol Int:  0,6               0,6 

 

Welfare transfers 
Larger welfare transfers than income from salaries, wages, and capital income 

 

1980s           2000s 

                                                           Women:  0,9               0,7 

                                                           +Pol Int:  0,4               0,5 
 

Total N=  5971       6135    

* + Pol Int = High Political Interest 
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Table 3.4: Descriptive statistics of independent variables in percentages and frequencies. 

National Electoral Survey 1980s & 2000s. 

 

the ORDC scheme in the two decades. To verify the robustness of the results in my analyses 

based on these classifications, sensitivity tests were carried out. These will be discussed in detail 

in the section of methodological challenges at the end of this chapter.  

 

 

N Valid  % Cum %  N Valid  % Cum %

Social Class       

  Upper middle class: culture 203 3.94 3.94 258 4.96 4.96

  Upper middle class: balanced 518 10.05 13.99 897 17.23 22.19

  Upper middle class: economic 301 5.84 19.83 704 13.53 35.72

  Lower middle class: culture 224 4.35 24.18 251 4.82 40.54

  Lower middle class: balanced 501 9.72 33.90 645 12.39 52.93

  Lower middle class: economic 743 14.42 48.31 414 7.95 60.88

  Working class - skil led 492 9.55 57.86 940 18.06 78.94

  Working class - unskilled 1391 26.99 84.85 654 12.56 91.51

  Farmers, foresters, fishery 243 4.71 89.56 179 3.44 94.95

  Welfare transfer 538 10.44 100.00 263 5.05 100.00

  Total 5154 100.00 5205 100.00

N Valid  %   N Valid  %  

Gender

   Men 3093 51,8 3170 51,7

   Women 2878 48,2 2965 48,3

   Total 5971 100 6135 100  

Political interest

   Low 2676 44,9 1982 33,9

   High 3289 55,1 3864 66,1

   Total 5965 100 5846 100

Age

   N 5971 6135

   Mean 43,740 45,815

   Std. Deviation 17,193 16,340

   Minimum 18 18

   Maximum 85 79

1980s 2000s
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 Control Variables  

From the existing literature we know that a set of sociodemographic characteristics are known 

to have an impact on the association between class position and political participation. These 

need to be factored into the equation to rule out the possibility that expected class differences 

in participation is in fact not an expression of variation across other characteristics of the 

respondents. In order to isolate the causal impact of the independent variables I use the control 

variable method (e.g., Skog 2005:44). Gender and age are included as sociodemographic 

controls in this analysis. Furthermore, in order to test whether the tendency to not express 

political opinions in a survey is simply due to a lack of interest in politics, political interest is 

included as a control. Finally, survey year, is included as a technical control to account for 

variation across time within each decade. 

 Other common sources of inequality typically included in analyses of political 

participation is income and level of education. The primary reason for not including income in 

this analysis is that the NES does not provide individual-level measures of income, but 

household income only. Furthermore the occupational class scheme utilized here, the ORDC 

scheme, already largely captures the stratifying dimensions of both income (economic capital) 

and level of education (cultural capital), through its multidimensional conceptualization of 

social structure, differentiated by both volume and composition of capital. By introducing 

income and education level as controls when regressing on ORDC, it would therefore be only 

as expected if these two indicators contributed in a way that overlapped with the effect of class. 

Regressions testing this claim largely supports this expected finding.15 Controlling for these 

two factors might seem like a mandatory technical step, however, I will argue that this would 

contribute little substantial to the analysis as education and income in the Bourdieusian 

approach is considered essential in constituting social class. On the basis of this theoretical and 

methodological perspective, income and education are not included in this analysis. 

 Gender is a binary variable with “1” indicating women and the intercept indicating men. 

As we can see in table 3.4 there is a slight overweight of men in the samples of both decades. 

 Age is a continuous variable running from 0 to 61, were the intercept “0” indicates a 

respondent at the age of 18. The sample was drawn from the population of Norwegians eligible 

to vote only, spanning the ages of 18-79 (with a few individuals outside this interval). In order 

to facilitate a curvilinear relationship an age squared term is also included in the analyses.               

                                                
15 See appendix C5. 
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As observed in table 3.4 the average respondent in the 1980s was 44 and in the 2000s 45 years 

old. 

 Political interest is based on self-reported level of interest in response to the question: 

“Would you say that you are very interested, interested, somewhat interested, not at all 

interested in politics?.” As the same four response categories were not offered in all survey 

years16 , the variable was coded dichotomously with the cut-off point between interested and 

somewhat interested, with “1” indicating low political interest. How an abstract concept like 

political interest relates to other variables in the analysis is important to consider for technical 

reasons. A methodological problem known as endogenous selection bias (Elwert & Winship 

2014) may arise when conditioning on a variable which is itself associated with the predictor 

variable. In my design, it is a plausible assumption that a person’s class position may affect 

how interested in politics they are. However, in my data social class and political interest are, 

not strongly correlated: 1980s r=0.09, 2000s r=0.2.17 Endogenous selection bias due to 

controlling for political interest is therefore not considered a substantial problem in this 

analysis.  

3.3 Data and variables – The European Social Survey 

As discussed in the section on research strategies the data intended for an analysis of political 

don’t know responses would ideally include survey questions on other topics than politics. The 

NES unfortunately does not consistently include such questions for the years in my analysis. In 

order to accomplish a comparison of DK rates on political versus non-political questions - an 

analysis I deem central to the overall aim of this thesis - I used another comparable dataset: The 

European Social Survey. The ESS and the variables used from that dataset will be presented 

below. 

 

The ESS is a cross-national survey conducted biennially in 36 European countries since 2002. 

I use the national data from Norway only which has cross-sectional qualities. The ESS data, 

which was collected through personal interviews, is based on random probability sampling of 

a representative selection of the Norwegian population (European Social Survey: 2017a). This 

makes data from the ESS and the National Electoral Survey comparable as both samples are 

                                                
16 In 1981 three response options only were provided (not at all interested was lacking). The dichotomous 

coding was chosen to ensure consistency across the two decades.   
17 r-values of r<0.3 denote weak correlations (Mehmetoglu & Jacobsen 2017: 39). 
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nationally representative and additionally all data was collected through interviewing. The ESS 

includes respondents from the age of 15. To match the age range of the NES data respondents 

under the age of 18 were left out of the analysis. The ESS operates with a response rate target 

of 70% (European Social Survey: 2017b), but always recommends applying their pre-made 

weights. For all analyses I use the pspweights (post-stratification weights) to correct for non-

response errors, like systematic over-representation of people with certain social-demographic 

characteristics (European Social Survey: 2014). The National Electoral Survey extends far 

enough back in time to allow for analyses of two decades: the 1980s and the 2000s. As the ESS 

was first conducted in 2002 an analysis from the 1980s was not possible. To cover the same 

time period as the most recent NES analysis I use the four rounds of the ESS from the decade 

of the 2000s: 2002, 2004, 2006 and 2008.  

 

In the ESS, as in the NES, I follow the same criteria for selecting questions and constructing 

the index of political questions. The ESS has a core module of survey questions which is 

repeated in most survey rounds, however, and therefore more items were available to construct 

the indices of both political and non-political questions. In selecting political questions I 

included all items addressing the same political agencies and problematics as in the NES 

questions. Due to the wider selection of items, I was also able to include two additional 

questions considered relevant to the subsequent analyses in testing central aspects of Bourdieu’s 

theory and established empirical evidence of class differences in don’t know patterns. These are 

one additional question about a foreign political agency (the United Nations) and a question 

identical in form to, but with a more exclusively political vocabulary than, one of the other 

included questions (asking how satisfied with democracy respondents are). Adding these two 

items do increase the absolute number of DKs in the ESS index, calling for some 

methodological caution. Therefore, as a test for robustness, I constructed a version of the ESS 

index of political questions excluding these two items and compared whether the two indices 

differed in how strongly associated with class they were, which returned nearly identical 

results.18 Furthermore, these added items makes the ESS index less directly comparable to the 

political DK index from the NES. This should, however, be of little consequence to these overall 

findings as the ESS index is here used only to make a comparison to the ESS non-political 

index, not to compare class-differences in DK responses across the two datasets. 

                                                
18 7-question index: Chi2=111,4 - p=0.000. 5-question index: Chi2=106,0 - p=0.000. 
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 Finally, as with the NES, none of the questions selected from the ESS has “filtered 

responses” where a don’t know or a similar no-opinion response is explicitly offered. I will first 

present the political questions and the dependent variable constructed on the basis of these, 

before turning to the non-political questions.  

 Dependent variable: Political Don’t Know responses 

The index of political questions consists of 7 questions, all referencing political ideology, 

agencies or government policy. Examples of topics are “Placement on left-right scale,” 

“Government should reduce differences in income level” and “European unification should go 

further or has gone too far”.19 All questions were recoded dichotomously, with “1” indicating 

a DK response and “0” for any substantive response. A political DK-score index running from 

0-100 was created in the same manner as the index from the NES data, indicating an 

individual’s propensity to answer don’t know to a political question. Due to low frequencies of 

high DK scores the index was finally coded into a binary variable, and as in the NES with the 

cut-off point between respondents who never said don’t know, and those who said don’t know 

to at least one of the questions asked.  The distribution of DK scores and the dichotomous 

variable Any Political Don’t Knows - ESS is shown in tables 3.5 and 3.6. As we can see the 

majority of respondents in the ESS gave a substantive answer to all questions asked. About 16 

% said don’t know to at least one political question, and less than 1 % said don’t know to more 

than half of the questions asked. This is higher than the share in the Norwegian Electoral Survey 

from the same decade, where 12 % of respondents said don’t know at least once. 

 Dependent variable: Non-Political Don’t Know responses 

As the overall objective of the ESS analysis is to examine DK rates on non-political questions, 

the main criteria for selection was that items did not make reference to political agencies,   

policies or problematics. In addition to attitudinal questions about politics, the ESS core module 

includes questions measuring respondents’ human value orientations and social trust. The index 

of non-political questions consists of 11 items. Examples of questions included is “Most people 

try to take advantage of you, or try to be fair,” “It is important to help people and care for others' 

well-being” and “modern science can be relied on to solve environmental problems.”20 All  

                                                
19 See appendix B1 for a complete list of all political questions with full wording. 
20 See appendix B2 for a complete list of all non-political questions with full wording. 
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Table 3.5: Distribution of Political & Non-Political Don't Know scores. European Social 

Survey 2002, 2004, 2006 and 2008. 

 

 

 

Table 3.6: Distribution of Don’t Know responses for dependent variables “Any Political Don’t 

Know - ESS” and “Any Non-political Don’t Know - ESS”. European Social Survey 2002, 2004, 

2006 and 2008. 

 

 

Political Don't Know  score  N % Cum %

  0 %   5,868 84.12 84.12

14 % 819 11.74 95.86

29 % 197 2.82 98.68

43 % 58 0.83 99.51

57 % 20 0.29 99.80

71 % 9 0.13 99.93

86 % 3 0.04 99.97

100 %  2 0.03 100.00

Total 6976  

Non-political Don't Know  score  N % Cum %

  0 %   6865 98.41 98.41

  9 % 75 1.08 99.48

18 % 1 0.01 99.50

27 % 19 0.27 99.77

36 % 3 0.04 99.81

55 % 2 0.03 99.84

64 % 4 0.06 99.90

82 % 1 0.01 99.91

91 % 6 0.09 100.00

100 % 1 0.01 100.00

Total 6976  

Any Political Don't Know % N
   

One or more DKs 16 1108  

No DKs 84 5868   
     

  Total  6976  

Any Non-Political Don't Know % N

   

One or more DKs 2 111  

No DKs 98 6865   
     

  Total  6976  
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questions were recoded dichotomously, with “1” indicating a DK response and “0” for any 

substantive response, and combined into a non-political DK index constructed in the same way 

as the political DK index - see table 3.5. To make it comparable to the political DK rates the 

index was recoded dichotomously with the same cut off point, between respondents who never 

said don’t know and those who did so to at least one question.  As observed in table 3.6 the 

overall share of DKs on non-political questions is substantially lower than on the political 

questions. The vast majority of respondents gave an opinion, with only about 2% saying don’t 

know to one or more questions. 

 Social Class 

As with the analyses of NES data social class in the ESS is operationalized using the modified 

ORDC scheme and constructed based on occupational codes. All 4 rounds of the ESS, like the 

NES, is based on ISCO-88, a Norwegian version of the International Standard Classification of 

Occupations. The coding of ORDC categories follows that of the NES described in section 

3.2.2. with one exception; as previous occupation is not available in the ESS all previously 

employed retirees and social welfare recipients are coded into the welfare transfer category. 

The distribution of each class in the modified ORDC scheme from the ESS is shown in table 

3.7. See figure 3.1 for examples of occupations in each category.  

 

Table 3.7: The ORDC scheme. European Social Survey 2002, 2004, 2006 and 2008. 

Distribution of social classes in percentages and frequencies. 

 

Social Class - European Social Survey       

  N % Cum %  
Upper middle class: culture  

398 6.02 6.02  
Upper middle class: balanced  

820 12.37 18.39  
Upper middle class: economic  

502 7.58 25.97  
Lower middle class: culture  

268 4.04 30.01  
Lower middle class: balanced  

643 9.70 39.72  
Lower middle class: economic  

565 8.53 48.24  
Working class - Skilled  

1,320 19.92 68.16  
Working class - Unskilled  

1,400 21.13 89.29  
Farmers, foresters, fishery  

166 2.50 91.79  
Welfare transfers  

544 8.21 100.00  

Total    6569 100     
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As we can see, about half the ESS sample is comprised by the middle classes combined, with 

somewhat higher frequencies in the upper middle classes combined - 26 % - than the lower 

middle classes combined. The skilled- and unskilled working classes combined are the biggest 

category, making up about 40% of the sample. This distribution seems reasonable when 

comparing it to population data from the same period (Hansen et al. 2009: 14). Compared with 

the ORDC distribution in the NES data, the working classes in the ESS comprise about 15% 

more of the sample, and the upper middle classes 5 % less. The more bottom-heavy class 

scheme in the ESS could partly stem from the application of the recommended weights, which 

would give more weight to lower class individuals. The NES data is in comparison not 

weighted. 

Note that, as the analyses of the ESS data examine vertical class differences only, and 

with very low DK rates (especially on the non-political questions), the horizontal fractions of 

the ORDC from the ESS were collapsed into a vertical 5-class scheme.  

3.4 Statistical methods 

In this section I will present the statistical methods employed in my analyses. First, the 

applicability of logistic regression versus linear probability models will be discussed, followed 

by a presentation of logistic regression and Average Marginal Effects. Finally, measures of 

significance testing and goodness of model fit will be reviewed. 

