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Summary
We argue that the educational inequalities reflected in political participation rates also exist 
in workplace involvement, with higher educated individuals participating more in both realms. 
We also argue that workplace involvement reinforces educational differences in political 
participation. We scrutinise the effects of workplace involvement, political discussion and social 
capital acquisition in the workplace. Using data from 3037 workers from the Dutch labour force, 
we find that the higher educated have more access to workplace political socialisation than the 
lower educated. In turn, political socialisation in the workplace is positively related to political 
participation. Our findings suggest that political inequalities arising from educational differences 
are reinforced by people’s workplace experiences.

Résumé
Les auteurs entendent montrer que les inégalités en matière d'éducation, qui se reflètent dans les 
taux de participation politique, sont également présentes en termes d'engagement sur le lieu de 
travail : dans les deux cas, un niveau d'éducation plus élevé se traduit par un niveau de participation 
plus important. L'article démontre également que l'implication sur le lieu de travail renforce les 
différences de niveau d'éducation en matière de participation politique. Il analyse les effets de 
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l'implication sur le lieu de travail, des discussions politiques et de l'acquisition d'un capital social 
sur ce lieu de travail. À partir de données concernant 3037 travailleurs néerlandais, il montre que 
les personnes plus instruites ont davantage accès à la socialisation politique sur le lieu de travail. À 
son tour, la socialisation politique au travail est positivement liée à la participation politique. Ces 
résultats indiquent que les inégalités politiques découlant des différences d'éducation se trouvent 
renforcées par les expériences vécues sur le lieu de travail.

Zusammenfassung
Wir stellen die These auf, dass Bildungsungleichheiten, die sich auf das Ausmaß der politischen 
Mitwirkung von Bürgerinnen und Bürgern auswirken, ebenfalls Einfluss auf die Partizipation 
von Beschäftigten am Arbeitsplatz haben – Menschen mit einem höheren Bildungsabschluss 
zeigen sowohl in der Politik als auch im Betrieb ein stärkeres Engagement. Wir sind ebenfalls 
der Auffassung, dass die Arbeitnehmerpartizipation das im politischen Engagement erkennbare 
Bildungsgefälle weiter verschärft. Wir untersuchen die Auswirkungen der Partizipation am 
Arbeitsplatz, politischer Diskussionen und der Aneignung von Sozialkapital am Arbeitsplatz. 
Anhand der Daten von 3.037 niederländischen Arbeitnehmerinnen und Arbeitnehmern zeigen wir, 
dass Menschen mit einem höheren Bildungsabschluss einen besseren Zugang zu Möglichkeiten der 
politischen Sozialisierung am Arbeitsplatz haben als Menschen aus bildungsferneren Milieus. Die 
politische Sozialisation am Arbeitsplatz steht wiederum in einem positiven Zusammenhang mit der 
politischen Beteiligung. Diese Ergebnisse deuten darauf hin, dass politische Ungleichheiten, deren 
Ursache in Bildungsunterschieden liegt, durch Erfahrungen am Arbeitsplatz verstärkt werden.

Keywords
Political socialisation, workplace involvement, political participation, education, workplace voice

Introduction

Education is often found to be an important explanation for people’s political participation. ‘There 
is probably no single variable in the survey repertoire that generates as substantial correlations 
[.  .  .] as level of formal education [.  .  .] and the relationship is always in the same direction. The 
higher the education, the greater the “good” values of the variable’ (Converse, 1972: 324). This 
includes levels of political participation: people with higher levels of education are more likely to 
participate in politics than those with lower levels of education (Persson, 2015; Verba et al., 1995). 
For example, in the Netherlands, those with a university degree are more likely to vote in elections 
(89.3 vs 64.9 per cent), contact politicians (19.6 vs 2.1 per cent) and participate in political protests 
(7.8 vs 1.7 per cent) than people who have only completed primary education (Schmeets, 2017).

