
Does university have an effect on young people’s active
citizenship in England?

Jinyu Yang1 & Bryony Hoskins2

# The Author(s) 2020

Abstract
Educational attainment measured by years of education has been widely reported as
leading to higher levels of political participation. The theory is that education plays an
important role in a person’s civic skills and cognitive capacity that helps them understand
and connect with the world of politics and be able to defend their interests (Nie et al.
1996). However, a number of studies argue that education has no effect on political
engagement as educational attainment has been identified as a proxy for socioeconomic
background and cognitive ability. In order to examine whether the university has an effect
on young people’s intentions for active citizenship in England, hybrid cumulative logit
models are used in the Citizenship Education Longitudinal Study (CELS) 2009–2014
with between and within effects which help explain differences between individuals and
within individuals at different time points. Control measures of previous citizenship
education are also included in the analysis. We find that the university has a positive
independent effect on intentions to vote, a negative effect on intentions to volunteer, but
not on intentions to protest in the future for young people in England. These findings help
clarify the role of higher education (HE) in developing and maintaining democracy and
social cohesion.

Keywords Citizenship . Higher education . Hybrid cumulative logit models

Introduction

There is a considerable amount of literature that shows the connections between education and
political engagement or democracy (Milligan et al. 2004; Pattie et al. 2004). Specifically,
Almond and Verba (1963) claim that educational attainment seems to have the most important
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statistical effect on political attitudes, compared with other variables including gender, place of
residence and occupation. Putnam (2000) also claims the relationship between education and
citizenship by stating that education is a very important and powerful predictor of political
engagement. Even so, there is limited research on the particular effect of higher education1

(HE) on diverse forms of engagement (Veugelers et al. 2014).
Recent changes in HE have positioned universities centrally within market capitalism

(Brown 2013). These changes include the rise in tuition fees and greater student choice
(Brown 2013). Universities in this context have to prove their economic value to students in
particular in terms of employability and student satisfaction (Brown 2013). This has led to a
number of questions being asked about universities today: What is the university for? What
roles should HE take? This is still in debate. While higher education is widely regarded as a
tool for individual economic returns and national economic development, it is also advocated
to be strongly related to social cohesion, equity and democracy, as well as the empowerment of
individuals (Veugelers et al. 2014). However, in the UK, the role of HE in enhancing
democracy and social cohesion has been historically neglected (Annette 2010), and this paper
will establish with greater clarity the role universities are currently playing on young people’s
intentions to participate politically and civically.

Nevertheless, according to Sloam (2013), the large participation gap between college
students and other young people indicates the great importance of universities and colleges
in enhancing civic and political engagement. A longitudinal study comparing two cohorts
(1958 and 1970) and across ages (1958 cohorts) finds that graduates show a higher probability
of voting in general elections, and higher rates of participation in voluntary organisations
(Bynner et al. 2003). Meanwhile, some studies have also used different methods to examine
whether education has a causal effect on political participation; however, most of them have
mainly focused on voting and protesting (see literature in Persson 2014). Also, few studies
employ longitudinal data including measurements of the dependent variable before the
educational episode or intervention of interest to investigate the effects of education on
political engagement (Hoskins and Janmaat 2016). These studies can better draw causal
relationships than those relying on cross-sectional data or on longitudinal data without prior
measures of the outcome (Persson 2012). Therefore, it is imperative to study the effects of
higher education on citizenship with larger and preferably nationally representative longitudi-
nal data. This would provide a better and broader, even though still not conclusive, assessment
of the net effect of a phase of education and of the durability of this effect (Paterson 2009;
Janmaat et al. 2014).

This article makes the following contributions to the discussion. Firstly, this article
situates in the intersection of education and political science, and contributes to both
disciplines. It extends the research on political participation to active citizenship
including both political and civic participation, and uses hybrid models to identify a
relationship between education and active citizenship intentions. Secondly, the study
uses the latest nationally representative longitudinal data in England and tests different
theories about education and citizenship. This study advances beyond the current
research in the field as the analysis includes measures of young people’s intention
to engage prior to entering, during and after HE experiences. Thus, this research

1 HE includes a wide range of levels of education and qualifications, such as first degrees, Higher National
Diplomas (HNDs) and foundation degrees. In this study, however, higher education refers to getting a degree in
the university setting as this reflects the data collected in this study.
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advances knowledge towards establishing a relationship between education and forms
of active citizenship.