 Logistic regression vs. linear probability model 

When the dependent variable has two values only, which is the case in this analysis, a 

common method of choice is a non-linear model like logistic regression (Mehmetoglu & 

Jacobsen 2017: 162).21 An alternative model is the Linear Probability Model (LPM). In this 

section these two regression techniques and their strengths and weaknesses given my data and 

research questions will be discussed. 

Logistic regression models estimate how the proportion of units with “1” on the 

outcome variable changes with different values on the predictor variable (Skog 2007: 353). This 

is a Maximum Likelihood Estimation: A procedure identifying, through repeated iterations, the 

parameter values that maximize the likelihood of arriving at the observed values of Y (Tufte 

                                                
21 Studies of voter turnout, for instance, frequently use logistic regression.  
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2000: 24-25). However, there are some problematic aspects associated with estimations using 

logistic regression when we want to compare across models and time like I do in this analysis.  

One drawback with logistic regression is that unobserved variables related to the 

dependent variable, even when they are uncorrelated to the included independent variables, 

may affect the coefficients of the predictor variable. Such variations in the dependent variable 

due to omitted variables is known as unobserved heterogeneity (Mood 2010). This means that 

the regression coefficients will express, not only the effect of the independent variable on the 

outcome, but also the unobserved heterogeneity of the dependent variable. This might be 

problematic when studying change - both across models and across time, as I do in these 

analyses - since we can’t rule out the possibility that observed change is the result of unobserved 

heterogeneity, as opposed to a change in the effect of the independent variables (Mood 2010: 

73). In the context of my analyses, as I am interested in how the probability of don’t know 

responses varies with social position, observed changes in DK rates could be due to other 

factors affecting whether a person says don’t know (for instance innate abilities) that are not 

included in the model. 

One alternative to logistic regression in certain cases is the Linear Probability Model 

based on the Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) estimation. OLS models a regression line on the 

principle of least squares, minimizing the squared residuals between the predicted and the 

observed values (Gordon 2015: 118). LPM is however less commonly applied to dichotomous 

outcomes, primarily for three reasons (Tufte 2000: 13-16; Skog 2004: 353-354). First, the 

assumption of homoscedasticity is unfulfilled, rendering erroneous standard errors and in turn 

unreliable tests of significance. Secondly, even though probabilities for an event range from 0 

to 1, predicted y-values in the LPM can fall outside this range, which are simply meaningless 

predictions. Finally, linear models will frequently give a misspecified functional form, as the 

relationship between phenomena based on binary outcomes rarely can be assumed to be linear. 

The problem of unreliable tests of significance can be corrected for by 

heteroscedasticity-robust standard errors (Mood 2010: 78. Hellevik 2009: 68). Predictions 

outside of the probability range may not be a serious problem unless it applies to a substantial 

amount of the estimated values (Mood 2010: 78; Hellevik 2009: 61), but could still be 

problematic in certain cases, especially when the dependent variable is skewed (Tufte 2000: 

16). A misspecified functional form, however, violates the assumption of linearity and is 

arguably the most problematic aspect of LPM on a dichotomous outcome. It is partly a question 

of a model’s theoretical relevance and applicability to the phenomenon investigated (Mood 
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2010: 78; Tufte 2000: 16), and furthermore a question of model fit. For a logistic model to be 

a better fit than a linear model, the relationship between the probability and the log odds must 

be nonlinear; if the probabilities fall in the percentage range of 20 to 80, the log odds are almost 

a linear function of the probability (Hippel 2015). In my analysis, however, the range of 

probabilities for don’t know responses is below this range, making LPM a poor fit due to 

violation of the assumption of linearity.22 

One way to use the logistic model, which best fits my data, but work around the 

problems of unobserved heterogeneity when comparing across models and time, is by 

recalculating logit coefficients into Average Marginal Effects (AME). When tracking changes 

in probability effects across models and time AME are at best marginally affected by 

unobserved heterogeneity (Mood 2010: 78). In this study, the class-based effects on don’t know 

responses are analyzed using AME from logistic regression.  

 Logistic regression and average marginal effects 

Whereas the linear regression parameter estimate indicates how much the dependent variable 

changes with a one-unit change in X,  the logit parameter estimate in logistic regression tells us 

how much the natural logarithm of the odds for  Y = 1 changes with each one-unit change in X 

(Mehmetoglu & Jacobsen 2017: 163). With a β-coefficient of, for instance, .10, a one-unit 

increase in X would be associated with a .10 increase in the log odds that Y = 1. These log odds 

make the logistic model harder to interpret, and in order to arrive at the more intuitive concept 

of probability, we have to go through certain steps. First, by estimating the odds (i.e. the ratio 

of the probability of an event happening versus the probability of it not happening), and 

secondly transforming the odds into logit by calculating the natural logarithm of the odds, which 

in turn makes it a linear function by allowing for values that are +/- ∞ (Mehmetoglu & Jacobsen 

2017: 163). The formal equation of the logistic model can be written as (Skog 2004: 357):  

 

Logit (𝑌)1 = ln (′
𝑝

1−𝑝
 ) β0 + β1X1i + β2X2i + β3X3i … +  βkXk i +ε  

 

Where β0 refers to the model intercept, i.e. the Y-value for units with the value 0 for all X-

variables in the model, βk tells us how much the logit (i.e. the log odds) increases with a one-

unit change in the independent variable Xk, and ε equals the model’s error term, i.e. all 

                                                
22 For the analyses of don’t know responses the full model probabilities are in the range of .09-.25 (1980s) and 

.06-.17 (2000s). 
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unobservable variables not included in the regression model which might affect the outcome 

variable. Positive coefficients imply higher and negative coefficients imply lower predicted 

probabilities. A one-unit change in the logit parameter estimate of an independent variable 

indicates relative, not absolute, change (Skog 2004: 354).  

One common method of reporting results in probability terms, as discussed above, is 

the average marginal effect. AME express the average effect of Xk on the probability that Y = 

1 by taking the logistic probability distribution function at each observation’s estimated logit, 

and multiplying this by the coefficient for X1, and finally averaging this product over all 

observations (Mood 2010: 75). As I am investigating the effect of an independent variable, 

social class, on the probability of responding don’t know to a political question, the AME 

parameter estimates in my analyses indicate the average change in probability of responding 

don’t know for each social class position compared to the reference group. 

  

In the analysis of individual questions from the ESS in chapter 4, I report results from the chi-

square test of independence. This is used to test the relationship between two categorical 

variables (Mehmetoglu & Jacobsen 2017: 41-42), which is the case here were I wish to 

investigate if DK responses vary systematically with class position. Based on a bivariate table, 

using Pearson’s chi-test statistic, we assess whether two variables are related by testing to what 

extent the observed values deviate from the values one would expect if the variables were truly 

independent of one another (Skog 2004: 188).  

 Significance testing and model fit 

The mixed cross-sectional and panel data call for a point of caution. Given the decade-

accumulated datasets, total N includes multiple observations of the same individual, wherein 

second-time respondents are treated as independent observations. Regular standard errors rest 

on the assumption that all observations are independent (Mehmetoglu & Jacobsen 2017: 150), 

and if not adjusted may erroneously underestimate standard errors in panel data analyses. This 

in turn may increase the risk of committing a Type I error; incorrectly concluding that a 

relationship between two phenomena, which in reality is statistically non-significant, is 

significant (Skog 2004: 102-103). The easiest way to avoid this potential hazard would be to 

leave the panel observations out of the analyses. However, the low frequency of don’t know 

responses in the data calls for drops to be kept to a minimum, within methodological 

reasonability. Standard errors adjusted for clustering, on the other hand, account for correlations 
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between multiple observations of the same individual, under the assumption that the standard 

errors are independent between individuals and that N → ∞ (Cameron and Trivedi 2010: 235-

251). As a measure to overcome this potential problem all subsequent analyses use clustered 

standard errors (clustered on each respondent). 23 

 Tests of significance are applied in order to verify that the correlations observed in the 

sample is generalizable to the population from which the sample was drawn (Skog 2004: 173-

174). To test whether the logistic regression parameter estimates are statistically significant, the 

Wald statistic will be used. Following the chi-squared distribution, the test yields the probability 

of arriving at the observed results from our sample, given that there is no correlation in the 

population the sample was drawn from (Mehmetoglu & Jacobsen 2017: 166). The probability 

value, or p-value, is most commonly set at p=0.05. This means that if we, using the same 

sampling techniques, drew a sample from the same population 100 times, in 95 of these samples 

our observed result would fall within the confidence interval of the true parameter estimate in 

the population. All reported AME parameter estimates in my analyses are deemed statistical 

significant if they are at the 0.05 level or lower, denoted in the result-tables by stars. If the β-

coefficient is large the Wald test may yield unreliable results due to inflated standard errors 

(Mehmetoglu & Jacobsen 2017: 166). Therefore the chi-square statistic from the likelihood 

ratio test, regarded better for evaluating the significance of individual variables (Menard 2002) 

will also be reported, where the larger chi-score indicates a significant improvement.  

 In all models I report the log pseudolikelihood-test statistic, a measure of model fit 

improvement between different logistic regression models.24 This measure indicates if the 

variance-component explaining the outcome variable is significant, and thereby whether the fit 

of a model improves when we include more independent variables. It is a negative value and 

the smaller the value, the better the prediction of the dependent variable. However, we need to 

treat these statistics with some caution as there are limitations to these measures in logistic 

regression (Mehmetoglu & Jacobsen 2017: 167; Skog 2004: 419). It should still be noted that 

the log pseudolikelihood-test for all the subsequent analyses with multiple models indicate an 

overall improvement for each model added.  

 Finally, I ran the Hosmer Lemeshow goodness-of-fit test to further test the model 

specification. This is recommended over the linktest if the number of covariate patterns is close 

                                                
23 Analyses of the cross-sectional data only (where 2nd time respondents are dropped) yield substantially similar 

results. See appendix C1. 
24 Due to clustered robust standard errors, log pseudolikelihood-tests and not log likelihood-tests, are reported. 
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to the number of observations, which is the case for my models. The test yielded insignificant 

p-values indicating that the model fits well (Mehmetoglu & Jacobsen 2017: 178-179). 

3.5 Methodological challenges and tests for robustness  

When examining empirical records at two different points in time, it is essential to secure a 

reliable foundation for comparison; the indicators used to capture the social phenomenon at 

point A and point B should ideally be identical. Changes in the classifications or 

operationalization of the outcome- and the predictor variables may alter the results to such an 

extent that we mistake changes in measurement techniques for actual change in the phenomena 

studied. In my case in the National Electoral Survey data, changes between the 1980s and the 

2000s in the way occupational class was classified or in interview practices altering the don’t 

know rates , might upset a reliable comparison. In order to verify the robustness of the results 

in my analyses and ensure that estimates are not altered substantially with different 

operationalization or specifications, several tests for robustness were carried out. 

The Norwegian occupational structure has undergone certain historical changes from 

the 1980s until 2000s, which means that the occupational conceptualization of class used in 

these analyses naturally will reflect these changes. Furthermore, the class scheme used was 

based on different standards of classification of occupations in the two decades. In order to 

verify that developments in the relationship between class and political participation from the 

1980s to the 2000s were not driven by differences in occupational classifications, I ran 

regressions substituting the ORDC scheme with respondents’ level of household income. These 

analyses returned similar results. 25 From this it is reasonable to assume that differences in the 

way the class variable was constructed in the two decades have not substantially affected my 

results. 

A common issue with survey data is selection bias due to an overrepresentation of 

individuals with high social status. This seems to be the case in the National Electoral Survey 

samples from the 2000s, with an overrepresentation of high education respondents, as discussed 

in section 3.2.3. One way to amend this issue is by applying weights to correct for the skewness 

of the sample.26 The NES dataset does not, however, include pre-made weights. Due to 

                                                
25 See appendix C2.  
26 Documentation from the NES 2001, 2005 and 2009 years state that samples are not significantly affected by 

selection bias, but open up for correcting for overrepresentation when analyzing variables strongly correlated 

with level of education and gender. 
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technical limitations in the data creating weights for all the 2000s survey years was not possible. 

However, as a test, I constructed population-corrected weights from SSB-data on gender, age 

and educational level and applied these to analyses of one of the survey years. These weights 

did not significantly alter the results, compared to the unweighted data.27 It is therefore 

reasonable to assume that the overrepresentation of high status groups in the data does not have 

a considerable impact on the results of my analyses.  

 Turning to the dependent variable Any Political Don’t Know in the NES, changes in 

data collection practices during the examined time-period may have changed the make-up of 

the 2000s sample. As discussed in section 3.2.2 the DK-discouraging interview practice 

plausibly has trimmed the group saying “don’t know” in the 2000s down to the most reluctant 

to offer an opinion. Ideally, this practice would have been used in either both or none of the 

samples, but such data was not available. I therefore exercise caution when concluding about  

the development of class differences in DK rates from 1980s to 2000s. 

Another factor potentially affecting the results is the operationalization of the dependent 

variable. With a counter variable recoded dichotomously, as is the case with political don’t 

knows, the position of the cut-off point is naturally of significance. Regressions with an 

alternative cut-off point of 2 or more DKs =”1” (instead of 1 or more DKs = “1”) - returned 

similar results, but with somewhat stronger class effects.28 

This series of tests for robustness goes a long way to suggest that the correlation of 

phenomena captured in these analyses is not an artifact deriving from methodological 

preferences or technical coincidence, but an accurate reflection of the social reality present in 

these empirical records. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
27 See appendix C3. 
28 See appendix C4. 
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4  The Political Nature of Don’t Know Responses 

 

The aim of this chapter is to establish whether don’t know responses to political survey 

questions is something distinct from don’t know responses to other topic questions, and to 

investigate whether there plausibly is such a phenomenon, referred to by Bourdieu as a sense 

of entitlement to have an opinion. Furthermore, to verify that political DKs are an indicator of 

a low sense of entitlement to express political opinions, and therefore can actually tell us 

something about how people relate to politics specifically. There are other plausible reasons 

why a respondent choose to not offer an opinion in the survey setting, but I will in the following 

argue that the patterns of don’t know responses in these empirical records reflect something 

beyond a lack of knowledge, or a general reluctance to participate in the survey as a whole. And 

therefore are largely consistent with Bourdieu’s theory of class differences in the sense of 

entitlement. In this introductory analysis chapter these questions will be empirically explored 

and discussed. 