In the academic debate on educational differences in political participation, three explanations 
dominate. The first emphasises socialisation and skills acquisition in school: schooling develops 
people’s knowledge, skills and norms, which foster political participation (Kingston et al., 2003; 
Pallas, 2000; Persson, 2015; Verba et al., 1995). The second explanation presents education as a 
sorting mechanism: people with higher levels of education obtain different positions in society, 
which induces political participation (Müller and Shavit, 1998; Nie et  al., 1996; Pallas, 2000; 
Shavit and Müller, 2000). Those with higher levels of education have access to networks that 
encourage participation and are more likely to be recruited for political participation (Persson, 
2015). These two explanations indicate that education has a causal effect on political participation. 
A third explanation questions this causal effect and claims that education serves mainly as a proxy 
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for family political socialisation: pre-adulthood experiences and dispositions, mostly through 
parental influences, affect both attained or pursued education levels and political participation 
(Berinsky and Lenz, 2011; Kam and Palmer, 2008).1 Regardless of whether education is a cause of 
political participation, the differences in political participation presented above undoubtedly exist.

We extend the debate on educational differences in political participation by connecting it to 
workplace involvement, which we understand as participating in any form of workplace decision-
making, whether related to corporate issues or work organisation and working conditions. We start 
from the idea that socialisation and the acquisition of political skills are not confined to childhood 
and adolescence, but continue during adulthood, and specifically in the workplace (Brady et al., 
1995; Peterson, 1992). We build upon the first two explanations presented above and argue that 
differently educated individuals have different experiences and social interactions in the work-
place, resulting in different access to political socialisation. This inequality in political socialisa-
tion at work contributes to existing differences in political participation.

Work prepares people for political participation in three ways. First, the workplace constitutes a 
small-scale political arena, and participation in it enhances important political skills (Greenberg 
et al., 1996; Wasburn and Adkins Covert, 2017), especially if the experiences with workplace par-
ticipation are positive (Carter, 2006; Geurkink et al., 2020). Second, political discussion at work, 
involving cross-cutting discourse more often than in any other context (Brundidge, 2010; McCall 
and Manza, 2011; Mutz, 2002; Mutz and Mondak, 2006; Wasburn and Adkins Covert, 2017), fosters 
people’s interest in and understanding of politics, resulting in higher levels of political participation 
(La Due Lake and Huckfeldt, 1998; Zhang et al., 2010). Third, non-political social interactions also 
foster political participation through the development of social capital (Estlund, 2003).

Compared with lower educated individuals, the tasks, roles and context of higher educated 
individuals exposes them to more experiences with workplace involvement (Oreopoulos and 
Salvanes, 2011; Pallas, 2000), political discussion (Cramer, 2004; Hibbing et  al., 2011) and 
social capital (Behtoui and Neergaard, 2012; Estlund, 2003; Handel, 2016). This different expo-
sure to political socialisation at work in turn can help us understand educational differences in 
political participation.

We go beyond the effects of institutional participation at work on political participation and 
consider the effects of broader political and non-political interactions between workers and their 
colleagues and supervisors. We studied 3037 individuals from the Dutch labour force using a 
unique data set containing information on people’s experiences in the workplace and their political 
participation to answer the research question: How and to what extent do social capital, political 
discussion and workplace involvement explain educational differences in political participation?

Theories and hypotheses

We present four types of political socialisation in the workplace that foster political participation. 
First, we argue that involvement in workplace decision-making fosters important skills that pro-
mote political participation. Second, we claim that union membership stimulates political partici-
pation. Third, we argue that political discussion with co-workers fosters political participation. 
And fourth, we address the effects of non-political social interactions on political participation by 
looking at the influence of social capital. For each of these types, we discuss why they foster politi-
cal participation and why we expect higher educated individuals to be exposed to these types of 

  1	 But note that these explanations are contested and still the topic of academic debate (see for example: 
Gidengil et al., 2019; Henderson and Chatfield, 2011; Mayer, 2011; Persson, 2015).
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political socialisation at work more often, except for union membership, participation in which we 
expect to be higher among lower educated individuals. In addition, we test whether education 
moderates the effects of union membership on political participation.