In the article, we first review theories concerning active citizenship as well as the relation-
ship between higher education and active citizenship, and propose the hypothesis to be tested.
Then, we explain the method used in the study, introduce the dataset and outline the variables
used. After that, we present the results of the test and conclude with a discussion.

Active citizenship

Active citizenship is the concept of engagement used in this article. Citizenship is a contested
and developing concept that is used widely in research, policy and teaching of citizenship
education (Kerr and Nelson 2006; Kennedy 2007). Kerr and Nelson (2006) places emphasis
on the behavioural processes of active citizenship required to enable and maintain citizenship,
and describe how active citizenship is fundamentally about engagement and participation in
society and focuses on participation in both civil and civic society. Also, the concept of active
citizens includes having civic, political and social rights through participatory practices at
various levels (Haahr 1997). This concept refers to acquiring rights through engagement in
political and social contexts and production of common demand in daily life. Furthermore,
citizenship means much more than political involvement as it also involves a wide range of
voluntary activities, including ‘informal activities with friends, relatives and neighbours and
formal membership in various organisations’ (Pattie et al. 2004, 24). Therefore, Hoskins
(2006, 6) defines active citizenship as ‘participation in civil society, community and/or political
life, characterised by mutual respect and non-violence and in accordance with human rights
and democracy’. Based on these arguments, this article describes active citizenship as an action
in political life—voting and protest, and activities in civil society or community volunteering.

First of all, voting is representative democracy, which is generally seen as one of the most
important manifestations of democracy where citizens are able to influence the government
and political decision-making (de Weerd et al. 2005). Elections are important as ‘they select
political elites, provide a source of democratic legitimacy, and engage the mass public in the
democratic process’ (Dalton 2015, 102).

Furthermore, many researchers have found that the scope of political participation has
extended, and include protest as an important form (Meyer and Tarrow 1998; Roefs 2003,
cited in de Weerd et al. 2005). Protest activities, a more intensive form of participation, aim to
act or express a voice to influence decision-making. It serves as a critical voice of democratic
process and makes the government accountable. Protest can focus on specific issues or policy
goals—from protecting the environment to protesting the local policies—and ‘can convey a
high level of political information with real political force’ (Dalton 2015, 55).

Also, researchers contend that the pattern of citizenship is changing, and more and more
young people are in favour of voluntary participation (Dalton 2015; Pattie et al. 2004).
Therefore, volunteering is also regarded as a key part of civil society (Dekker and Halman
2003), which is believed to make a contribution to the community (de Weerd et al. 2005). It is
one of many forms of citizen participation (Verba et al. 1995) and is important for active
citizenship. Therefore, the article uses these three dimensions to measure active citizenship.

From previous literature, we can be aware of the importance of HE in promoting active
citizenship, and then comes the question: how can higher education influences active citizen-
ship? This is discussed in the following section.
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How can higher education influence active citizenship?

This section firstly discusses the links between education and citizenship, and then explores the
causal mechanisms in HE that promote students’ active citizenship.

HE can be argued to be important for political participation because it can provide more
knowledge, skills, attitude and political familiarity for individuals to participate in more
complex political activities (Verba et al. 1995; Hillygus 2005; Campbell 2006). Building on
these theories, researchers suggest that HE does not only prepare a citizen to vote, but also
helps them to have ‘a reasoned and deliberative decision making’ process and could promote
the cognitive skills that are necessary to gain, process, and analyse political information
(Hillygus 2005, 27), while other researchers claim that increased knowledge helps improve
motivation and provides the opportunity to practice citizenship (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996;
Nie et al. 1996).

Campbell (2006) refers to the above cognitive developmental models as the absolute
education model. The model states an individual’s own level of education is the driving
mechanism of their political and civic engagement. Campbell employs the European Social
Survey (ESS) to test the absolute education model in multiple European nations, and finds
strong evidence for it in voting, expressive political activity (protesting) and voluntary
association. Nevertheless, the ESS data used is cross-sectional and can only be used to
demonstrate associations rather than causality.