4.1 Don’t Know responses and the topic of politics 

A central aspect of Bourdieu’s concept of the sense of entitlement to have an opinion and its 

uneven distribution in the class hierarchy, is that it is tied specifically to forming and expressing 

political opinions. His extensive empirical research on class and don’t know responses from 

France in the 1960s-70s (1979; 1984a) showed that class differences were persistently more 

pronounced on political questions than on other topics. To ascertain that political don’t knows 

actually tell us something about how different classes relate to politics, we have to first establish 

that class differences are related to the political topic of the questions asked. How can we be 

certain that a don’t know response to a political question actually stems from its political content 

and is not a reflection of a respondent’s unwillingness to give an opinion on any topic, or on 

any survey question? As a first step in my analysis, in this chapter I examine to what extent 

Bourdieu’s empirical findings can be replicated in the Norwegian context. 

Central to Bourdieu’s explanation of class differences in don’t know responses is that 

being asked to produce a political opinion in a survey setting places a respondent in direct 

interaction with the field of politics. The vertical class-gap in political DK rates is understood 
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as a result of an unevenly distributed sense of ease with the topic of politics. This stems from 

capital differentials along several dimensions of domination and sub-domination – like class, 

gender and age - and the degree of exposure to, and familiarity with, the principles governing 

the political field. When encountering the politically coded language in a survey, lower classes, 

through a sense of illegitimacy to meddle with and speak up about, politics, tend to find an exit 

strategy by way of the don’t know reply. In other words, it is an essential element of this 

approach that the survey question topic invokes a sense of entering the field of politics; a game 

where a certain level of mastery of political principles is perceived to be a pre-requisite to 

produce an opinion. 

In line with Bourdieu’s evidence from Distinction then, one should expect class 

differences in political DK rates to vary, first of all, between political and non-political topic 

questions, and furthermore, with how politically coded, in terms of its content, a question is. 

The more explicit the references to distinctly political concepts in my data, the greater the 

vertical class-gap in DK rates should be. These expectations are captured by the following 

hypotheses:  

 

H1a: Class differences in DK responses are significantly higher on political than non-

political questions.  

 

H1b: The more explicitly political in content a survey question is, the greater the vertical 

glass-gap in DK responses. 

 

 In order to verify that class differences in DK responses in my data are exclusive to 

survey items with an explicitly political content - and do not stem from a general inclination 

towards a no-opinion response on any survey question regardless of content - two analyses were 

carried out. First, an analysis comparing political- versus non-political topic questions, and 

secondly an analysis of how DK rates vary among political questions, by the degree of explicitly 

political content. The results of these will now be presented. 

4.2 Non-political topic questions 

In Distinction (1984a), Bourdieu attributed the higher DK rates of the less privileged to 

a low sense of entitlement to voice political opinions, empirically demonstrating how political 

DK rates differed systematically from DK rates on non-politicized issues. Following his 
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approach, I contrast DK rates on political survey items with questions concerning non-political 

topics to make this distinction. If it turns out that people who say don’t know to political 

questions, do so to all types of questions, there would be little evidence to support the claim 

that DK rates reveal anything particular about people’s relationship to politics. As the 

Norwegian Electoral Survey does not contain attitudinal questions on non-political topics, I 

used the European Social Survey from the same time period to empirically test this claim.  29 

As demonstrated in Distinction, one of the determining factors of variation in DK 

responses is how remote the topic is from everyday experience; class differences being more 

pronounced when questions are more removed from experience and “detached from ordinary 

realities in their content and phrasing…”(Bourdieu 1984a: 401). Table 4.1 shows the 

distribution of DK responses in the class hierarchy to political and non-political questions based 

on four rounds of the ESS from the first decade of the 2000s. 30  The dependent variable is 

whether or not respondents said don’t know to each individual question. As we can see, the 

questions in the non-political index concern “ordinary realities” and call for the ethical 

responses of everyday existence31, in contrast to the political questions which reference political 

concepts and problematics. These two sets of questions should therefore serve as good 

indicators to replicate Bourdieu’s findings if the same patterns were present in my empirical 

records. As observed, when respondents are asked to produce an opinion on whether most 

people try to take advantage or are fair, or if most people are helpful or mostly look out for 

themselves - topics within most people’s frame of concrete experience - DK rates are 

consistently low for all classes (the highest DK rate among the non-political questions is 0.5 

%). The same goes for questions asking how important it is to think new ideas and be creative, 

to do what you are told and follow rules, or to treat people equally, questions to which DK rates 

show no clear class differences, and moreover, the working classes combined produce an 

opinion more frequently on than the middle classes combined. In fact, the lower middle classes 

say don’t know more often to all these questions than the unskilled workers. But once the topic 

is further removed from everyday realities, like whether modern science can solve 

environmental problems, DK rates in the lower classes increase and class differences are more 

 

                                                
29 The first round of the ESS was conducted in 2002. Thus ESS data was not available to make a comparison to 

the NES data from the 1980s.  
30 See appendices B1 & B2 for a complete list of all political and non-political questions with full wording. 
31 With the exception of the last item on environmental problems. 
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Table 4.18: Percentage saying “don’t know” by social class. European Social Survey 2002, 

2004, 2006 and 2008. 

 

Note: Dependent variable is whether or not respondent said don't know for each question. Controls for survey year 

were included for the regression analysis of each index and did not affect results substantially. 

 

pronounced. And furthermore, when asked about foreign political agencies or problematics, 

like the European Parliament, the European Union or the United Nations, the lower classes 

increasingly and persistently fail to provide an opinion compared to the middle classes. 

Moreover, DK rates on these political questions increase in an almost linear manner as we move 

down the class hierarchy, and are all significantly different from zero as indicated by the chi-

test statistic.  

 This strikingly persistent pattern in DK rates based on the question’s degree of 

remoteness from concrete experience is further exemplified by one of the political questions. 

Political questions

Pear

sons 

X² P-value

Upper 

Middle 

Class

Lower 

Middle  

Class

Working 

Class - 

skilled

Working 

Class - 

unskilled

Welfare 

Transfer DK % N

Trust in the European Parliament 80.9 p > 0,000 8.38 12.68 14.90 19.15 16.05 13.67 5659

European Union: European unification go 

further or gone too far 40.5 p > 0,000 0.78 3.15 3.74 5.28 4.15 3.16 4656

Trust in the United Nations 39.9 p > 0,000 0.64 1.50 2.52 3.67 2.76 2.06 6429

Placement on political left-right scale 25.8 p > 0,000 0.47 1.57 2.39 2.21 2.76 1.7 6433

How satisfied with the way democracy works in 

your country 35.0 p > 0,000 0.17 0.68 1.29 2.20 0.55 0.99 6500

How satisfied with the national government  17.1 p > 0,002 0.23 0.61 0.61 1.32 1.47 0.73 6515

Government should reduce differences in 

income levels 6.3 p > 0,175 0.00 0.14 0.20 0.37 0.18 0.17 6554

Non-political questions

Most people can be trusted or you can't be too 

careful N  too low for tabulation N=1 6558

Most of the time people helpful or mostly 

looking out for themselves  N  too low for tabulation N=2 6567

Most people try to take advantage of you, or try 

to be fair 4.1 p > 0,39 0.00 0.08 0.00 0.07 0.18 0.05 6565

Important to think new ideas & be creative   4.9 p > 0,30 0.38 0.82 0.53 0.25 0.66 0.51 5868

Important to get respect   5.3 p > 0,25 0.00 0.45 0.53 0.42 0.44 0.34 5866

Important to treat people equally 3.3 p > 0,51 0.38 0.67 0.46 0.33 0.88 0.49 5870

Important to do what is told and follow rules  2.2 p > 0,70 0.38 0.67 0.53 0.33 0.66 0.49 5871

Important to be loyal to friends 6.6 p > 0,16 0.00 0.37 0.38 0.17 0.66 0.25 5880

Imp. to be successful & recognize achievement 6.9 p > 0,14 0.06 0.30 0.46 0.08 0.44 0.24 5903

Important to behave properly 3.9 p > 0,42 0.13 0.52 0.46 0.33 0.44 0.36 5906

Imp. to seek adventures & have an exciting life   5.7 p > 0,23 0.06 0.37 0.46 0.17 0.44 0.27 5900

Imp. to help people & care for others well being   4.8 p > 0,31 0.13 0.30 0.38 0.17 0.65 0.27 5905

Important to understand different people 7.9 p > 0,09 0.00 0.30 0.38 0.08 0.44 0.20 5909

Modern science can be relied on to solve 

environmental problems 7.7 p > 0,11 0.17 0.34 0.54 0.59 0.74  0.43 6540



63 

 

Of all the political concepts and problematics covered among the political questions – from  

European unification, level of trust in foreign political agencies, placement on an ideological 

left-right scale, to how well democracy works - the one closest to peoples everyday concern is 

arguably the concept of income differences. This question - political in subject matter as it asks 

what the government should do about differences in income - is also the only question among 

the political items not showing statistically significant class differences.  

Based on the questions in table 4.1 I constructed a non-political DK index and a political 

DK index. Figure 4.1 shows the distribution of DK responses by social class on these two 

indices. Percentages indicate respondents who said don’t know to at least one of the questions 

making up each index. As the main objective here is to investigate vertical class differences, 

the horizontal class fractions of the ORDC were collapsed into a vertical 5-class scheme: Upper 

middle class, Lower middle class, Skilled working class, Unskilled working class and Welfare 

transfers. Although no longer differentiating along the capital composition dimension, this class 

scheme retains the total volume of both cultural and economic capital. 

  

Figure 4.12: Percentage saying “don’t know” to one or more questions by social class. 

European Social Survey years 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008. 

 

 

Note: N=6627. The indices consist of 7 political and 14 non-political questions. 

Pearsons chi2= 118 (Political topics) versus 3.5 (Non-Political topics).  

In the political index, one of the questions (Trust in the EU Parliament) contributes to the majority of the absolute 

number of DKs. However, an index constructed without this question, show similar significant class differences 

(X²= 89, p-value=0.000) though the absolute number of DKs is lower. 

 

 As figure 4.1 clearly illustrates, there are substantial vertical class differences in DK 

rates on political questions while the DK rates on non-political questions, in addition to being 
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overall much lower, are hardly differentiated by class position. In the unskilled working class, 

where the rate of political DKs is the highest, 23 % said don’t know to at least one of the 

political questions asked, while in the upper middle class this share is less than 10 %.  On non-

political questions there is no indication of a vertical class-gap; the DK rates of the working 

classes and the upper middle classes are both around 2 %.  

 

Table 4.29: Average Marginal Effects from logistic regression estimating the relationship 

between social class and the propensity to go from zero to any DKs. European Social Survey 

years 2002, 2004, 2006 and 2008. 

 

 
Note: * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 

Standard errors in parentheses. Controls for survey year. 

 

Table 4.2 shows the average marginal effects that the predictions in figure 4.1 are based 

on. As we can see the top three classes all have statistically significantly fewer political don’t 

knows than the reference group - unskilled working class – while no classes differ significantly 

from the rest on non-political don’t knows. Whereas political DK rates increase systematically 

as we move down the class hierarchy, non-political DK rates, are not significantly associated 

with social class position. On the non-political questions the frequency of DKs are clearly so 

low that the parameter estimates are unreliable due to large standard errors. However, this 

serves to illustrate how DK rates are exclusively tied to the topic of politics; the very low 

frequencies in absolute terms of non-political DKs, even though we cannot make statistical 

inferences to the population about this correlation, indicate that lower classes’ tendency to 

refrain from offering an opinion is more or less exclusive to questions about politics. In the next 

 Political DKs Non-Political  DKs

Upper middle class -0.132*** -0.002

(0.013) (0.004)

Lower middle class -0.081*** -0.004

(0.014) (0.005)

Working class - skilled -0.041** 0.002

(0.015) (0.005)

Welfare transfers -0.036 0.002

(0.202) (0.006)

Unskilled working class  ref. ref.
  

Pseudo-LL -2832 -489

N 6627 6569  
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section I turn to a similar analysis of how DK rates vary on individual political questions taken 

from the National Electoral Survey both in the 1980s and 2000s.  

4.3 Explicitly political language 

In addition to the lower vertical class differences in DK rates on non-political questions from 

the analysis above, Bourdieu (1984a) also provided evidence that DK rates vary with how 

politically coded, in terms of its content, a survey question is. Looking at the five selected 

individual questions making up the index of political Don’t Knows from the National Electoral 

Survey described in section 3.3.1, there are variations in how scientifically politically coded 

they are. References to distinctly political agencies or problematics, like the European Union, 

government control or securing employment - as well as to political ideology, like the concepts 

of left-wing versus right-wing – rest on explicit political principles. Whereas concepts and 

concerns like taxation of income arguably are less exclusively associated with the field of 

politics, and thus should require less political competence to produce an opinion about. 

 Accordingly, the more explicit the references to political ideology, agencies or policies 

in my questions, the greater the vertical class-gap in DK rates should be. To test this I ran 

regressions on DK rates of individual political survey questions in the Norwegian Electoral 

Survey. As the main objective again is to investigate vertical class differences, as in the ESS 

analysis, the 5-class ORDC scheme was used. For interpretational ease and to get an overview 

of comparable estimates when analyzing and comparing a multitude of individual questions 

(not combined into an index), the class variable used in these regressions was coded 

continuously, not as a dummy.32  

As observed in table 4.3 the same three political questions in both decades show the strongest 

relationship to class: Employment secured if increased Government control of banks and 

industries, Reduction of state control of private sector, and Placement on ideological left-right 

Scale show significantly higher class coefficients than the remaining two items. What these 

three questions all have in common is explicit references to political agencies, ideology and 

policy. The taxation item – which concerns a less exclusively political problematic - shows a 

lower relative class effect than the top three items (about half that of the most classed item in 

                                                
32 To test the model fit using the continuously coded ORDC I ran these regressions with ORDC as a dummy and 

compared their variance component, which returned similar Pseudo R2 values. 
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each decade), and Attitude to Norwegian EU-membership is the least classed item, and non-

insignificant in the 2000s. 

Table 4.310: Average Marginal Effects from logistic regression estimating the relationship 

between social class and Don’t Know responses to individual political questions. National 

Electoral Survey 1980s and 2000s. 

 

 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

Note: Dependent variable is whether or not respondent said don't know for each question. Controls for survey year. 

Clustered robust standard errors. 