Workplace involvement

The workplace functions as a political arena on a small scale. Workers participate in organisational 
decision-making, pursuing their interests and attempting to improve and defend working condi-
tions (Ferris et al., 2000; Jian and Jeffres, 2008). By participating at work, workers can develop and 
learn political skills such as debating, negotiating and mobilising, which affect political behaviour 
because the authority patterns in the workplace resemble those in politics: ‘The workplace pro-
vides an education in the management of collective affairs that is difficult to parallel elsewhere’ 
(Kriesi and Westholm, 2007; Pateman, 1970: 43). Therefore, workplace participation has the 
potential to increase political participation (Budd et al., 2018; Carter, 2006; Greenberg et al., 1996; 
Milliken et al., 2015; Verba et al., 1995; Wu and Paluck, 2020).

We expect higher educated individuals to be more involved in workplace decision-making and 
therefore in ‘workplace politics’ than lower educated individuals. First, the extent to which workers 
can express their opinions and interests is positively related to their hierarchical position (Kriesi and 
Westholm, 2007; Verba et al., 1995). Furthermore, because higher educated people are more likely to 
work in a managerial position, in which they exercise power and influence (Almond and Verba, 1963; 
Ferris et al., 2000; Marsden, 2013), the higher educated are more involved in workplace politics as an 
inherent part of their role and tasks. Akkerman et al. (2015) even show that in organisations with 
more higher educated individuals, extensive employee participation is more prevalent. Moreover, 
higher educated individuals are found to be more confident in their verbal skills, increasing their 
engagement in participatory behaviour in the workplace (Pitesa and Pillutla, 2019). Finally, higher 
levels of job autonomy are found to be positively related to political participation. The sense and 
experiences of having control is thought to reduce stressors commonly associated with political par-
ticipation (Burn and Konrad, 1987; Lopes et al., 2014). Job autonomy, in the sense of having a certain 
degree of control over how work is done, is found to be unevenly distributed in organisations: higher 
skilled workers have more autonomy (Kwok, 2020). Therefore, we expect the following:

Higher educated individuals are more likely to have higher levels of workplace involvement than lower 
educated individuals (H1a).

Workplace involvement is positively related to political participation (H1b).

Additionally, Greenberg et al. (1996) suggest that workplace involvement is more stimulating when 
this experience is positive. It is therefore important to account for the evaluation of the experience. 
For this evaluation, the outcomes of the participation process are important. When the process 
resulted in desired outcomes and people are satisfied, it is regarded as a positive experience, which 
stimulates future participation. On the other hand, if people are not satisfied with the results of their 
involvement, the experience may be regarded as disappointing, discouraging future participation 
(Carter, 2006). In addition to the results of workplace participation, the responses of peers (co-
workers or supervisors) to workplace participation are important for the evaluation of this experi-
ence (Geurkink et al., 2020). Supportive responses of others towards workplace involvement are 
likely to be evaluated positively, inducing the feeling that one can rely on others when workers 
pursue their interests. By contrast, non-supportive responses to workplace involvement give the idea 
that collective action is difficult to establish, reducing political participation (Tucker et al., 2008).
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We expect that higher educated individuals have more positive experiences with workplace 
involvement. First, the jobs that higher educated individuals do provide them with more ties to 
others and bargaining power than the jobs of lower educated people (Marsden, 2013). As a result, 
higher educated workers are more likely to have someone on whom they can rely for advice, 
encouragement or support or are more likely to attain a desired outcome (Oreopoulos and Salvanes, 
2011; Pallas, 2000). Furthermore, because workplace involvement is more often an important part 
of their job and they have more experiences of it, we expect higher educated people to have more 
opportunities to learn and apply strategies to convince others to support their cause. Lower edu-
cated individuals, however, are more likely to have a weaker position, have fewer ties to others and 
have fewer experiences with successful participation in the workplace. This makes them less likely 
to have a positive experience with workplace involvement. Thus, we expect the following:

Higher educated people are more likely to have a positive experience with workplace involvement than 
lower educated people (H2a).

Positive experiences in the workplace are positively related to political participation (H2b).

Union membership

A second way in which workplace involvement contributes to political participation is through 
union membership. The empirical relationship between union membership and voting in political 
elections has been widely established (D’Art and Turner, 2007; Turner et al., 2020). First, the skills 
training effect also applies here: through union activities, skills are developed and encouraged that 
prepare individuals for political participation (Kriesi and Westholm, 2007; Pateman, 1970). In 
addition, union membership could raise workers’ awareness of political issues, such as economic 
inequality, and the possibilities for contesting and addressing these issues collectively and demo-
cratically (Turner et  al., 2020). Finally, unions can also mobilise workers directly for political 
participation, including voting, demonstrations or political strikes.