The absolute educational model serves as a start point for investigating the links between
education and active citizenship. However, it is not sufficient in explaining the causal
mechanisms in a university setting. In this sense, two strands of literature from the education
research and political science research may be weaved together to better theorise the causal
mechanisms of how HE influences students’ active citizenship.

From the perspective of education research, there is an increasing theoretical and empirical
literature which regards students as ‘academic citizens’ and explores two questions: how
practices and social environment in the university affect student participation in academic
governance, and how this promotes their political behaviour outside of the university. As for
the political science research, much literature has contributed to the theories, especially those
theories that rely on the effects of mobilisation, social networks, civic norms and institutions
on electoral turnout. The rest of this section explores how different practices and social
environments in university settings may affect students’ citizenship from the perspectives of
both disciplines. Specifically, the effects of student representation, student union and societies,
as well as curriculum and academic staff are discussed.

Student representation in shared governance

Universities are thought to be ‘sites of democratic citizenship’, and student representation is
regarded as a means to learn democratic values and practice democratic citizenship (Boland
2005; see also Bergan 2004; Plantan 2002). Consumerist commitments offer provisions to
student representation to voice their interest, and provide input and feedback into the learning
process (Luescher-Mamashela 2013). In this sense, HE plays an important role in supporting
the democratic socialisation process, by recognising students’ participation rights as members
of university and as citizens (Luescher-Mamashela 2013).

In academic elections of student representatives, student participation serves as a form of
expressing student interest and voice like the elections in democratic societies (Kouba 2018).
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Also, stressing social norm on campus such as turning out in students and academic elections
can be very likely to lead to norm-conforming behaviour (Gerber and Rogers 2009). Student
representation is also an important way to practice democratic citizenship in the context of
shared governance in HE (Boland 2005), where students successfully represent their groups on
related high-level institutional committees and being recognised as members of the university
and as citizens (Luescher-Mamashela 2013).

Student union and societies

In universities, non-politics are provided opportunities to receive political ideas, to participate
in debates, and to engage in civic activities more broadly. (Loader et al. 2015). Studies
generally recognise the value of student societies and groups. Student societies supported by
the student union are a focus of politicisation as they not only offer the essential resources for
mobilising students, maintaining their interests and developing their organisational skills
necessary for future civic engagement, but also crucially provide the networked environment
in which young people can experience various contemporary political practices and repertoires
(Loader et al. 2015).

Political science theories also help explain why student union and societies in universities
promote political engagement. Theory of mobilisation regards voting as social behaviour led
by social norms and sanctions (Arceneaux and Nickerson 2009; Gerber and Green 2000).
Citizens are motivated to participate in politics by candidates, parties, interest groups and new
social movements (Rosenstone and Hansen 1993), which reduces the costs of political
participation by providing information about candidates, parties and electoral processes
(Smets and Ham 2013). Therefore, voter turnout is related to the involvement in associational
life such as being members of organisations including political party, social association and
sports club (Smets and Ham 2013).

By applying the theory of mobilisation in HE, it is evidenced that the universities provide
extensive opportunities for students to participate in and be members of groups such as student
council, student societies and clubs. These opportunities motivate students to participate and
cultivate their political habitus (Loader et al. 2015). Especially, the milieu of those small
student societies is very important to develop the habitus of the student citizen (Loader et al.
2015). From the perspective of education, small student societies provide opportunities for
students to develop political self, affiliation to particular fields and access to cultural and social
capital (Loader et al. 2015). Meanwhile, political science research provides both theoretical
and empirical evidences that small communities promote opportunities for participation in
democracy (see Dahl and Tufte 1973, Ryšavý and Bernard 2013, Erk and Veenendaal 2014
cited in Kouba 2018). Specifically, the social sanctions and norms in small communities create
more pressure and incentives, which effectively builds up shared social identity and motivate
voting and participation behaviours of the students (Knack 1992; Funk 2010; Kouba 2018;
Bolden et al. 2014).