 

One of Bourdieu’s findings is that class differences in the probability to produce an 

opinion will be more pronounced, not only when questions are remote from ordinary realities 

as discussed above, but furthermore “when they require more insistently a response produced 

on the basis of specifically political principles.” (1984a: 401). If we compare the two items 

most similar in form (respondents are asked to say something about the relationship between 

two phenomena) – Taxation of high income and Reduce government control of private sector – 

we observe greater class differences, in both decades, in response to the subject matter resting 

on specifically political principles. Whereas people may be familiar with the concepts of taxes 

and income - regardless of how interested in politics they are - producing a response to how 

government control affects private sector arguably presupposes familiarity with specifically 

political principles. The same can be claimed about producing an opinion on the level of 

government control aimed at increasing the rate of employment, as well as determining one’s 

Political question                                                          

topic         b SE %DK N

Question 

Response 

Scale

1980s

Employment secured if increased 

Government control of banks and industries 0.0533*** (0.0049) 17,9 % 3312 5-level Likert

Reduce Goverment control of private sector 0.0360*** (0.0031) 8,7 % 5118 5-level Likert

Placement on political left-right  scale 0.0216*** (0.0030) 7,6 % 5118 10-point scale

Taxation of high income 0.0068** (0.0023) 4,6 % 5118 5-level Likert

Attitude to Norwegian EU-membership 0.0108* (0.0044) 13,2 % 3230 3-level Likert

2000s

Employment secured if increased 

Government control of banks and industries 0.0186*** (0.0025) 6,4 % 4984 5-level Likert

Reduce Goverment control of private sector 0.0129*** (0.0019) 3,1 % 4984 5-level Likert

Placement on political left-right  scale 0.0153*** (0.0022) 4,2 % 4984 10-point scale

Taxation of high income 0.0034** (0.0013) 1,7 % 4984 5-level Likert

Attitude to Norwegian EU-membership 0.0017 (0.0032) 6,2 % 3473 3-level Likert
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own ideological position on a left-right scale. Both questions showing a greater vertical class-

gap in DK rates, for both decades, than Taxation of high income. 

The EU membership item, to which DK rates are the least classed in both decades, might 

at first glance seem to break this pattern; a foreign political institution like the EU should 

register as particularly remote from the everyday concerns of Norwegian citizens. However, a 

closer look at what is actually asked in the question is necessary. Respondents are asked how 

they would vote on Norwegian EU-membership if there was a referendum tomorrow, not to 

make an assessment of the EU in and of itself. Norwegian EU-membership has been a 

controversial issue of much political debate and the target of extensive efforts of 

democratization by grassroots movements like Nei til EU. The two referendums held, in 1972 

and 1994, stirred extensive public debates and civil society organizations involvement (for 

instance, both labor unions and environmental groups took a public stance on the EU 

membership question). This resulted in mobilizing broad swaths of the Norwegian population, 

and not in the least invoking the anti-supranationalistic sentiments among the working classes 

(Pettersen et al. 1996). Therefore, the issue of Norwegian EU-membership holds a special place 

in Norwegian political history. Accordingly, even though producing an opinion about the EU 

in itself certainly demands specific political competence, the EU-membership issue through this 

process of democratization arguably has de-politicized the topic, therein moving it closer to the 

frame of everyday reference and experience of lower class people. This notion is additionally 

supported by the fact that the two questions referencing the EU from the European Social 

Survey stand out as the two items with the highest DK rates and are the most strongly classed. 

In these two questions, in contrast to the focus on Norwegian membership in the EU from the 

NES, respondents are asked to make an assessment about the European Parliament (how 

trustworthy it is) and the process of European unification (whether it has gone far enough) in 

itself. And as observed in table 4.1 these are the two most strongly classed items of all the seven 

political questions analyzed in the ESS.  

Moreover, looking closer at these seven political questions from the ESS in table 4.1, a 

strikingly similar pattern as with the items in the National Electoral Survey is observed. When 

the lower classes are faced with problematics resting on purely political principles - like 

assessing whether European unification has gone far enough, how trustworthy the EU 

Parliament or the United Nations are, or how well democracy works in their country – they fall 

far behind the middle classes when it comes to providing an opinion. Whereas a less exclusively 
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political problematic like income differences, the lower class people seem more familiar with, 

indicated by the much slighter, and non-significant, class gap in DK rates in comparison. 

A final exemplification of this pattern is found when comparing two items from the ESS 

where respondents are asked how satisfied they are; one, with the Norwegian government, and 

second, with the way Norwegian democracy works. Although these two questions are almost 

identical in form, the question with the most political-scientific concept – democracy – show 

the greater differences in DK rates from the top to the bottom of the class hierarchy.  

 

The pattern of how class differences in DK rates on the above items co-vary with how politically 

coded the content of the question is, correspond very closely with Bourdieu’s findings. 

Admittedly, some of the questionnaire items Bourdieu worked with are more excessive - both 

in terms of question length and abstractness of vocabulary - then the above survey items, and 

thus serve to illustrate this point in greater detail. But although survey items with equally 

excessive and abstract vocabulary were not available to me, these analyses reveal essentially 

the same pattern of class differences in DK rates as Bourdieu found in 1960s-70s France. 

Furthermore, these findings are in line with those from studies of the American population 

(Laurison 2015) and of Swedish youth (Bergstrøm 2012). In the next section, I will take a 

critical look at the above conclusions by discussing some alternative mechanisms behind the 

patterns found here. 

4.4 Critical assessments – cognitively, not politically, challenging? 

As discussed in chapter 2, there may be other sources leading to higher item non-response like 

a don’t know on survey questions. Some questions, either in form, or content, or even in the 

response categories offered, might be cognitively or socially demanding to respondents. In the 

following, I will critically assess the above conclusions by raising relevant objections and 

discussing alternative mechanisms. 

One source known to increase item non-response is the level of cognitive difficulty 

associated with the question form (for example Bishop and Smith 2001). Following this logic, 

complex language or excessive wording, not question content, would lead to increased DK 

rates. Looking again at the political questions from the NES in table 4.2 some support to this 

mechanism could be claimed; the question with the most excess of words – the employment 



69 

 

item33 - is among the most classed in both decades. However, even though the Taxation of high 

income and Government control of private sector items share the same question form 

(respondents are asked to assess the relationship between two phenomena), the DK rate on the 

question making explicit reference to a political agency is significantly more classed in both 

decades. Furthermore, two of the items from the ESS with arguably the least cognitively 

demanding question form - asking how much the respondent trusts the United Nations or the 

European Parliament - show the most pronounced class differences in DK rates. That the 

patterns we observe here should be a result primarily of cognitively demanding question form, 

rather than question topic then, is a hard case to argue.  

 As we recall from chapter 2, a don’t know response can be a way of satificing. This is 

when a respondent who has grown cognitively tired of the survey exercise recedes to picking a 

response based, not on what expresses his opinion, but on what seems satisfying to the 

interviewer (Krosnick, Narayan, and Smith 1996). However, on none of the questions included 

in these analyses is don’t know given as an explicit response option. Hence, it doesn’t seem 

plausible why a DK response would seem to satisfy the interviewer, especially not with the DK-

discouraging interviewers behind the NES 2000s data. 

 Yet another way that a don’t know response can come about, is when respondents have 

formed and holds an opinion, but find revealing them to be socially, not cognitively, difficult. 

This is referred to as a social desirability effect. Respondents who hold unpopular beliefs 

sometimes give a DK response on such topics as the equality of racial groups (Berinsky 1999; 

2004), due to fear of social sanctioning. None of the items in my analysis, however, cover racial 

or other similar topics one normally would associate this mechanism with. Of course, we cannot 

rule out that the topic of politics in itself arguably may make some respondents withhold their 

opinion, but that the DK patterns we see here should be brought about primarily by social 

desirability seems highly implausible. 

 These analyses have focused on the content and language of the questions, but it is 

conceivable also that the response options of an item - what scale is used and how they are 

ordered – could affect DK rates. If we focus first on how the response categories are ordered, 

studies show that respondents when being interviewed are more inclined to pick the last 

response option shown or read to them (McClendon 1986). This is referred to as a recency-

effect (Bishop and Smith 2001). However, these findings should be unaffected by such effects 

                                                
33 The full wording found in appendix A1 read “Employment can more easily be secured if the Government is 

given more control of the banks and industries.” 
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as on none of the questions analyzed here is don’t know offered as an explicit answer choice. 

Second, the political questions analyzed in this chapter have various response scales, see table 

4.2.34 Three of the questions from the NES share the same Likert 5-point scale asking 

respondents whether they strongly agree, somewhat agree, neither agree nor disagree, 

somewhat disagree or strongly disagree. The Political left-right scale, has a 10-point response 

scale, and the EU-membership item three; vote in favor, vote against, would not vote. As we 

can see, in regards to what item draws the highest DK rates, there is no clear pattern; if it were 

the case that the sheer number of options to pick from would predict DK rates, this doesn’t 

explain how the three questions sharing the same scale differ so notably and so persistently 

across the two decades. And even though DK rates on the EU-membership item, with three 

response categories only, shows the weakest association with social class, the political left-right 

scale with a 10-point scale to choose from, is not correspondingly the most strongly classed. 

The way response categories vary by number or order then, should not have a significant impact 

on the distribution of DK rates in the class hierarchy. 

One final point to make note of is that all the survey questions in the above two analyses 

are attitudinal questions - asking respondents where they stand on a given problematic - and 

not political knowledge, questions to which a don’t know response more directly could be 

attributed to lack of knowledge about politics. Moreover, note that all the questions include a 

“neutral ground” response option in the form of a “neither agree nor disagree,” or the number 

in the middle on a 10 point scale. All such neutral responses are coded as a substantive answers, 

and would represent an “easy way out” for respondents who are uncertain or ambivalent on a 

given topic. The fact that lower classes more frequently choose the don’t know reply despite 

the neutral response option, adds credence to the claim that political DK rates indicate 

something in particular about how lower classes relate to politics more generally.  

4.5 Summary 

To sum up, these two analyses indicate that the extent to which political DK rates are stratified 

by class position is closely linked to the political content of the survey questions; once the topic 

turns non-political - into to the personal realm of concrete experience - or less technically 

political in its vocabulary, the link between class and DK rates is weakened.  

                                                
34 For response scales of the ESS items, see appendices B1 and B2. 



71 

 

The systematic way in which the strength of the association between class and DK rates vary 

with the political content of the survey questions -  both in the NES and the ESS data -  adds to 

the body of evidence that class based differences in DK responses relate specifically to the 

political nature of the question content. Hypotheses 1a and 1b are thereby confirmed. 

 These empirical findings then suggest that class differences in political don’t know 

responses reveal not simply a reluctance to participating in the survey as a whole (and thus not 

answering survey questions in general), or a reluctance to providing an opinion on any topic, 

but that they are a source of valuable information about lower classes relationship to politics. 

In the next chapter we move on to the main analyses looking more closely at the relationship 

between class and political don’t know responses across a period of 30 years. 
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5   Class Inequalities in Political Don’t Knows 

 

As we have seen in the previous chapter, class differences in the probability of answering 

political survey questions co-vary closely with the political content of the questions. This 

indicates that class differences in political don’t know responses is an expression of class 

differences in the relationship to politics more generally. But how robust is this association, and 

how substantial are these class differences? In this chapter rates of political DK responses across 

a time period of 30 years will be analyzed and alternative explanations will be explored. 

I empirically explore the association of class and DK rates at two separate periods in 

time; the decades of the 1980s and the 2000s. First, the question of whether DK rates are 

classed, both in the 1980s and in the 2000s, will be analyzed. As indicated by the findings in 

chapter 4 and in previous studies I expect political DKs to be stratified by class position; with 

higher DK rates among lower classes.  

Second, to what extent class differences in DK rates stem from differences in political 

interest will be presented. As we recall from Bourdieu’s approach to class and politics in chapter 

2, a person’s low sense of entitlement may have an alienating effect on participation in politics; 

lacking the social conditions that produce “self worth” and social entitlement to engage with 

dominant culture, lower classes are less likely to contribute to political discourse by expressing 

their political opinions. Such a  sense of social self-confidence is thus more akin to not having 

faith in one’s own abilities to be a legitimate participant in politics, than to how much one cares 

about or is interested in it. Political DKs as an expression of a low sense of entitlement to engage 

in politics should thereby capture something more than simple interest in politics. I therefore 

expect class differences in DK rates to be an independent social phenomenon separate from, 

and non-reducible to, political interest alone.  

Third, I address whether or not there are class differences based on capital composition. 

Bourdieu’s class model - as reflected in the ORDC scheme employed in these analyses - 

structures classes not just along one dimension, by capital volume, but also based on capital 

composition; what type of resource an individual is richest in, cultural or economic. Even 

though Bourdieu did not, in his studies of DK responses (1984a), investigate possible class 

differences by capital composition, it is of interest to do so for one reason particularly. The 

concept of cultural capital is closely related to educational resources and thus, in line with 
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traditional explanations of political participation linking non-participation to low levels of 

education, one should expect to see the effect of this in a reduced propensity of answering don’t 

know among class fractions richest in cultural capital. I therefore expect political DK rates to 

be lower in the cultural capital fractions.  

Finally I explore how class differences in DK rates have changed during this time 

period. As noted at the end of chapter 2, there are no relevant previous studies to guide my 

expectations and, even though DK responses were discouraged by interviewers in the later 

surveys, I can’t say for certain how this affected the distribution of DKs in the class hierarchy. 

For these reasons I expect class differences in don’t know responses to political questions to 

stay unchanged during this period. Grounded in empirical findings and relevant theory, the 

following hypothesis express these expectations: 

 

H2a: There are significant class differences in DK rates both in the 1980s and the 2000s 

H2b: Class differences in DK rates cannot be explained by differences in political 

interest.  

H2c: Cultural capital is associated with lower DK rates than economic capital. 

H2d: The vertical class-gap in DK rates has not changed from the 1980s to the 2000s. 

 

 

The above hypotheses will be explored using logistic regression of relative class differences in 

the probability of answering don’t know, recalculated to average marginal effects. There are 

certain advantages to this methodological approach, as argued in chapter 3. Note, however, that 

substantially similar results were returned using OLS-regression35.  

5.1 Class differences in Don’t Know responses 

In this section the question of whether there are class differences in DK responses in the 1980s 

and the 2000s will be empirically explored. In the following I will first discuss the results from 

the 1980s before turning to the 2000s.  

 

 

                                                
35 See appendix C6. 
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 Political Don’t Knows in the 1980s 

Table 5.1 shows the relationship between class position and the propensity to go from zero to 

any DK in the 1980s. The coefficients indicate the average change in probability of answering 

at least one question with a don’t know compared to the reference group – the unskilled working 

class. In model 2, controls for age and gender is added. Age is coded continuously which means 

that the AME coefficient indicates average change in probability per year of age, while the 

coefficient for gender shows the change in probability of answering don’t know for women 

versus men. Model 3 additionally controls for level of political interest. Predicted probabilities 

for each class from model 2 is shown in figure 5.1. 

As the class coefficients in model 1 shows lower classes are strongly associated with 

higher DK rates on political questions. Indicated by the negative coefficients, the unskilled 

working class says don’t know significantly more often (when we account for variation in age 

and gender 32% gave a DK at least once – see figure 5.1) than any other class as we move up 

the class hierarchy. The lowest DK rates are found among the upper middle classes who, we 

can predict, on average say don’t know to one or more questions about half as often as the 

unskilled workers. The lower middle classes on average make up a middle ground, even though 

there are clear differences by capital composition, a point we will return to below. 