Although studies of the effect of educational level on union membership have produced mixed 
results – positive, negative and curvilinear relations have been found (Schnabel, 2020) – in the 
Netherlands, the empirical context of this study, union membership is higher among lower edu-
cated individuals than higher educated ones (Gielen and Malkaoui, 2023).

There are also indications that the positive effect of union membership is stronger for the lower 
educated because higher educated people will participate anyway (regardless of being a union 
member) and already have other ways of developing political skills (Kerrissey and Schofer, 2013). 
We therefore expect the following:

Lower educated people are more likely to become a trade union member than higher educated people 
(H3a).

Union membership is positively related to political participation (H3b).

The effect of union membership on political participation is stronger for lower educated people than for 
the higher educated (H3c).

Political discussion

Besides workplace involvement and union membership, other experiences and interactions in the 
workplace can also prepare people for political participation. Discussing politics may foster 
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interest in politics, raise political awareness, help to crystallise political opinions and provide a 
better understanding of and information on politics (La Due Lake and Huckfeldt, 1998; Leighley, 
1990; McLeod et al., 1999; Schmitt-Beck and Lup, 2013). The effect of political discussion on 
political participation is especially strong if they involve some degree of disagreement (Kwak 
et al., 2005).2 That way, individuals learn about alternative perspectives, reflect more carefully on 
their own and gain more knowledge about politics (Scheufele et al., 2006). Therefore, more politi-
cal discussion is expected to foster political participation (Klofstad, 2010; McLeod et al., 1999; 
Pattie and Johnston, 2009; Searing et al., 2007; Wyatt et al., 2000).

The workplace provides an important opportunity for engaging in (cross-cutting) political dis-
cussion (Brundidge, 2010; Estlund, 2003; Jones, 2013; Mutz and Mondak, 2006; Putnam, 2000; 
Wasburn and Adkins Covert, 2017). Unlike most other social contexts (such as friends or political 
groups), people are less able to select those with whom we interact and discuss issues (Djupe and 
Sokhey, 2014; Fischer, 1982; Thommes and Akkerman, 2018; Warren, 1993). Although, for most 
people, the workplace is a good place to take part in political discussions (Conover et al., 2002; 
Cramer, 2004; Mutz and Mondak, 2006; Scheufele et al., 2006; Wyatt et al., 2000), higher educated 
people are more likely to discuss politics there than the lower educated (Hibbing et al., 2011; Nir, 
2012). The roles that higher educated people are more likely to have at work generally involve 
more political discussion simply because of the higher frequency of workplace social interactions 
associated with these roles (Burt, 1990; Verba et al., 1995). Furthermore, the tasks of higher edu-
cated individuals involve more interactions with external actors, such as government representa-
tives (Ferris et al., 2000), interactions that are more political in nature than the interactions in the 
roles of lower educated individuals. Therefore, we expect the following:

Higher educated people have more political discussions at work than lower educated people (H4a).

Having political discussions at work is positively related to political participation (H4b).

Social capital

Besides discussing politics, other social interactions in the workplace can also affect political par-
ticipation in the form of social capital. Social capital consists of the connections among people that 
facilitate certain actions or outcomes (Coleman, 1988; Putnam, 1995). Social capital is an impor-
tant driver of collective action, such as political action, for three reasons (Putnam, 2000; Rothstein 
and Stolle, 2002). First, norms of reciprocity between people allow individuals to overcome col-
lective action problems, which contributes to the success of collective action. Second, trustworthi-
ness, tolerance and empathy make it more likely that individuals will put the well-being of the 
collective over self-interest. Third, connections between individuals foster the skills needed for 
cooperation, negation and persuasion, which are relevant for political action (Estlund, 2003).