The positive effect of social mobilisation on voting behaviour may happen between close
friends with a face-to-face relationship (Bond et al. 2012). This effect is more likely to occur in
the university as students have more opportunities to develop close relationship with their
classmates, roommates or other students in the same group or society. Therefore, it is much
easier for them to be influenced by their friends in daily lives and voting behaviour. These
close relationships can help spread political information among students’ social networks and
motivate students to vote. Apart from face-to-face interactions, processes of politicisation
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mediated by social media networks play an increasingly important role in facilitating political
habitus (Loader et al. 2015).

Academic staff and curriculum

Universities are an important place for students to learn political knowledge from socialising
with their peers, staff and lecturers. This is supported by theory of socialisation, which
considers the impressionable or formative years between childhood and adulthood a key
period for citizens to form the basis of political attitudes and behaviour (Plutzer 2002). In
universities, the political learning takes place in/through various socialising agents, including
previous mentioned peer students and the academic staff (Smets and Ham 2013).

The shared identities of academics may motivate an active role in leadership, management
and governance activities (Bolden et al. 2014). The academic staff’s attitude towards demo-
cratic and participatory pedagogies, including membership or partnership in teaching and
learning, may have an influence on the students’ co-determining aspects of teaching and
learning (Luescher-Mamashela 2013).

The interactions between academic staff and university students are also reflected in the
delivered curriculum, which may transfer democratic values that promote critical thinking and
tolerance of different views, to university students (Boland 2005). Specifically, the curriculum
may offer students democratic experiences in tutorials, seminars, group projects, service
learning and active learning (Boland 2005).

An alternative hypothesis

Education as a proxy

Even though it seems that most researchers in the education field have reached an agreement
that education has influenced civic and political engagement, there are some scholars within
economics and political science that argue that education is simply a proxy for socioeconomic
background, and/or cognitive ability (Nie et al. 1996; Persson 2014). The theory of the effect
of social economic background as the primary influence of political engagement claims that as
different social classes have different political and education norms, it is the early family
socialisation into these norms that influence both political engagement and the importance of
education.

Persson (2014) uses quantitative analysis with data from the 1970 British Cohort study and
concludes that educational attainment merely proxies for people’s socioeconomic background
and social experience within the family rather than being a cause of political participation. He
also claims cognitive ability, cultural activities and parents’ education are strong predictors for
both educational attainment and political participation from the analysis. This hypothesis
suggests that individuals with higher cognitive ability will be more likely to go to higher
educational institutions and will simultaneously tend to participate more in political
engagement. Herrnstein and Murray (1994, 235) argue that ‘education predicts political
involvement in America because it is primarily a proxy for cognitive ability’. All these studies
mainly focused on political participation, particularly voting, while our study extends to active
citizenship. Also, if education only serves as a proxy for these early social experiences or
cognitive ability, young people should have established political engagement before receiving
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HE. Therefore, this study has taken prior active citizenship intentions into account to test these
theories.

In this study, in order to examine the theories of HE as a proxy or as a cause for active
citizenship, we control people’s socioeconomic status, parents’ education, individual’s innate
ability and other variables by two methods:

1. Using longitudinal data
2. Using within effects on citizenship educational longitudinal data

Based on the theoretical discussion, the hypothesis tested in this article is that the university
can promote young people’s active citizenship intentions, including voting, protesting and
volunteering.

Data and method

This section starts with an introduction to the CELS data. Next, it reviews the analysis
methods-ordinal logistic regression and hybrid models, followed by analysis procedure and
instruments used. Lastly, it introduces the variables used in the analysis.

CELS data

Our analysis is based on data drawn from the last three waves of the CELS data. The
longitudinal data are from 2009 to 2014 and only cover England. The initial aim of the CELS
data focused on citizenship education, and then it moved to examine young people’s active
citizenship and to investigate the factors contributing to different types and levels of engage-
ment (TNS BMRB 2015). The longitudinal data include a wide range of variables measuring
factors through school and adulthood, which have not been used by previous studies in the
field. Therefore, this provides the opportunity to better investigate HE’s effect on active
citizenship.