To account for variation in social demographic factors controls for age and gender are added in 

model 2. As we can see both gender and age affect the relationship of class on DK rates. Men 

say don’t know to significantly fewer questions than do otherwise comparable women. The 

pattern of how gender impacts the “effect” of class on DKs corresponds well with the level of 

uneven gender distributions in various classes; in fractions with a preponderance of men the 

class coefficients are reduced and vice versa (see figure 3.1). Secondly, it is clear that the young 

and the old more frequently say don’t know to political questions. The age squared term 

indicates a curvilinear relationship, from which we can predict that the age group with the 

lowest DK rate, at 23 %, are between the ages of 40 and 50. While the 25 year olds and 65 year 

olds say don’t know more frequently with a DK rate of 30 %. However, even though both age 

and gender have independent effects on DK rates, reducing the coefficients somewhat, the 

association between class and DK rates remains statistically significant. 

Model 3 shows that people with high political interest have a significantly lower 

probability of saying don’t know to political questions than people with a low interest in politics. 

However, this does little towards closing the vertical class-gap in DK rates; the strong  
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Table 5.111: 1980s – Average Marginal Effects from logistic regression estimating the 

relationship between social class and the propensity to go from zero to any DKs. National 

Electoral Survey. 

 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
Clustered robust standard errors in parentheses. Controls for survey year, age, gender, and political interest. 

 

 

Model 1  Model 2                

+ Age & Gender

Model 3                     

+ Political interest

b (SE) b (SE) b (SE)

Upper middle class: culture -0.152*** -0.141*** -0.135***

(0.0288) (0.0294) (0.0297)   

Upper middle class: balanced -0.130*** -0.0899*** -0.0860***

(0.0217) (0.0235) (0.0236)   

Upper middle class: economic -0.192*** -0.157*** -0.153***

(0.0231) (0.0259) (0.0260)   

Lower middle class: culture -0.141*** -0.141*** -0.135***

(0.0291) (0.0285) (0.0288)   

Lower middle class: balanced -0.0678** -0.0971*** -0.0942***

(0.0236) (0.0222) (0.0222)   

Lower middle class: economic -0.0968*** -0.0844*** -0.0817***

(0.0205) (0.0204) (0.0203)   

Working class - skilled -0.0932*** -0.0577* -0.0564*  

(0.0229) (0.0239) (0.0238)   

Farmers, foresters, fishery -0.0527 -0.0212 -0.0186   

(0.0322) (0.0332) (0.0331)   

Welfare Transfers 0.0899*** 0.00870 0.00609   

(0.0247) (0.0238) (0.0236)   

Age -0.00822*** -0.00800***

(0.00138) (0.00138)   

Age2 0.0001*** 0.0001***

(0.00002) (0.00002)   

Gender (woman=1) 0.144*** 0.142***

(0.0134) (0.0134)   

Political Interest (High=1) 0.0478***

(dichotomous) (0.0122)   

Working class - unskilled ref. ref. ref.
 

Pseudo-LL           -2868 -2791 -2782

Chi2 145 272 280

N 5118 5118 5118
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relationship holds across all classes as we move up the class hierarchy. Overall, this analysis 

shows clear class differences in the probability to answer don’t know to political survey 

questions in the 1980s, which furthermore cannot be explained by differences in political 

interest, age or gender.  

As far as class differences in DK rates based on capital composition, these should be 

evident along the horizontal axis of the ORDC scheme in the middle classes. Although all the 

middle class coefficients in table 5.3 model 2 are statistically different from the reference 

category, it does not follow that they are statistically different from one another. To test this I 

used the Wald test procedure comparing the equality of two coefficients (Cameron and Trivedi 

2010: 86-87). I did this by comparing whether individual coefficients of the cultural-, balanced- 

and economic class fractions in model were statistically significantly different. In the lower 

middle classes the cultural fraction has significantly lower DK rates - about 7 percentage points 

lower - than the economic and the balanced class fractions. In the upper middle classes the 

cultural- and economic fractions do not differ, but both have significantly lower DK rates than 

the upper middle class balanced fraction. The overall picture in the 1980s then is that don’t 

know rates do not vary systematically with composition of capital; even though the fraction 

richest in cultural resources is associated with lower DK rates in the lower middle class, such a 

pattern is not present in the upper middle classes. 

 Based on table 5.1, figure 5.1 shows the predicted don’t know rates by social class in the 

1980s, again indicating the probability of saying don’t know to one or more of the political 

questions asked. The overall picture is that lower classes say don’t know considerable more 

often than the middle classes, with DK rates decreasing in an almost linear manner as one moves 

up the class hierarchy. Moreover, these are substantial class differences; for instance, 32 % of 

the unskilled workers said don’t know at least once, compared to only 17 % among the 

economic upper class. This makes the probability of answering don’t know at least once among 

unskilled workers compared to both the lower- and upper middle classes on average, as much 

as 50 % higher. Let’s now turn to class differences in DK responses in the 2000s. 

 Political Don’t Knows in the 2000s 

Table 5.2 shows the relationship between class position and the propensity to go from 

zero to any DK in the 2000s. In model 2, controls for age and gender is added, and model 3 

additionally controls for political interest. Predicted probabilities for each class from model 2 
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Figure 5.13: Probability of saying “don’t know” to one or more political questions by social 

class. National Electoral Survey 1980s. 

 

 

Note: Predictive margins from logistic regression with controls for survey year, gender and age. 

 

is shown in figure 5.2. In a similar pattern to the 1980s political DKs in the 2000s are clearly 

associated with social class. As indicated in model 1, the unskilled working class again say 

don’t know more often - (when we account for differences in age and gender about 14 % gave 

a DK at least once, see figure 5.2) - than all other classes up the class hierarchy with the 

exception of the cultural middle class. And furthermore with statistically significant coefficients 

for all classes except the cultural and balanced fractions of the lower middle class.  

 If we turn to model 2, we can predict that among the upper middle classes on average   

8 % of respondents say don’t know to at least one question (see figure 5.2). Thus, being an 

unskilled worker this means you are nearly twice as likely to say don’t know to one or more of 

the political question than if you come from the upper middle classes. Note also that the DK 

rate of the economic lower middle class is on par with the upper middle classes.  

 As we can see from the gender and age coefficients in model 2, these both affect the 

relationship of class on DK rates. Norwegian women in the 2000s, similarly to the 1980s, say 

don’t know to significantly more political questions than do men, and the young and the old 

again have higher DK rates. The age squared term indicates a similar curvilinear relationship 
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Table 5.212: 2000s - Average Marginal Effects from logistic regression estimating the 

relationship between social class and the propensity to go from zero to any DKs. National 

Electoral Survey. 

 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

Clustered robust standard errors in parentheses. Controls for survey year, age, gender, and political interest. 

 

 

Model 1  Model 2                

+ Age & Gender

Model 3                     

+ Political interest

b (SE) b (SE) b (SE)

Upper middle class: culture -0.0607* -0.0516* -0.0378   

(0.0238) (0.0234) (0.024)   

Upper middle class: balanced -0.0758*** -0.0574** -0.0452** 

(0.0174) (0.0175) (0.017)   

Upper middle class: economic -0.0844*** -0.0683*** -0.0587***

(0.0177) (0.0178) (0.0175)   

Lower middle class: culture 0.000351 -0.0148 -0.00227   

(0.0270) (0.0243) (0.025)   

Lower middle class: balanced -0.0208 -0.0331 -0.0256   

(0.0202) (0.0184) (0.0179)   

Lower middle class: economic -0.0819*** -0.0697*** -0.0630***

(0.0194) (0.0193) (0.0188)   

Working class - skilled -0.00784 0.00304 0.00667   

(0.0188) (0.0182) (0.0175)   

Farmers, foresters, fishery 0.00955 0.0484 0.0501   

(0.0325) (0.0362) (0.035)   

Welfare Transfers 0.0531 0.0215 0.0220   

(0.0295) (0.0261) (0.0251)   

Age -0.00523*** -0.00473***

(0.001) (0.001)   

Age2 0.00008*** 0.00007***

(0.00002) (0.00002)   

Gender (woman=1) 0.0886*** 0.0839***

(0.009) (0.009)   

Political Interest (High=1) 0.0395***

(dichotomous) (0.009)   

Working Class - unskilled ref. ref. ref.
   

Pseudo-LL           -1694 -1640 -1631

Chi2 141 231 249

N 4981 4981 4981
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as in the 1980s, from which we can predict that the group with the lowest DK rates, at about 10 

%, are between the ages of 40 and 50. Whereas the 25 year olds and 65 year olds say don’t 

know more frequently with a DK rate of 15 %. Despite these independent age and gender effects 

on DKs, however, higher DK rates are still strongly associated with lower classes; relative to 

the unskilled workers, the relationship holds across all statistically significant upper- and lower 

middle classes from model 1.  

Model 3 shows, similarly to the 1980s, that people who are more interested in politics 

have a significantly lower probability of saying don’t know to political questions than people 

who take a low interest in politics. And we can see that the class coefficients in model 3 

compared to model 2 are somewhat reduced, which indicates that answering don’t know and 

taking a low interest in politics are related phenomena. However, this does little to further 

explain the class differences in DK rates; apart from the cultural upper middle class, all upper- 

and lower middle classes which were statistically significant in model 2, remain so after 

accounting for differences in political interest.  

Finally, looking at capital composition differences, I again tested whether coefficients 

of the horizontal middle class fractions in model 2 differed by a statistically significant amount. 

In the lower middle classes the economic fraction of the 2000s has a significantly lower 

probability to give a political don’t know than the cultural fraction. This is reversed compared 

to the 1980s, where the lower middle class richest in cultural resources showed lower DK rates. 

In the upper middle classes in the 2000s, however, such a shift is not observed; similarly to the 

1980s the cultural and economic fractions do not differ in how frequently they answer don’t 

know to political survey questions.  

 The distribution of DK rates in percentages by social class for the 2000s, based on table 

5.2, is shown in figure 5.2. Compared to the 1980s, we see that the absolute share of DK 

responses are notably lower. However, like in the 1980s lower classes say don’t know 

considerably more often, especially compared to the upper middle classes. And again the 

vertical class gap is substantial; the unskilled workers are nearly twice as likely to answer one 

or more political questions with a don’t know than the upper middle classes on average.  

 To sum up, these two analyses show pronounced class differences in the probability to 

answer don’t know to political survey questions both in the 1980s and the 2000s. Although 

women, the young and the old, and those who take little interest in politics all are associated 

with higher DK rates, lower classes persistently say don’t know to more political questions. 
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Figure 5.24 : Probability of saying “don’t know” to one or more political questions by social 

class. National Electoral Survey 2000s.  

 

 
Note: Predictive margins after logistic regression with controls for survey year, gender and age. 

 

 

Moreover, these differences are not reducible to gender or age differences, or to class 

differences in political interest alone. This thereby confirms hypothesis 2a and 2b. As far as 

class differences in capital composition, the analyses from both the 1980s and the 2000s, 

indicate that capital type - whether you are richest in cultural or economic resources - does not 

systematically affect whether or not you refrain from answering survey questions about politics. 

These findings thus disconfirm hypothesis 2c, which stated that the cultural fractions should 

have lower DK rates than the economic fractions. We will return to the significance of this 

finding in the discussion at the end of this chapter. Let’s now look at how class differences in 

DK responses have developed from the 1980s on to the first decade of the 21st century. 

 The vertical class-gap in Don’t Knows from the 1980s to the    

  2000s 

Shown in table 5.3 are models 2 from tables 5.1 and 5.2 allowing a comparison of changes in 

the association between class and DK responses from the 1980s to the 2000s. Note that these 

coefficients indicate average change in probability compared to the reference group within each 

decade. The reference group (unskilled workers) in the 2000s had a DK rate of about 15 % 

compared to about 30 % in the 1980s. Given this substantial change in the threshold, across-
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decade comparison of coefficients from the same class fraction cannot be made, as any absolute 

change in the 2000s translates to twice of what it was in the 1980s. The vertical class differences 

within each decade, however, can be compared. Note again, that the DK-discouraging interview 

practice introduced in the 2000s (see discussion in 3.2.1) warrants caution in drawing any 

definite conclusions about changing trends in DK rates in these data.  

Three trends are worth noting in table 5.3. First, even though there is a marked decline 

in DK rates in absolute terms in the 2000s the vertical class-gap remains stable. Second. 

increasing relative DK rates among the lower middle class cultural- and balanced fractions 

relative to the unskilled workers, and thirdly decreasing class differences between the unskilled 

and skilled working classes. First, in line with the descriptive statistics we observe a notably 

decrease in absolute share of DKs in the 2000s data; 14% of the unskilled workers said don’t 

know to at least one question, which is more than half of what it was in the 1980s. Judging by 

the upper middle class average, relative to the unskilled workers, however, the vertical class 

differences in the two decades are remarkably similar, at a factor of 1.75 in the 2000s compared 

to 1.68 in the 1980s. This lends support to the claim that the decline in absolute DKs in the 

2000s is a methodological artifact of changes in interviewing practices, and does not reflect an 

actual decline in DK responses. 

Secondly, even though we observe clear vertical class differences for all the upper 

middle class fractions relative to the unskilled workers in the 2000s, the DK rates of the lower 

middle class cultural and balanced fractions are reduced to such an extent that they appear 

closer to the working classes than the upper middle classes. Typical occupations in these class 

fractions are teachers and nurses, mostly populated by women (7 out of 10 are women in both 

fractions in the 2000s sample). But the model in table 5.2 includes controls for gender, so this 

pattern cannot be attributed to gender differences. As to what lies behind this notable shifting 

trend, these analyses remain inconclusive.  

A third change from the 1980s to the 2000s worth pointing out is the relative difference 

between the skilled and the unskilled working class; significantly less likely to say don’t know 

in the 1980s, the skilled workers of the 2000s appear more or less identical to the unskilled 

workers. Recalling the descriptive statistics of the change in relative class size between the 

skilled- and the unskilled working class in the 2000s sample (see section 3.2.2), these shifts in 

political DK rates, however, could be an expression as much of structural class changes, as an 

increasing tendency to voice political opinions. Whatever the reason, the working classes 

appear increasingly uniform in how frequently they say DK to political questions in the 2000s.  
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With the aforementioned caution about drawing definite conclusions in mind, the 

overall picture is that class differences in DK responses have remained stable from the 1980s 

 

Table 5.313: Average Marginal Effects from model 2 in table 5.1 and model 2 in table 5.2 

estimating the relationship between social class and the propensity to go from zero to any DKs 

in the 1980s versus the 2000s. National Electoral Survey. 