The workplace is an important agent of social capital formation. Individuals communicate, 
apart from their family members, most often with their co-workers (McCall and Manza, 2011). 
Via interactions with others in the workplace, individuals learn to work together and build trust, 

  2	 Note that there is some debate on the actual effects of cross-cutting political discussion on political par-
ticipation (Matthes et al., 2019; Mutz, 2002). However, even those who find negative effects of disagree-
ment find that the positive effects of being involved in political discussion are much stronger than the 
negative effects of disagreement (for example, Pattie and Johnston, 2009).
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tolerance and empathy (Putnam, 2000). Behtoui and Neergaard (2012) show that educational 
credentials are positively correlated with individuals’ access to social capital in the workplace. 
For higher educated people, on average, social capital building activities are more often important 
elements of work tasks and work roles than for the lower educated. Their tasks more often involve 
interactions with others, which enables the building of trust and norms of reciprocity. Furthermore, 
managerial roles, in which the higher educated are more prevalent, train them in the skills needed 
for cooperation, collaboration, negation and persuasion, fostering social capital (Oksanen et al., 
2013; Putnam, 2000). Moreover, because the higher educated already have higher levels of social 
capital when they leave school (Fischer, 1982; Huang et al., 2009; Lin, 2002; Putnam, 1995) and 
more frequently interact with other higher educated individuals (Kilduff and Brass, 2010), the 
social capital generated during education is reinforced in the workplace (McPherson et al., 2001). 
Therefore, we expect the following:

Higher educated people have more social capital at work than the lower educated (H5a).

More social capital at work is positively related to political participation (H5b).

To summarise our expectations briefly, we expect that the educational differences in political par-
ticipation can be understood partly by looking at people’s political socialisation in the workplace 
(that is, workplace involvement, union membership, political discussion in the workplace and 
workplace social capital). We expect that these forms of political socialisation are related to peo-
ple’s educational levels and in turn affect their levels of political participation.

Data and measures

Data

To test our expectation we collected panel data with the Work and Politics Survey (Akkerman  
et al., 2018) which is conducted among the Dutch population. This data set consists of a representa-
tive sample of the Dutch labour force regarding gender, age, education and work situation. The data 
were collected using the TNS NIPObase, which comprises approximately 235,000 people from the 
Netherlands from which a representative sample is drawn.3 All our independent variables were col-
lected between July and September 2017, and information on our dependent variable (political par-
ticipation) was collected between October and November 2018,4 with a response rate of 64 and 
83 per cent, respectively. Survey drop-outs do not differ significantly regarding our main variables 
of interest: education, political participation, workplace participation, political discussion and social 
capital.5 Our final sample includes all those respondents on whom we have observations on our vari-
ables of interest, resulting in a sample of 3037 individuals across all our analyses.

  3	 Data collected via internet (CAWI).
  4	 Because some people changed organisation or started a different job between the collection of the inde-

pendent and the dependent variables, we re-ran our analyses, concerning political participation, exclud-
ing those individuals. Conclusions with regard to our hypotheses remain the same.

  5	 Online Supplemental Table S1 provides an overview of the differences between the survey drop-outs and 
survey non-drop-outs.
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Measures

Political participation 
To measure political participation, we asked respondents: ‘Which of the following did you do 
during the last twelve months?’, followed by a list of 12 different types of political participation 
(see online Supplemental Table S2). Additionally, we asked individuals whether they voted during 
the most recent municipal elections. In line with previous studies on political participation (for 
example, Kam and Palmer, 2008; La Due Lake and Huckfeldt, 1998; Verba et al., 1995), we added 
these types of political participation and scaled the resulting variable so that it runs from ‘0’ indi-
cating no participation to ‘100’ indicating participation in all possible ways, so that results can be 
interpreted as more per cent types of participation. Therefore, a higher score on the political partici-
pation variable indicates taking part in more types of political participation.