The citizenship items are taken from the three waves. The citizenship is measured by young
people’s intention to vote, protest and volunteer in the future in waves 4, 5 and 6. Some studies
use instrumental variables to predict education attainment (Milligan et al. 2004); however, this
article is in a better position by using higher education as the predictor variable. The higher
education variable is measured by the following question: ‘Did you get a degree or above, or are
you doing a degree at university or not?’. Citizenship education before university is also taken
into account. As it changes from wave 4 to wave 5, so it is included in the model. Also, in order
to remove the effect of time, we add the dummy variable of time into the model. Other observed
background variables such as gender, ethnicity, books at home, parents’ education level and
parents’ socioeconomic classification (occupation) are used as control variables (see Fig. 1). By
adding fixed effects in longitudinal data analysis, the effect of unobserved individual back-
ground can also be omitted. The detail of this is elaborated in the following parts.

Attrition

As with other longitudinal datasets, the CELS dataset is also experiencing attrition. In wave 4,
there were 1388 respondents. A large proportion of participants dropped out in wave 4, when
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Fig. 1 Descriptive statistics of variables
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many students went to university or left education. The data collection in wave 5 have already
reduced the effect of attrition. We get 322 individuals for the three waves. In order to test for
potential attrition effects, we followed Eckstein et al. (2012) and Keating and Janmaat (2016),
and compare participants in all three waves with those who just participated at wave 4.
Significant differences were found in measuring the attrition effects for gender with more
female respondents taking part in waves 5 and 6 than respondents who just participated in
wave 4. In order to deal with the attrition issues and make the data nationally representative,
weighting is applied to gender, ethnicity and region of young people in England. As these
proportions may change over time, the weight variable was created in SPSS using rim weight
according to the data from national statistics in the years 2009 (the fourth wave of CELS data),
2011 (the fifth wave) and 2014 (the sixth wave). The weight helps the data match the target
population. In addition, the gender variable, as well as other background variables, was also
included in our statistical analysis as controls, which helps to counterbalance any remaining
skew that cannot be addressed by weights (Paterson 2013).

To prevent further data loss due to item non-responses, this article uses the Bayesian
estimation technique of multiple imputation (MI) in SPSS to impute data. This method may
utilise all the variables in the analytical model to impute the missing values and create ten
imputed datasets, from which the final parameters are obtained by averaging. Also, MI can
address non-random missingness as it generates datasets according to the observed values for
individuals and the relations observed in the data for other participants (cf. Schafer and
Graham 2002).

This dataset is the only longitudinal data available that could provide insights into the
effects of universities on citizenship. With repeated observations for the same individual over
time, the longitudinal data enable us to address the issue of causality and to control for
unobserved individual characteristics that are time-invariant, but correlated with citizenship
(Winkelmann and Winkelmann 1998).

Analysis methods

For our study, hybrid cumulative logit models (Allison 2009) are created to explore whether the
university has an impact on young people’s future active citizenship. The model in this study is
an ordinal logistic regression with between and within individual effects. This regression is
appropriate for the study as the dependent variables—intentions for future active citizenship—
were ordinal, that is, definitely to do, likely to do, not likely to do and definitely not to do.

In order to get a precise result, we also add between and within effects on the ordinal
logistic regression model. The hybrid models allow us to have two coefficients estimated for
each variable: a between-individual effect (equal to the random effect) and a within-individual
effect (equal to fixed effects). A random-effects model is estimated with all the time-variant
covariates such as university and previous citizenship education demeaned and their deviations
calculated; therefore, it provides the fixed-effects estimators. Meanwhile, time-invariant co-
variates (control variables), for example, parents’ educational level, have not changed in the
model and thus equal to the random-effects estimates.

Specifically, the between-individual effect estimator uses variance between individuals. The
estimator is to estimate a regression on the dataset of means which consist of the person-
specific mean of each variable across time. With the between-individual effect model, we are
able to examine the impact of HE through the difference between individuals. However, the
between-individual effect estimators are probably biased by unobserved characters.
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The within-individual effects only employ within-individual variation to estimate coeffi-
cients, which enables us to analyse changes across time. Adding within-individual effects
allows us to counter omitted variable bias, for example, some researchers thought that an
individual’s cognitive ability or other unobserved variables also influenced political engage-
ment. With within-individual effects, the time-invariant unobserved heterogeneity is eliminat-
ed as fixed-effects control all these differences by removing the idiosyncratic error term
(Halaby 2004). Therefore, by comparing these two effect estimators, we can better understand
how universities influence young people’s intentions for active citizenship.