 

 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

Clustered robust standard errors in parentheses. Controls for survey year, age, gender, and political interest. 

 

 

1980s 2000s

b (SE) b (SE)

Upper middle class: culture -0.141*** -0.0516*  

(0.0294) (0.0234)

Upper middle class: balanced -0.0899*** -0.0574**

(0.0235) (0.0175)

Upper middle class: economic -0.157*** -0.0683***

(0.0259) (0.0178)

Lower middle class: culture -0.141*** -0.0148

(0.0285) (0.0243)

Lower middle class: balanced -0.0971*** -0.0331

(0.0222) (0.0184)

Lower middle class: economic -0.0844*** -0.0697***

(0.0204) (0.0193)

Working class - skilled -0.0577* 0.00304

(0.0239) (0.0182)

Farmers, foresters, fishery -0.0212 0.0484

(0.0332) (0.0362)

Welfare Transfers 0.00870 0.0215

(0.0238) (0.0261)

Age -0.00822*** -0.00523***

(0.00138) (0.001)

Age2 0.0001*** 0.00008***

(0.00002) (0.00002)

Gender (woman=1) 0.144*** 0.0886***

(0.0134) (0.009)

Working Class - unskilled ref. ref.

 
Pseudo-LL           -2791 -1640

N 5118 4981
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to the 2000s. Although it has to be pointed out that there are some notable changes in the lower 

middle classes; the cultural and balanced fractions in the 2000s refrain from answering political 

questions as often as do the unskilled workers. Overall, these findings largely confirms 

hypothesis 2d; the vertical class gap in DK responses has not changed much from the 1980s to 

the 2000s.  

5.2 Discussion: The sense of entitlement to have a political opinion 

I will in the following argue that the empirical records of class differences in political don’t 

know responses shown here are a result partly of class-based unwillingness among lower class 

people to produce political opinions, stemming from a low sense of entitlement to engage with 

politics. There are four indications from the previous analyses supporting this claim. First, the 

consistent vertical class-gap in DK rates in both decades. Second, the degree of explicit political 

question content associated with the variation in DK rates. Third, the lack of a one-to-one 

relationship between DKs and level of knowledge about politics. And finally, that class 

differences in DK responses is a phenomenon related to, but something distinct from, a lack of 

interest in politics. These points will be discussed in detail below. 

 No opinion or no voice?  

In the Bourdieusian approach to politics, discussed in chapter 2, the sense of entitlement to 

participate is tied closely to a person’s sense of where they belong in the social world; to their 

specific class habitus shaped by their origin and position in the social structure. Furthermore, 

this shapes a person’s level of ease and ability to interpret and interact with politics, their illusio, 

which determines their position in the political field, and constitutes a key component of a 

person’s political competence, inseparable from the formal political knowledge one possesses. 

Lower classes are hence more socially distant from the political field, limited in their exposure 

to the workings of the political world, and also less socially confident that they are capable of 

understanding, influencing and engaging with politics. If patterns of political DK rates were to 

be an expression of a sense of entitlement to participate it would imply the following 

correlations; political DK rates should be classed, the extent to which they are classed should 

vary with the level of technical political content of the question, and should not be attributable 

to technical political competence or political interest alone. Let’s now discuss to what extent 

these testable hypotheses are supported in the data. 
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 As the analyses in chapter 4 and 5 clearly demonstrate political DK rates are associated 

with social class; lower class people have a substantially higher propensity to say don’t know 

on attitudinal survey questions about politics. This vertical class gap is consistent in the 

empirical records from six surveys of the National Electoral Survey, covering two decades, and 

spanning a period of nearly 30 years. And furthermore, a similar vertical class-gap in political 

DK rates is indicated also in the ESS analysis from the 2000s. The fact that the class gap persists 

also in the NES in the 2000s - in spite of efforts on the part of survey administrators to drive 

down DK rates to a minimum - lends additional credence to the notion that the relationship 

between class and political DKs is a stable social phenomenon. Due to this DK-discouraging 

practice at one of the two points in time observed, however, I am as previously noted reluctant 

to draw any definite conclusions about the development of DK rates between the 1980s and the 

2000s. But it should be pointed out that the 2000s results show no indication that the vertical 

class differences between the upper middle classes and the working classes are declining. 

 Another central finding from Bourdieu’s work on DK responses is that class position is 

not the only inequality dimension by which a sense of entitlement to an opinion is differentiated; 

the probability to produce an opinion varies by gender and is greater for men than for women 

(1979; 1984a). As observed in the above analyses men provide an opinion to political questions 

significantly more often than otherwise comparable women, both in the 1980s and 2000s. That 

this gender effect somewhat overlaps with, but does not cancel out, the class effect, is in line 

with Bourdieus conceptualizations; the uneven distribution of a sense of entitlement to an 

opinion should be evident along multiple dimensions of domination and sub-domination. 

Gender and social position are thus not antagonistic principles, but rather two different aspects 

of the same phenomenon.   

Another empirical pattern established in Distinction, is that class differences in political 

DK rates reflect the respondents’ level of familiarity with distinctly political concepts and thus 

vary with how explicit these are in the language of the questions (1984: 405-406). The more 

abstract and politically coded the content, the farther removed the topic is from the everyday 

experience of those socially distant from politics, and thus the greater the vertical class gap in 

DK rates is. This association is evident in the analyses of individual political survey questions 

from chapter 4. Vertical class differences in DK rates vary systematically, in both decades in 

the NES, with how insistently the question demands a response produced on the basis of purely 

political principles. Questions constructed in an explicit political science style, like how the 

degree of government control over banking and industry relates to employment rate growth, 



85 

 

have the most pronounced vertical class gap. While DK rates on less exclusively political topics, 

and closer to everyday experience, like the level of private income tax, is less classed.  

Similarly, the analysis of non-political questions from the ESS further illuminates how 

class-based “don’t know’ing” seems exclusively tied to the topic of politics; on survey 

questions addressing attitudes to human values and social trust the vertical class gap in DK rates 

is more or less non-existent. Lower classes’ unwillingness to offer an opinion in the form of 

don’t know responses, thus seems to not extend beyond the realm of political topics. 

 

 Unqualified or disqualified to participate?  

So far there are few aspects of these findings – that political DK rates are stratified by social 

position, and specifically related to the topic of politics itself – which contradict the traditional 

understanding of DK responses as stemming from variation in level of knowledge about 

politics. Because politics is considered an intrinsically complex subject matter this is used to 

explain higher DK rates on political questions (as well as social inequality in political 

participation more generally); those who don’t have the knowledge to come up with an answer, 

are more likely to say don’t know. Furthermore, given the strong and consistent association 

between political participation and education in the literature (for example Persson 2013), non-

participation is often linked to a lack of political competence gained through education 

(Wolfinger & Rosenstone 1980). Education increases political participation, according to 

Wolfinger and Rosenstone, by increasing the cognitive capacity to handle abstract topics like 

politics (1980: 35-36).  

The sense of entitlement to participate, on the other hand, relies additionally on a 

person’s sense of social authorization, being required and expected to participate, not just their 

formal knowledge. Even though Bourdieu also pointed out that a person’s political competence 

varies with their level of education (1979; 126), his take on the relationship between education 

and competence is different. Educational attainment is important not because it leads directly 

to more knowledge or understanding of politics, but because more education in itself is more 

cultural capital, raising not only one’s capacity to speak politically, but the sense of having the 

right to speak politically. Or in Bourdieu’s own words: 

 

The probability of replying [to an opinion poll] depends in each case on the relationship 

between a question (or, more generally, a situation) and an agent (or class of agents) 
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defined by a given competence, a capacity which itself depends on the probability of 

exercising that capacity.  ‘Interest’ or ‘indifference’ towards politics would be better 

understood if it were seen that the propensity to use a political power … is 

commensurate with the reality of this power, or, in other words, that indifference is only 

a manifestation of impotence. (Bourdieu 1984a: 405-406)   

 

If don’t knows on political questions primarily are brought about by a shortage of 

cognitive capacity, we should expect this to be reflected in the level of difficulty and 

abstractness, not just on political topic questions, but across all topics; with higher DK rates on 

more difficult questions. But if we take a look at some of the questions analyzed here and their 

DK rates, such an association is not immediately evident. The ESS (see table 4. 1) asks 

respondents whether modern science can be relied on to improve environmental problems, and 

it asks about the EU and whether the unification of Europe has gone far enough or too far. It is 

hard to see how assessing the role of modern science to climate change is inherently less 

difficult and abstract than judging how far Europe should go in uniting. Yet only 0.43% of 

respondents say they don’t know the role of modern science, a non-political question, while 7 

times as many, 3.16%, say they don’t know about European unification. Moreover, the question 

having to do with politics, referencing a political agency, shows significantly and substantially 

greater class differences. 

Similarly, looking at the individual political questions from the NES (table 4.2) it is hard 

to see how placing oneself on an ideological scale by picking a number between 1 and 10 should 

be that more complicated or less knowable than determining the level of taxes on high income. 

Yet nearly twice as many respondents, 11,8% versus 6,3% (in the two decades combined), say 

don’t know about their own political views, than about their preferred level of income tax. And, 

again the question with the most exclusively political vocabulary - ideological left versus right 

- shows the most pronounced vertical class gap.  

In the 1981 survey the political left-right scale item was worded as a radical-

conservative scale. If we look at this question from the perspective of the Bourdieusian 

approach to politics as something people have developed a lesser or greater taste for, the 

inclination to withdraw by answering don’t know might be understood differently. If you are 

someone who has never gone to an art museum or previously discussed art, imagine being asked 

to place yourself on an artistic preference scale between 1 to 10 where 1 is expressionism and 

10 is realism. As with the above political ideology question, if you were uncertain about where 
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you stood on this scale, you could just give a neutral response by picking a “5”. However, if 

you have not encountered, or given much thought to, these concepts before, and are faced with 

such a question, it seems reasonable that the natural gut- reaction would be to say “I don’t 

know”.  

As much as the level of topic difficulty, DK rates seem to vary by respondent’s level of 

comfort with the political objects they encounter in the question, which is closely related to 

their class habitus. Once concepts like left and right and the European Union enters the stage a 

curtain seems to drop for the least advantaged, resulting in a “’free” self-exclusion” (Bourdieu 

1984a; 407) by way of the DK response. Whereas the privileged, more exposed to the jargon 

of political experts through their dominant social position, and belief that they both understand 

and can influence politics, seem able to handle this added level of abstractness and cognitive 

difficulty. 

 

According to Bourdieus multi-resource class structure, cultural resources are, as mentioned, 

constituted in part by level of education (1984a). In the ORDC scheme, this is reflected in the 

horizontal differentiation within the middle classes, where the cultural fractions are associated 

with higher levels of education (Hansen, Lie Andersen, Flemmen & Ljunggren 2014: 29), and 

thus supposedly higher formal knowledge, than the economic fractions. If formal political 

competence can explain variation in DK rates, those with a preponderance of cultural capital 

should, accordingly, be expected to have lower, or at least not much higher, DK rates, than the 

economic fractions. As we saw in the above analyses, however, DK rates did not vary 

systematically by capital composition. The upper middle classes showed no significant 

differences in neither decade. And in the lower middle classes the cultural-, compared to the 

economic, fractions had substantially lower DK levels in the 1980s, but substantially higher 

DK rates in the 2000s. In fact, in the 2000s, the economic fractions of both the upper- and lower 

middle classes were the ones to most frequently produce an opinion to all political questions 

asked. One interpretation of this would be that the kind of formal political knowledge gained 

through schooling has a negative impact on providing political opinions in a survey. This, 

however, does not seem very plausible. Another way to understand this is that, many of the 

occupational positions in the economic fractions, like executives, managers and sales 

consultants, even though they have less schooling behind them, might still acquire substantial 

levels of political competence by the nature of their work and their position. Yet, a third 

interpretation is that economic capital, being the dominant principle of the class structure 
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(Bourdieu 1984a), is the capital form which is most closely tied to a person’s sense of 

entitlement and place in the social world. And thus make individuals in the economic capital 

fractions less intimidated by political jargon and less likely to exclude themselves by answering 

don’t know. 

Given the lack of a straightforward pattern of DK rates by capital composition, this 

discussion is inconclusive on this point. However, this means that there is no clear indication 

that the increasing cognitive capacity associated with more education, pointed out by Wolfinger 

and Rosenstone (1980), necessarily leads to lower DK rates among the more highly educated.  

 Political disinterest or political dislike?  

It could be that lower-class people answer political questions less often than higher-class people 

because they are less interested in, and care less about, politics. Being uninterested in politics 

is arguably both conceptually and empirically related to the sense that one is not socially 

recognized and expected to provide political opinions. If politics feels like something 

constructed by and for people unlike yourself, it would only make sense that your level of 

political interest would dwindle. In fact, qualitative studies of political engagement confirm 

these sentiments among working class and lower income groups (e.g. Croteau 1995; Eliasoph 

1998; Bergstrøm 2012; Bourdieu 1984a). However, even though political interest and DK rates 

are somewhat correlated in my analyses, refraining from producing a political opinion cannot 

be reduced to a question of caring about politics alone. After we account for variation in 

political interest, lower classes still say don’t know substantially more often than higher-class 

people both in the 1980s and the 2000s. 

 Furthermore, previous research on DKs shows that in the absence of a DK “filter,” a 

lack of interest or genuinely not knowing if one has an opinion, leads to satificing the 

interviewer with “neutral” or random responses, not with don’t knows (Schuman and Presser 

1980; Bishop et al. 1986). None of the questions in these analyses explicitly offer DK as a 

response option. That a lack of interest should be an unobserved driver of these political DKs 

therefore seems unlikely. 

  

To sum up, it is, of course, not possible to know for certain what people’s true motivation 

behind picking a particular answer to a survey question is. But given these empirical patterns it 

seems that class disparities in a sense of entitlement to participate, stemming from differences 

in social status and distance from the political field, provides a more complete picture of survey 
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item non-response than a lack of simple knowledge about, or interest in, politics. Compared to 

the upper classes, lower class Norwegians thus seem less willing to engage with politics by 

offering their opinions, due to a sense that they are not socially authorized to speak politically, 

and as such less legitimate and capable producers of political discourse. 
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6  Key Findings and Concluding Remarks 

 

6.1 Class inequalities in a sense of entitlement to engage in politics 

Motivated by the importance of sustaining a healthy democracy by including people of different 

social backgrounds on equal terms, this study has centered on sources to political 

disengagement among socially disadvantaged groups. The study represents the first of its kind 

to investigate whether the Bourdieusian concept of a sense of entitlement to engage in politics 

is a source of political non-participation in the Norwegian context. The research question raised 

was:  

 

Are there class differences in Norway in don’t know responses to political questions, 

and are these consistent with differences in a sense of entitlement to participate? 