Education 
For level of education, we asked for the highest level of education respondents had attained. We 
created three dummy variables (lower education, medium education and higher education). ‘1’ 
indicated for lower education: ‘no or primary education’ or ‘lower secondary vocational training’; 
for medium education: ‘middle-level secondary education’, ‘middle-level vocational training’ or 
‘higher-level secondary education or secondary scientific training’); and for higher education: 
‘higher-level vocational training’ or ‘university’.6

Workplace involvement 
To measure workplace involvement, we use two indicators. We asked individuals whether they were 
a member of the works council.7 Membership of the works council is a type of workplace participa-
tion in which employees have several power resources, such as rights of information, consultation, 
and co-determination, on a broad range of matters (Gumbrell-McCormick and Hyman, 2010).8 To 
address informal, more day-to-day expressions of interest and negotiations, we use as a second 
indicator for workplace involvement workplace voice (see Sluiter et al., 2020). We asked people 
whether they had an issue in the workplace (for example, insufficient career opportunities, dissatis-
faction with wages, dissatisfaction with working hours, or feeling discriminated against) and, if so, 
whether they had voiced it either to their supervisor, co-workers, or via another channel within or 
outside the workplace. This measurement of workplace involvement is close to ‘lower level’ work-
place participation (Pateman, 1970: 73–74) and organisational voice (Milliken et  al., 2015). We 
created a binary variable, with ‘1’ indicating that individuals did express their voices.

To address whether workplace participation is evaluated positively, we look at three different 
aspects related to workplace voice. First, we asked people to what extent they are satisfied with the 

  6	 This categorisation is in line with the one used by the Dutch Central Bureau of Statistics.
  7	 One can argue that involvement in the works council is broader than works council membership only. 

Therefore, we re-ran our analyses including work council involvement (that is, can you name a person 
who is a member of the works council or can you name a topic that is discussed in the work council?). 
This did not affect the conclusion with regard to the effects of the works council.

  8	 Establishments employing 50 employees or more are legally obliged to have a works council (WC). About 
70 per cent of establishments comply with this obligation (D&B, 2019). Workers in the Netherlands are 
eligible for candidacy as soon as they have worked in the organisation for 12 months. The works council 
can deviate from this rule if this promotes the working of the works council. Although the law limits 
works council membership to employees, the employer and works council are allowed jointly to extend 
these entitlements to others not formally employed, but working in the organisation.
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way the problem they voiced was solved. The variable problem solved is a five-point scale, which 
we recoded to range from 0 to 1 for comparability with the other types of political socialisation in 
the workplace, with 1 indicating ‘very satisfied’. For the variables supervisor support and co-
worker support, we asked respondents the following question: ‘After you voiced an issue, did that 
result in one of the following responses by your supervisor/(some of) your co-workers?’ We cate-
gorised each of the supervisors’ and co-workers’ responses, and if people received support from 
their supervisors or co-workers they received a ‘1’. People who either did not voice or did not 
receive a supportive response were coded ‘0’.

Union membership 
We asked whether people are or were a member of a trade union. We created a binary variable, 
with ‘1’ indicating that individuals are a member of a trade union.

Political discussion 
For the workplace political discussion, we asked individuals whether they had one or more col-
leagues with whom they could discuss politics.9 This variable is a binary variable, with ‘1’ indicat-
ing that an individual does have one or more co-workers with whom they can discuss politics.

Social capital 
To measure people’s workplace social capital, we used items presented by Van Der Gaag and 
Snijders (2005). The data allow us to measure different types of social resources to which individu-
als have access in the workplace (for example, do you know anyone at work who can do your 
shopping when you are ill?) (see online Supplemental Table S3), which constitutes a valid meas-
urement of social capital compared with measuring network size or intensity (Finsveen and Van 
Oorschot, 2008). We summed the number of social resources and scaled the variable so that it runs 
from ‘0’ (no resources) to ‘1’ (all possible resources).10

Control variables 
Next, we added several control variables to our analysis. For contract type, we created three cat-
egories, indicating whether an individual had (1) a permanent contract, (2) a temporary contract or 
(3) another type (such as solo self-employed). We expect contract type to be related to education 
and workplace political socialisation. In order to distinguish the effects of social capital and politi-
cal discussion in and outside the workplace, we also add outside political discussion and outside 
social capital to our analysis, measured in the same way as these variables at work, only specifi-
cally referring to connections outside the workplace. Furthermore, we controlled for whether indi-
viduals were female or not and for people’s age (16 years = 0) and their squared age (age squared) 
to take into account potential nonlinear effects of age. Table 1 provides descriptive statistics for the 
variables used in this study for all respondents included in the analyses.