Modelling procedure

The hybrid models were run with Stata, and we followed the procedure described by Allison
(2009). The hybrid model requires us to combine the fixed-effects and random-effects
approaches into a single model. According to Allison (2009, 39), this can be done through
“decomposing each time-varying predictor into a within-person component and a between-
person component”, followed by creating a random-effects model with both components. The
estimates for the mean variables are not enlightening in themselves. However, it is important to
include these variables as they help get better estimates of the effects of the other time-
invariant variables.

The models were created in Stata, and the results are shown in Fig. 3. The coefficients for
the cumulative logit model represent the change in the log-odds of being in a higher rather than
a lower category of the dependent variable.

Variables

The section introduces variables in the analysis, and the descriptive statistics of each variable
can be seen in Fig. 1.

Dependent variables

As the analysis method requires variables to exist in each time point, the variables of
actual action, for example, voter turnout, cannot be used as indicators for political
engagement because young people cannot vote before 18 and national elections happen
about every 5 years. Therefore, to measure young people’s active citizenship, we will
depend on their intentions on political and civic activities: voting, protest and
volunteering as research shows the participatory intentions, reported participation and
validated participation are closely correlated (Achen and Blais 2010). The three items,
repeated in each wave, were asked as the following questions, respectively: ‘In the future
will you - Vote in general elections?’; ‘If you were confronted by something you thought
was wrong would you - Take part in a non-violent protest march or rally?’; ‘In the future
will you - Volunteer time to help other people?’

Predictor variables

In this study, we would like to know the effect of universities on active citizenship. In the
dataset, respondents were asked what the highest qualification they achieved in each wave
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was. In wave 5, they were also asked if they were doing a university degree. For the analysis,
we constructed a dichotomous variable as the predictor variable in each wave: ‘Do you have a
university degree (or above) or are you doing a university degree?’ (1 = Yes, 0 = No).

Control variables

Some other factors are reported to influence young people’s political and civic engagement,
such as social economic background (Colby et al. 2007), gender and ethnicity (Vromen 2003;
McFarland and Thomas 2006). In order to separate the effect of universities from young
people’s background factors, we include controls for gender, ethnicity, parental education level
and occupation, as well as the number of books in the home. Young people’s citizenship
education at school is also a factor (Colby et al. 2007). To remove the influence of previous
citizenship education, their citizenship education before university (1 = Yes, 0 = No) is also
controlled. Additionally, the longitudinal data enable us to separate differences between groups
that were developed by previous differences unrelated to the influence of universities. With
fixed effects, the time-invariant variables like innate characteristics—for example, cognitive
ability—can also be controlled.

Results

First of all, we start with a descriptive analysis, and Fig. 1 shows the young people’s intentions
for voting, volunteering and protesting in different educational level. In each intention, two
lines are plotted with dots: The solid lines represent the intentions of young people who have
already obtained the university degree while the dashed lines describe the intentions of young
people who have not gone to universities; the dots indicate the young people’s intentions in
three time points (both groups in secondary school, at university or after secondary school but
not at university, and after university or after secondary school but not at university).

As is shown in Fig. 2, there are clear differences in citizenship intentions between the two
educational groups. However, these differences appear to be present in both secondary school
and after university time points and the trends of each group are similar. This does not support
a causal effect of education: Differences across educational groups do not seem to result from
experiencing higher education, but already exist before higher education. Within each group,
voting intentions of young people with higher education increase while volunteer and protest
intentions decrease. Also, young people without higher education experience an increase in
their active intentions but their intentions’ levels are still below their peers with higher
education degrees. Therefore, in order to better examine how young people’s citizenship
intentions change over higher education, we proceed with ordered logit hybrid models with
between- and within-effects.