 

The key finding from these empirical analyses confirm that there are clear class differences in 

don’t know responses to political questions among Norwegians, and that these seem consistent 

with differences in the sense of entitlement to engage in politics. We established in chapter 4 

that class differences in don’t know responses varied in a way that seemed to be in line with 

differences in a sense of entitlement to participate in politics; lower class people offered their 

opinion significantly less often on explicitly political questions. In chapter 5 we saw that lower 

class Norwegians, by refraining from expressing their political opinions, participated 

substantially and consistently less both in the 1980s and the 2000s. And that this form of 

political disengagement could not be attributed to people’s lack of interest in, or knowledge 

about, politics, but could be better understood as stemming from differences in a sense of 

entitlement. Due to the aforementioned change in interview practice in the National Electoral 

Survey - which rendered the two samples incomparable - this study is inconclusive as to 

whether these class differences changed from the 1980s to the 2000s. However, the analysis of 

the 2000s in themselves indicate substantial class differences also in the 20th century. Which is 

furthermore supported by the similar findings from four rounds of the ESS from the same 

decade.  
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To sum up, it is striking how consistent the class inequalities in a sense of entitlement 

to engage in politics observed in these data are, covering two decades and spanning a period of 

30 years. Moreover, the class inequalities are substantial; compared to the upper middle classes 

in the 2000s, the working classes are twice as likely to answer one or more of the political 

question with “I don’t know”.  

Now, what implications do these findings have for further research and policy makers? 

Before answering this question, I will however, point out some potential shortcomings of these 

findings.  

 

Don’t know responses are a rare event, arguably making these results vulnerable to the 

limitations of the data available for analysis. One aspect of this is how well survey data captures 

the records of those least likely to participate. Given that the focus of this study is political 

disengagement and non-participation, one aspect worth scrutinizing is how well represented the 

socially least privileged are in the data analyzed. Particularly in the case of the National 

Electoral Survey from the 2000s, as response rates are declining and we know from the 

literature that the least advantaged are overrepresented among survey non-responders. Figure 

6.1 shows the development of the class composition in the NES of all the samples included in 

this study. As we can see the response rate is lower in the 2000s with a downward trend of 

continued decrease in the later years. Moreover, the proportion of lower classes who 

participated in the survey shows a steady and substantial decline; making up on average about 

50% of the sample in the 1980s, working classes, primary workers and welfare transfers in the 

2000s made up about 40% of the 2009 sample. Population data from the 2000s, however, 

indicate that the lower classes comprise about 50% of the Norwegian population (Hansen et al. 

2009: 14). It is therefore pertinent to raise the question of how well the least advantaged, and 

accordingly the group most likely to feel socially disentitled to take part in political life, are 

represented in these data. If people towards the bottom of the class hierarchy are 

underrepresented in these analyses, it is reasonable to assume that the findings indicated here 

are on the conservative side. One cannot, of course, draw any conclusions about the non-

participants, but given the declining absolute numbers of don’t know rates it is worth noting 

how well this coincides with the reduced representation of the lower classes in the samples. 

 

Figure 6.15: Response rate and percentage of lower classes in the National Electoral Survey 

samples from 1981 to 2009.  
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Note: Response rates for 1993 (73,6%) was near identical to 1989, and 1997 (69,5%) near 

identical to the 2001 rate. (Aardal et al. 1995; Aardal et al. 1999). 

 

Response rates for the NES 2013 show a similar substantial decline (55%) as that from 2005 to 

2009 (Kleven et al. 2015), indicating a trend of continued decline. 

The most recent data analyzed here are from 2009. And given the fact that it was not 

possible to conclude about how class differences may have changed during this time period, 

studies investigating these developments in the last decade would be fruitful. Especially, given 

the recent advent of populism, the shifting political landscapes in the Nordic context. 

 Given the above considerations and the absence of similar accounts from Norway to 

serve as a benchmark, these findings would be strengthened by additional future research in 

this area. 

6.2 Avenues for future research 

This study indicates clear class inequalities in who participates in political discourse by 

expressing political opinions in a survey. The underrepresentation of lower class people in this 

form of participation has clear negative consequences for academic research if these voices are 

not part of the records that academic knowledge relies on. It is important also, however, to learn 

more about how this form of non-participation relates to participation in more traditional 

political processes. As noted earlier, studies from the American and Swedish context indicate 

that the people who refrain from expressing political opinions in the survey, also are the ones 

who are less likely to vote, and participate in political actions, organizations and information 
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seeking (Laurison 2015: Bergstrøm 2012). It was the intention of this study to include an 

additional analysis linking DK responses to voter turnout; preliminary analyses were carried 

out, but within the formal confines of this thesis there was unfortunately no room for such a 

report. It would be interesting to see future accounts investigating to what extent the sense of 

entitlement affects actual participation in other forms, like non-voting, in the Norwegian 

context. Future research investigating this link might add valuable information about whether 

a low sense of entitlement leads to political disengagement more broadly.  

 Furthermore, as noted above, much quantitative survey data suffers from declining 

response rates, potentially leaving out the voices of the least privileged, and making it more 

difficult to capture lower class sentiments. As witnessed in the American Presidential Election 

of 2016, for instance, polling institutes were largely unable to capture the growing lower class 

support for Donald Trump. This has implications for research aimed at sections of the 

populations who engage the least, as is the case with this study of political non-participation. 

Future research in this area could therefore benefit from qualitative accounts giving more 

nuanced insights of how lower class people view, feel about, and relate to politics. Which would 

be key in understanding the mechanisms that connect (or fail to connect) lower class people to 

politics. 

As this study illustrates, don’t know responses are potentially a valuable source of 

information about how lower class people relate to politics. However, such no-opinion 

responses are mostly treated as missing and left out of quantitative research. I believe future 

accounts could gain fruitful insights from examining DK responses, and add to our 

understanding of who those people are whose voices are rarely or never heard in politics. 

 Finally, future studies of political behavior might take more seriously status-linked 

differences in individuals’ inclination and willingness to express political opinions, and view 

this as a necessary precursor to all kinds of political participation. In this regard, this study has 

demonstrated the relevance of the Bourdieusian approach to class and politics in interpreting 

empirical patterns of political disentitlement and disengagement. 

6.3 Concluding remarks 

The implication of the results presented here is that lower class people feel less entitled to, and 

less required to, involve themselves in politics. Understood through the work of Pierre 

Bourdieu, such a dynamic is anchored both in the subjective experiences brought about by 

status-linked differences, as well as in the objective structure and excluding aspects of the 
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political system. And thus might be fortified by increasing social distance among citizens, as 

well as distance to the political system. Two current developments are especially relevant and 

worrisome in this regard; increasing levels of social inequality and the increased 

professionalization of politics.  

 Many western democracies are experiencing an increased professionalization and 

expertization of politics, where politicians are increasingly drawn from the professional classes 

(Evans 2017) and politics is increasingly reliant on scientific expertise (Turner 2003). Evidence 

from Norway suggest similar trends (Lie Andersen 2014; Christensen & Hesstvedt, 2018). In 

the context of Bourdieus’ work this may be viewed as an increased social distance between 

ordinary citizens and the experts and elites of the political field. This issue has received not just 

scholarly attention, but also substantial recent media coverage. The notion that Norway is ruled 

by a political elite far out of touch with ordinary people, has made many a news headline and 

seen extensive debate. Most recently Norway was part of the project “Europa Talks” project 

(“Hele Norge Snakker”), where the above question was one of 7 issues participants debated. It 

proved to be the issue Norwegians disagreed the most about, even more so than another salient 

recent issue of whether Norway is threatened by immigration from Muslim countries (Indregard 

2019). This illustrates the salience of this issue, and says something about many Norwegians’ 

current view of politics and politicians, and furthermore indicates a sense of a growing distance 

between people and politics. This development may be problematic leading to a vicious cycle 

with continued distance between lower class people and politics. In the context of Bourdieu’s 

concept of the political field, such disparity in expertise arguably has the effect of discouraging 

participation by restricting the sense of entitlement and obligation to participate among the least 

privileged. 

Moreover, economic inequality has been on the rise in recent decades, also in Norway 

(Aaberge and Atkinson 2010; Hansen 2012; Piketty 2014). And recent acclaimed academic 

contributions have emphasized the detrimental consequences, not of economic and social 

poverty, but of the sense of inequality, stemming from a society’s social status gap in itself 

(Payne 2018). What are the consequences of these developments for political equality and equal 

participation? As the findings presented in my study imply, people of lower classes sense that 

they are less entitled to influence and partake in politics. Economic inequality might produce 

political inequality, not just by making it more materially demanding for some groups to 

participate, but also by making it harder for them to develop a sense that they are legitimate 

participants in democratic processes.  
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In conclusion, the findings presented here imply that social inequality may challenge 

democratic principles of participation on equal terms, by de facto excluding lower status 

individuals through a low sense of entitlement to engage in politics. Efforts aimed at making 

participation more democratically representative by increasing the political engagement among 

disadvantaged Norwegians, might focus on ways to increase lower status people’s sense that 

politics is something they are expected to take part in. Which, furthermore, underscores the 

importance of continued policies centered on making meaningful connections between 

democratic processes and lower class people.   
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Appendices 

Appendix A:  Dependent variables - National Electoral Survey 

  
A1: Political questions  

A2: Unwilling to respond category 

A3: Item placement in questionnaire 

 

Table A1: Political questions - National Electoral Survey – Question wording, response scale 

& years included in survey  

 
 

 

 

 

Question topic Years Question Wording Response category scale

Placement on political 

left-right  scale
1981

There is a lot of talk of radicalism and conservatism nowadays. I have here a 

scale. Let us assume that those who are furthest to the left on the radical side, 

have the value 9, while those who are furthest to the right on the conservative 

side, have the value 1. Where would you place yourself on this scale? 9-point scale (1-9 )

Placement on political 

left-right scale

1985, 

1989

There is a lot of talk these days of the political conflict between the Right and 

Left side in politics. Here we have a scale running from 1 on the left - 

representing those who stand on the extreme Left politically - to 10 on the 

right - representing those who stand on the extreme Right politically. Where 

would you place yourself on this scale? 10-point scale (1-10 )

Placement on political 

left-right scale

2001 

2005, 

2009

In political matters people some times talk of "the right"  and "the left" . 

Where would you place yourself on a scale of 0 to 10, where 0 means the 

political left-wing and 10 the political right-wing? 11-point scale (0-10 )

Employment secured 

with increased 

Government control

1981 

1985 

2001, 

2005 

2009

Employment can more easily be secured if the Government is given more 

control of the banks and industries

5-level Likert (Strongly agree, 

somewhat agree, neither agree 

nor disagree, somewhat disagree,  

strongly disagree)

Reduce Goverment 

control of private 

sector

1981 

1985, 

1989

I will  now read to you a l ist of proposed policies which some people think 

should be implemented in Norway…Reduce the Government control over the 

private sector

5-level Likert (Strongly agree, 

somewhat agree, neither agree 

nor disagree, somewhat disagree,  

strongly disagree)

Reduce Goverment 

control of private 

sector

2001 

2005, 

2009

I will  once more list some statements about political questions...We should 

reduce the Government control over private industry.

5-level Likert (Strongly agree, 

somewhat agree, neither agree 

nor disagree, somewhat disagree,  

strongly disagree) 

Attitude to Norwegian 

EU-membership

1981 

1989 

2001, 

2005

Let's imagine that tomorrow there would be a new referendum on Norwegian 

membership of the EU. Would you vote in favor or against?

3-level Likert (Vote in favor, vote 

against, would not vote)

Taxation of high 

income

1981 

1985, 

1989

I will  now read to you a l ist of proposed policies which some people think 

should be implemented in Norway...Reduce taxes on high income

5-level Likert (Strongly agree, 

somewhat agree, neither agree 

nor disagree, somewhat disagree,  

strongly disagre)

Taxation of high 

income

2001 

2005, 

2009

I will  once more list some statements about political questions...High income 

should be taxed more than it is today

5-level Likert (Strongly agree, 

somewhat agree, neither agree 

nor disagree, somewhat disagree,  

strongly disagre) 
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Table A2: Cross tabulation of percentage saying “unwilling to respond” to at least 1 

question by social class, compared to percentage saying “don’t know” to at least 1 question 

by social class. National Electoral Survey 2000s 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Upper 

middle 

class

Lower 

middle 

class

Working 

class - 

skilled

Working 

class - 

unskilled

Welfare 

Transfer Sum %

Chi2-test           

(p -value) N

Know87.50 78.48 85.01 86.13 81.67 86.90
One or more Don't 

Know responses 7,05 11,22 14,6 15,01 21,07 11,38 p < 0,000 698

        
One or more Unwilling 

to Respond reponses

Know
0,56 0,87 0,75 0,98 2,48 0,82 p < 0,04 41
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Table A3:  Questionnaire item placement and means - National Electoral Survey -   1980s 

and 2000s 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Survey year 

Total nr 

of items 

Mean nr 

of items

Mean item 

placement

1981 130

1985 139

1989 119

 Norwegian Electoral Survey - 1980s 129 49,5

2001 135

2005 126

2009 117

 Norwegian Electoral Survey - 2000s 126 55,1
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Appendix B:  Dependent variables - European Social Survey 
     B1: Political questions 

     B2: Non-political questions 

 

 

 

 

Table B1: Political questions – European Social Survey 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008 – Question 

wording & response scale 

 

 
* Question was not asked in 2002 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Question topic Question Wording Response category scale

Trust in the European 

Union Parliament

Using this card, please tell me on a score of 0-10 how much you 

personally trust each of the institutions I read out. 0 means you do 

not trust an institution at all, and 10 means you have complete trust: 

...the European Parliament? 11-point scale (0-10 )

European Union: 

European unification 

go further or gone too 

far*

Now thinking about the European Union, some say European 

unification should go further. Others say it has already gone too far. 