  9	 Please note that the item we used to measure political discussion at work does not specify what should 
be considered political and what should not. However, what is considered political might differ between 
different groups of workers. For example, one group may identify discussions on topics such as LGBTQ 
rights or climate change as ‘political,’ while other groups of workers might see discussions on issues 
such as housing quality and renting as ‘political’.

10	 Factor analysis shows that all items measure a similar construct. The Cronbach’s alpha indicates high 
internal consistency (0.945).
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Analyses

The relationship between education and political socialisation in the workplace

In the first step of our analyses, we address the relationship between level of education and work-
place political socialisation. Table 2 displays the mean of each type of workplace political sociali-
sation by education level. This table shows a clear pattern: the higher the education level, the more 
access to political socialisation in the workplace. An exception is trade union membership. Lower 
educated people are more often members of a trade union. In order to determine whether these dif-
ferences between educational groups are significant, we estimate the effect of education level on 
each type of political socialisation, as presented in Table 3. The results show that, compared with 
lower educated people, the higher educated have significantly more of each type of socialisation, 
except for trade union membership, for which we find that differences are not significant between 
higher and lower educated groups. Additionally, we find that medium educated people have more 
political discussion in the workplace.11 For the differences between medium educated and higher 

Table 1.  Descriptive statistical variables for respondents in all analyses.

Mean/% Std. dev Min Max

Political participation 13.11 9.95 0 100
Level of education
  Low 7.7% 0 1
  Middle 44.6% 0 1
  High 47.7% 0 1
Works council 16.0% 0 1
Trade union 23.8% 0 1
Workplace voice 87.9% 0 1
Problem solved 0.41 0.359 0 1
Supervisor support 35.2% 0 1
Co-worker support 56.0% 0 1
Political discussion 77.3% 0 1
Social capital 0.66 0.324 0 1
Contract type
  Permanent 76.6% 0 1
  Temporary 17.0% 0 1
  Other 6.4% 0 1
Outside political discussion 84.3% 0 1
Outside social capital 0.859 0.300 0 1
Female 47.8% 0 1
Age (16 years = 0) 25.30 12.008 0 50
Age squared 794.02 632.589 0 2500

Note: N=3037.

11	 Although we are interested in the educational differences in access to workplace political socialisation, it 
might be argued that other factors correlate with both education level and political socialisation and are 
partly responsible for the correlation that we find. Therefore, we have included several control variables 
in the models (see online Supplemental Table S4). When controlling for contract type, gender, age and 
age squared we find that the differences for problem solved, supervisor support, and co-worker support 
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educated people, additional analyses (not shown here) show that the higher educated have signifi-
cantly more workplace political socialisation, except for problem solving and trade union member-
ship. With regard to trade unions, higher educated people are even significantly less likely to be a 
member than medium educated people. In conclusion, these findings support hypotheses 1a, 2a, 4a 
and 5a: Higher educated people are more likely to voice problems or opinions, are more often a 
member of a works council, and have more social capital, political discussion and positive experi-
ences with workplace participation than the lower educated.12 We do not find support for hypoth-
esis 3a. Lower educated people are not more likely to be a member of a union than the higher 
educated.

The relationship between workplace political socialisation and political participation

The analyses presented above show that education relates to most types of political socialisation in 
the workplace. We argue, furthermore, that this socialisation affects people’s level of political par-
ticipation.13 Table 4 shows the results of the analysis testing the relationship between workplace 
political socialisation and political participation.14 The findings show that, when controlling for the 
other characteristics, works council membership, trade union membership, co-worker support and 
political discussion are positively related to individuals’ political participation. We find that work 
council members are 16.8 per cent more likely to participate in an additional type of political 

Table 2.  Mean workplace political socialisation by education level.

Education level

  Low Middle High

Works council 0.12 0.14 0.18
Trade union 0.27 0.25 0.22
Workplace voice 0.82 0.87 0.90
Problem solved 0.37 0.40 0.42
Supervisor support 0.31 0.33 0.38
Co-workers support 0.50 0.54 0.59
Political discussion 0.66 0.74 0.82
Social capital 0.61 0.65 0.68

Note: N=3037.

become insignificant, indicating that these educational differences may not be caused by education level. 
Nevertheless, the results from Table 3 show that there are significant educational inequalities with regard 
to access to political socialisation in the workplace.