Figure 3 shows the results of ordered logit hybrid models. It presents the effects of
universities on intentions to vote, protest and volunteer in the future. The coefficients for the
models stand for the change in the log-odds of being in a higher category of the dependent
variable. For within-effect, the university has a statistically significant effect on intentions to
vote. An individual is more likely to express an intention to vote after HE when other variables
are controlled. These results are consistent with educational attainment theory that an individ-
ual’s level of education is a driving force for political engagement. For the intention to
volunteer, the trend is different when other variables are controlled. Young people are less
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Fig. 2 Young people’s intentions (measured on a scale from 1 to 4) and university status

Fig. 3 Hybrid logistic models predicting young people’s intentions for active citizenship
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likely to promote their intentions to volunteer after HE. Meanwhile, the result of the protest is
not significant, which indicates that HE has no effect on protesting intentions. This is also a
noteworthy finding as it suggests that young people do not increase their intentions to protest
after their experience in higher education.

For the between-individual effects, all variables are significant, as the test of the equality of fixed
effect and random effects shows that we can rely on the results of within effects. Therefore,
universities have a positive influence on young people’s intentions to vote. This indicates the
important impact of HE on voting which is in line with previous research. Young people with HE
degree are related to a higher likelihood of voting intentions in the future than their peerswithoutHE.

All the findings are robust with observed and unobserved control variables within hybrid
models, which means they are significant in the presence of a variety of controls designed to
measure the social backgrounds and status of the individuals. Also, these findings are in line
with the descriptive analysis results in Fig. 2: young people with higher education experience
an increase in their voting intentions, a decrease in volunteer intentions, but their intentions’
levels are still higher than their peers without higher education degrees. The implications of
these findings for citizenship education in HE in the UK are discussed in the final section.

There are some limitations to our analysis. Due to the attrition in the data, there might be
selection effects. However, attrition effects were only found in gender in the method section, and
we deal with them by including gender and other background variables in the analysis, weighting
and multiple imputation. Even though we are aware that there may be differences between full-
time and part-time students as well as of different disciplines, the data available does not provide
any information about these differences. Therefore, the study examines university students as a
whole including students both full-time and part-time across all disciplines.

Discussion and conclusion

This study examines the effect of universities on students’ intentions to be active citizens in England,
and supports the hypothesis that the university can promote voting intentions. Meanwhile, the
quantitative analysis indicates that universities reduces volunteering intentions and rejects significant
relationship between university and protesting intentions. These new findings may lead to further
research about the effects of university on active citizenship in the UK.

As discussed in the earlier section, the data and methods we used help identify a causal
direction of the relationship and take the effects of previous citizenship education into account.
Therefore, our results suggest that HE has an independent positive effect on young people’s
intentions to vote in the future. This provides strong support to the theory that educational
attainment leads to a high level of voting. Also, the voter turnout in general elections is
consistent with the findings. The data that we have used is from 2009 to 2014, which is close
to the 2010 and 2015 general elections in the UK. In the 2010 election, young people with
degrees (75% of 18–34-year-olds) have a much higher voter turnout than their peers with less
education (44% with GCSE or less of 18–34-year-olds) (Berry and Mcdonnell 2014). There is
a similar result of the 2015 election; there was approximately 40% difference in voter turnout
ratio between young people with and without degrees (Gardiner 2016). These differences were
smaller in the 2017 general election (69% versus 61%) (Ipsos MORI 2017) but this may be
due to the recent political context—a heated debate on the UK leaving the European Union
after its referendum in 2016—and larger youth vote in the recent election in the UK.
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However, we find no significant effect for intentions to protest and significantly negative effect
for intentions to volunteer. This finding is a unique contribution to the study. Even though there
are traditionally low levels of protest in Britain across all groups, a possible explanation for the
findingmight be that universities today are less of an environment that is conductive tomotivating
social causes and more about developing a consumer mindset (Brooks et al. 2015). This comes
with the influence of neoliberalism on HE, of which the marketisation trend of universities is a
reflection. For example, the marketisation of the university is reflected through tuition fees and
competition for students (Brown 2013). Since 2012, universities are allowed to raise the tuition
fees up to £9000, which is one of the key developments in the marketisation of UK higher
education (Brown 2013). In this case, university students will graduate with a large amount of
debts; therefore, they would expect to have decent salaries with university degrees (Brown 2013).
With the continuing increase in tuition fees in universities in England, there is a possibility that this
trend brings about a consumer mindset among students in HE and also strengthens the perception
of value for money in HE. On the one hand, even thoughHEIs in England still receive funding for
teaching from a combination of grants and tuition fees, from 2012, their income for teaching will
mostly come from fees (Brown 2013). On the other hand, it is possible that the recent removal of
student number controls in universities will have a considerable impact on the demands of
students as they have more choices of universities (Buckley et al. 2015). It is reported that the
student enrolment has greatly risen in some universities, especially Russell Group universities (24
excellent public research universities) while falls significantly in other universities, for example,
some post-92 universities (former polytechnic or central institutions in the UK that were granted
university status in 1992) (Morgan 2016). Consequently, universities have to compete for
students, therefore, they are becoming more responsive to students’ needs and expectations.
Giroux (2011) argues that weak forms of political protest and a conservative political climate on
US campuses is associated with students’ commodification of their lives. In addition, demands for
satisfaction introduced in universities imply that ‘teaching should confirm what the student
believes, rather than challenging students’ assumptions in an intellectual process of transforma-
tion’ (Williams 2013, 100) which may well be associated with the motivation to protest. This
leads us to speculate that universities in the UK are possibly now also more of a conservative
environment promoting more traditional forms of engagement that can maintain the status quo
such as voting.