Using this card, what number on the scale best describes your 

position? 11-point scale (0-10 )

Trust in the United 

Nations ...the United Nations? 11-point scale (0-10 )

Placement on political 

left-right scale

In politics people sometimes talk of 'left' and 'right'. Using this card, 

where would you place yourself on this scale, where 0 means the 

left and 10 means the right? 11-point scale (0-10 )

How satisfied with the 

way democracy works 

in country

And on the whole, how satisfied are you with the way democracy 

works in Norway? 11-point scale (0-10 )

How satisfied with the 

national government 

Now thinking about the Norwegian government, how satisfied are 

you with the way it is doing its job? 11-point scale (0-10 )

Government should 

reduce differences in 

income levels

Using this card, please say to what extent you agree or disagree with 

each of the following statements...The government should take 

measures to reduce differences in income levels

5-level Likert (Strongly agree, 

agree, neither agree nor 

disagree, disagree,  strongly 

disagree)
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Table B2: Non-political questions – European Social Survey 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008 – 

Question wording & response scale 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Question topic Question Wording Response category scale

Most people can be trusted 

or you can't be too careful

Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted, or that 

you can't be too careful in dealing with people? Please tell  me on a score of 0 

to 10, where 0 means you can't be too careful and 10 means that most people 

can be trusted. 11-point scale (0-10 )

Most of the time people 

helpful or mostly looking 

out for themselves

Would you say that most of the time people try to be helpful or that they are 

mostly looking out for themselves? 11-point scale (0-10 )

Most people try to take 

advantage of you, or try to 

be fair

Do you think that most people would try to take advantage of you if they got 

the chance, or would they try to be fair? 11-point scale (0-10 )

Important to think new 

ideas and being creative

Now I will  briefly describe some people. Please listen to each description and 

tell  me how much each person is or is not l ike you. Use this card for your 

answer: ...Thinking up new ideas and being creative is important to her/him. 

She/he likes to do things in her/his own original way.

6-level (Very much like me, Like 

me, Somewhat like me, A little 

like me, Not like me, Not like me 

at all)

Important to get respect 

from others

… It is important to her/him to get respect from others. She/he wants people to 

do what she/he says. 6-level

Important that people are 

treated equally and have 

equal opportunities

… She/he thinks it is important that every person in the world should be 

treated equally. She/he believes everyone should have equal opportunities in 

l ife. 6-level

Important to do what is told 

and follow rules

… She/he believes that people should do what they're told. She/he thinks 

people should follow rules at all  times, even when no-one is watching. 6-level

Important to be loyal to 

friends and devote to people 

close

… It is important to her/him to be loyal to her/his friends. She/he wants to 

devote herself/himself to people close to her/him. 6-level

Important to be successful 

and that people recognize 

achievements

… Being very successful is important to her/him. She/he hopes people will  

recognise her/his achievements. 6-level

Important to behave 

properly

… It is important to her/him always to behave properly. She/he wants to avoid 

doing anything people would say is wrong. 6-level

Important to seek fun and 

things that give pleasure

… He/he seeks every chance she/he can to have fun. It is important to her/him 

to do things that give her/him pleasure. 6-level

Important to help people 

and care for others well-

being

… It's very important to her/him to help the people around her/him. She/he 

wants to care for their well-being. 6-level

Important to understand 

different people

… It is important to her/him to l isten to people who are different from 

her/him. Even when she/he disagrees with them, she/he stil l  wants to 

understand them. 6-level

Modern science can be 

relied on to solve 

environmental problems

Using this card, please say to what extent you agree or disagree with each of 

the following statements ... Modern science can be relied on to solve our 

environmental problems

5-level Likert (Strongly agree, 

agree, neither agree nor 

disagree, disagree,  strongly 

disagree)
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Appendix C: Tests for Robustness – National Electoral Survey 

 
C1: Cross-sectional sample only 

   C2: Regression of household income on DKs 

  C3: Population corrected weights – example 

C4: Alternative cut-off point for dependent variable  

  C5: Controls for level of education and income 

  C6: AME vs OLS AnyDk 

 

Table C1: AME of social class on the propensity to go from zero to 1 DK – Full sample 

versus Cross-sectional sample only. National Electoral Survey 1980s and 2000s. Controls for 

survey year. 

 

 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

 

Full sample
Cross-sectional 

sample only
Full Sample

Cross-sectional 

sample only

b (SE) b (SE) b (SE) b (SE)

Upper middle class: culture -0.152*** -0.172*** -0.0607* -0.0681*

(0.0288) (0.0351) (0.0238) (0.0282)

Upper middle class: balanced -0.130*** -0.144*** -0.0758*** -0.0894***

(0.0217) (0.0260) (0.0174) (0.0209)

Upper middle class: economic -0.192*** -0.193*** -0.0844*** -0.0852***

(0.0231) (0.0284) (0.0177) (0.0217)

Lower middle class: culture -0.141*** -0.125*** 0.000351 -0.00723

(0.0291) (0.0352) (0.027) (0.0336)

Lower middle class: balanced -0.0678** -0.0805** -0.0208 -0.0211

(0.0236) (0.0280) (0.0202) (0.0244)

Lower middle class: economic -0.0968*** -0.108*** -0.0819*** -0.0892***

(0.0205) (0.0239) (0.0194) (0.0239)

Working class - skilled -0.0932*** -0.0954*** -0.00784 -0.00754

(0.0229) (0.0268) (0.0188) (0.0227)

Farmers, foresters, fishery -0.0527 -0.0569 0.00955 0.00123

(0.0322) (0.0378) (0.0325) (0.0373)

Welfare Transfers 0.0899*** 0.0662* 0.0531 0.0502

(0.0247) (0.0288) (0.0295) (0.0347)

Intercept 0.310*** 0.318*** 0.150*** 0.184***

(0.0159) (0.0172)   (0.0150) (0.0187)    

Pseudo-LL           -2868 -2108 -1694 -1048

N 5118 3579 4984 3640

1980s 2000s
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Table C2: AME estimating the relationship between Household Income and the propensity to 

go from zero to 1 DK. National Electoral Survey 1980s and 2000s. Controls for survey year.  

 

 

 1980s   2000s 
 b (SE) b (SE) 

      

Bottom 2% ref. ref. 

   

2-13 percentile -0.0442 -0.0193 

 (0.0495) (0.0212) 

   

14-25 percentile -0.0290 -0.0541 

 (0.0498) (0.0236) 

   

26-43 percentile -0.126** -0.0750*** 

 (0.0482) (0.0188) 

   

26-43 percentile -0.166*** -0.0908*** 

 (0.0472) (0.0178) 

   

44-63 percentile -0.204*** -0.0985*** 

 (0.0474) (0.0175) 

   

64-83 percentile -0.213*** -0.0966*** 

 (0.0484) (0.0201) 

   

84-94 percentile -0.260*** -0.108*** 

 (0.0492) (0.0207) 

   

Top 5% 0.412*** 0.215*** 

 (0.0457) (0.017) 

N 5638 5274 

Pseudo-LL -3191 -1723  
   

p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

Note: Clustered standard errors in parentheses. 

Income cut-off percentiles for both decades are identical, following the distribution of the 8-cut 

categorical income variable provided in the 1980s (continuous income not available in the 1980s). 
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Table C3: Cross tabulation of percentage saying “don’t know” by social class with and 

without population corrected weights (gender, age, level of education). National Electoral 

Survey 2001. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2001

Upper 

middle 

class: 

culture

Upper 

middle 

class: 

balanced

Upper 

middle 

class: 

eco

Lower 

middle 

class: 

culture

Lower 

middle 

class: 

balanced

Lower 

middle 

class: 

eco

Working 

class - 

skilled

Working 

class - 

unskilled

Farmers, 

foresters 

fishery

Welfare 

Transfer Sum %

Chi2-test           

(p -value)

No weights Know 87.50 90.23 92.37 78.48 82.59 93.20 85.01 86.13 85.71 81.67 86.90

 DK % 12,5 9,77 7,63 21,52 17,41 6,80 14,99 13,87 14,29 18.33 13.10 p < 0,000

             
Weighted Know 87.50 90.23 92.37 78.48 82.59 93.20 85.01 86.13 85.71 81.67 86.64

 DK % 11,81 9,47 8,44 20,88 16,66 6,20 14,80 15,83 17,37 16.04 13.36 p < 0,000
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Table C4. Alternative cut-off points of dependent variable Any Political Don’t Know.  

AME estimating the relationship between social class and the propensity to go from zero  

to 1 DK, and from zero to 2 DKs. National Electoral Survey. Controls for survey year. 

 

 

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

Note: Clustered robust standard errors in parentheses 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At least 1 DK  At least 2 DKs  At least 1 DK  At least 2 DKs  

b (SE) b (SE) b (SE) b (SE)

Upper middle class: culture -0.152*** -0.122*** -0.0607* -0.0477** 

(0.0288) (0.0267)   (0.0238) (0.0150)   

Upper middle class: balanced -0.130*** -0.108*** -0.0758*** -0.0596***

(0.0217) (0.0201)   (0.0174) (0.0116)   

Upper middle class: economic -0.192*** -0.150*** -0.0844*** -0.0552***

(0.0231) (0.0214)   (0.0177) (0.0121)   

Lower middle class: culture -0.141*** -0.135*** 0.000351 -0.0203   

(0.0291) (0.0256)   (0.0270) (0.0179)   

Lower middle class: balanced -0.0678** -0.0568** -0.0208 -0.0198   

(0.0236) (0.0217)   (0.0202) (0.0142)   

Lower middle class: economic -0.0968*** -0.0889*** -0.0819*** -0.0575***

(0.0205) (0.0184)   (0.0194) (0.0127)   

Working class - skilled -0.0932*** -0.0772*** -0.00784 -0.0209   

(0.0229) (0.0213)   (0.0188) (0.0132)   

Farmers, foresters, fishery -0.0527 -0.0626*  0.00955 0.00503   

(0.0322) (0.0289)   (0.0325) (0.0237)   

Welfare Transfers 0.0899*** 0.0738** 0.0531 0.0335   

(0.0247) (0.0238)   (0.0295) (0.0230)   

Intercept 0.310*** 0.134*** 0.150*** 0.0669***

(0.0159) (0.0127) (0.0150) (0.0110)   
 

Pseudo-LL           -2868 -2497 -1694 -859

N 5118 5118 4984 4984

1980s 2000s
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Table C5: AME estimating the relationship between social class and the propensity to go 

from zero to 1 DK, National Electoral Survey 1980s and 2000s. Controls for survey year, 

education level and household income. 

 

 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

Note: Clustered robust standard errors in parentheses. 

Income cut-off percentiles for both decades are identical, and follow the distribution of the 8-cut categorical 

income variable provided in the 1980s (continuous income not available in the 1980s). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Modell 1  Modell 2              

+ Education

Modell 3              

+ Income

Modell 1  Modell 2              

+ Education

Modell 3              

+ Income
b (SE) b (SE) b (SE) b (SE) b (SE) b (SE)

Upper middle class: culture -0.124*** -0.0802* -0.0631   -0.0320 -0.0123 -0.00606   

(0.0347) (0.0387) (0.0392)   (0.0236) (0.0263) (0.0259)   

Upper middle class: balanced -0.100*** -0.0631* -0.0390   -0.0483** -0.0337 -0.0222   

(0.0238) (0.0256) (0.0258)   (0.0168) (0.0173) (0.0171)   

Upper middle class: economic -0.180*** -0.155*** -0.126*** -0.0615*** -0.0516** -0.0399*  

(0.0248) (0.0259) (0.0278)   (0.0169) (0.0166) (0.0166)   

Lower middle class: culture -0.131*** -0.0828* -0.0618   0.0166 0.0370 0.0412   

(0.0323) (0.0371) (0.0375)   (0.0260) (0.0284) (0.0277)   

Lower middle class: balanced -0.0582* -0.0316 -0.00810   0.00759 0.0167 0.0204   

(0.0252) (0.0259) (0.0262)   (0.0199) (0.0195) (0.0187)   

Lower middle class: economic -0.0909*** -0.0726*** -0.0523*  -0.0495** -0.0419* -0.0310   

(0.0211) (0.0212) (0.0214)   (0.0192) (0.0187) (0.0187)   

Working class - skilled -0.0897*** -0.0771*** -0.0678** 0.00754 0.00804 0.0109   

(0.0228) (0.0225) (0.0218)   (0.0183) (0.0171) (0.0163)   

Farmers, foresters, fishery -0.0560 -0.0507 -0.0469   0.0304 0.0295 0.0242   

(0.0326) (0.0314) (0.0303)   (0.0324) (0.0306) (0.0282)   

Welfare Transfers 0.0898*** 0.0947*** 0.107*** 0.0490 0.0512 0.0463   

(0.0258) (0.0252) (0.0249)   (0.0295) (0.0284) (0.0269)   

Education 3-cut -0.0602*** -0.0485*** -0.0132* -0.00704   

(0.0123) (0.0122)   (0.00667) (0.00667)   

Income 8-cut -0.0301*** -0.0107***

(0.00423)   (0.00238)   

Intercept 0.300*** 0.335*** 0.418*** 0.151*** 0.158*** 0.198***

(0.0162) (0.0181) (0.0217)   (0.0160) (0.0165) (0.0195)   

 

Pseudo-LL           -2534 -2521 -2495 -1448 -1443 -1433

Chi2 170 128 111 122 125 145

N 4531 4531 4531 4629 4629 4629

1980s 2000s
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Table C6: AME and OLS estimating the relationship between social class and the propensity 

to go from zero to 1 DK, National Electoral Survey 1980s and 2000s. Controls for survey 

year, gender and political interest. 

 

 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

Note: Clustered robust standard errors in parentheses. 

 

 

 

 

AME  OLS AME  OLS

b (SE) b (SE) b (SE) b (SE)

Upper middle class: culture -0.135*** -0.130*** -0.0378   -0.0411   

(0.0297)   (0.0286)   (0.024)   (0.0235)   

Upper middle class: balanced -0.0860*** -0.0832*** -0.0452** -0.0442*  

(0.0236)   (0.0218)   (0.017)   (0.0172)   

Upper middle class: economic -0.153*** -0.140*** -0.0587*** -0.0557** 

(0.0260)   (0.0232)   (0.0175)   (0.0175)   

Lower middle class: culture -0.135*** -0.137*** -0.00227   -0.00454   

(0.0288)   (0.0292)   (0.025)   (0.0268)   

Lower middle class: balanced -0.0942*** -0.0990*** -0.0256   -0.0293   

(0.0222)   (0.0240)   (0.0179)   (0.0202)   

Lower middle class: economic -0.0817*** -0.0808*** -0.0630*** -0.0627** 

(0.0203)   (0.0201)   (0.0188)   (0.0192)   

Working class - skilled -0.0564*  -0.0577*  0.00667   0.00197   

(0.0238)   (0.0226)   (0.0175)   (0.0186)   

Farmers, foresters, fishery -0.0186   -0.0222   0.0501   0.0408   

(0.0331)   (0.0316)   (0.035)   (0.0331)   

Welfare Transfers 0.00609   0.0179   0.0220   0.0345   

(0.0236)   (0.0260)   (0.0251)   (0.0304)   

Intercept  0.306***  0.175***

 (0.0239)    (0.0250)    

N 5118 5118 4629 4629

1980s 2000s