For volunteer intentions, young people are less likely to improve them after HE even
though students with HE have higher intentions than their peers without HE degree. This
might because the increased tuition fee and living costs force students to seek income from
part-time jobs, which leave them limited time to volunteer. The 2015 Endsleigh annual student
survey suggests that the proportion of students working to fund studies has increased signif-
icantly: about 77% of students depend on income from employment from 59% in 2014 and
57% in 2013 (Dennis et.al. 2018). The study found that one-third of the students work part-
time, and another 14% work full-time, during study breaks or term time or both (Dennis et al.
2018). Research has shown that the motivations for students to volunteer are twofold,
compassion and concern for others, as well as perceived enhanced employability for them-
selves (Williams et al. 2017). As students are under financial pressure, they may tend to
develop skills from paid jobs rather than volunteer experience. In particular, the current
sociopolitical climate of austerity and marketisation of HE may reinforce the situation.

This raises an important question on the balance among different roles of HE in the UK in the
future: Is HE taking more responsibility for promoting social equity and democracy or more for
pursuing financial purposes? Additionally, there is evidence from research indicating that youth are
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not encouraged to develop projects that can bring social change as these projects may challenge
existing institutions (Dolan and Brennan 2016). Therefore, youth civic engagement usually focuses
onmaintaining these institutions rather than encouraging their action for change (Dolan andBrennan
2016). Further research is needed to substantiate the relationship between the changes to the
university environment and the changes to the norms of civic and political engagement.

Another major important question left to ask is why HE has an important effect on voting
intentions. This is not answered by our findings. Some researchers argue that HE is important
for active citizenship as it can provide more knowledge, skills and political familiarity for
individuals to participate in more complex political activities (Hillygus 2005). It does not only
prepare a citizen to vote but also helps them with ‘reasoned and deliberative decision making’
(27). Also, it is argued that the liberalising and politicising effect of university occurs through a
process of mixing with people from various backgrounds and perspectives, being open-minded
and engaging in a variety of topics (Abrahams and Brooks 2018). Glaeser et al. (2007) argue
that education socialises young people and political engagement is one form of socialisation;
therefore, education raises political or civic participation.

However, this research question remains open and needs further research. This is especially the
case since our study considers the university as a similar experience for everybody, while we need to
acknowledge it may not be the case. Consequently, the effects of universities on citizenship
intentions could be possibly related to the different types of universities, different subjects, and
full-time or part-time programmes. For example, students in Russell group universities may have a
different experience with others in more modern universities.With all the variation in experiences, it
is difficult to establish more precise theories why the association exists. Future quantitative and
qualitative research is needed to ascertain HE experiences thatmay affect young people’s citizenship
intentions. This research would need to identify the effect of different subjects and curricula at the
university, alongside identifying the effects of activities such as clubs and the role of the student
unions on young people’s active citizenship.
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