12	 Part of the theoretical mechanism linking education level and workplace political socialisation assumes 
that higher educated people have different types of occupation from the lower educated. Mediation 
analyses show that, on average, about 59.6 per cent of the relationship between education level and 
workplace political socialisation can be explained by occupational differences (operationalised as either 
service class, working class, or intermediate class), see online Supplemental Table S5.

13	 The bivariate effects between workplace political socialisation and political participation are presented 
in online Supplemental Table S6.

14	 Because our dependent variables could be considered a count variable, we also tested our expectation 
using a negative binomial regression analysis. The findings discussed below show robust effects (see 
online Supplemental Table S7).
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participation than people who are not a works council member. These predicted effects are 13.0 per 
cent for trade union membership, 7.3 per cent for those who have their voice supported by co-
workers and 12.8 per cent for people who can discuss politics in the workplace. Combined, com-
pared with those without any of these types of political socialisation, those with them are 49.8 per 
cent more likely to participate in an additional type of political participation.15 Thus, we find sup-
port for hypotheses H1b, H2b, H3b and H4b. These results do not show a significant relationship 
between social capital in the workplace and political participation (H5b) or between workplace 
voice, the extent to which problems are solved and supervisor support, on the one hand, and politi-
cal participation on the other. Mediation analyses show that about 6.7 per cent of the total differ-
ences in political participation between lower and higher educated individuals can be explained by 
workplace political socialisation (see online Supplemental Table S6). Besides the hypothesised 
effects, we find positive effects of education level and political discussion outside the workplace; 
that individuals with a temporary contract are more likely to participate politically than people with 
a permanent contract; that woman are less likely to participate at all; and that age has a nonlinear 
effect, with the lowest level of political participation when individuals are 30 years of age.16

To test our moderation hypothesis on the differential effects of union membership on political 
participation for different educational groups (H3c), we run a moderation analysis of education 
level with regard to this effect. The results are presented in Figure 1. We find no difference between 
the effects of union membership on political participation between lower and higher educated indi-
viduals. Therefore, we find no support for hypothesis H3c.

Finally, we address the relationship between workplace political socialisation and different 
modes of political participation (Table 5). We do this to see whether the relationships that we find 

15	 The total effect of works council membership, union membership, political discussion and co-worker 
support on the total amount of political participation is 6.48 (see Table 4). This indicated 6.48 percentage 
points more total participation. The total amount of participation is based on 13 different forms of politi-
cal participation. Hence combining these effects results in being 49.8 per cent ((6.48 / 13) * 100) more 
likely to participate in one additional form of these 13 types of political participation.

16	 Arguably, education may not only impact the attainment of political socialisation in the workplace, but 
its returns for political participation (Lin, 2002). To examine such a conditional effect, we test whether 
there are interactions between education level and the types of political socialisation that affect political 
participation. We find no significant moderation effects.

Table 3.  OLS regression estimates of the relation between education and workplace political 
socialisation without control variables.

Works 
council

Trade 
union

Workplace 
voice

Problem 
solved

Supervisor 
support

Co-worker 
support

Political 
discussion

Social 
capital

Education level (low = ref)
- Middle 0.02

(0.02)
-0.02
(0.03)

0.04
(0.03)

0.03
(0.03)

0.02
(0.03)

0.05
(0.04)

0.08*
(0.03)

0.04
(0.03)

- High 0.06*
(0.02)

-0.06
(0.03)

0.08**
(0.03)

0.05*
(0.03)

0.07*
(0.03)

0.09*
(0.04)

0.17***
(0.03)

0.08**
(0.03)

Constant 0.12***
(0.02)

0.27***
(0.03)

0.82***
(0.02)

0.37***
(0.03)

0.31***
(0.03)

0.50***
(0.03)

0.66***
(0.03)

0.82***
(0.02)

Notes: N=3037; ***p <0.001, **p<0.01, *p<0.05; we applied linear probability models with robust standard errors 
for models for works council, trade union, workplace voice, supervisor support, co-worker support, and political 
discussion; standard errors in parentheses.
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for political participation are driven by several types of workplace political socialisation, or 
whether, albeit not specifically hypothesised, some types of political socialisation in the workplace 
are related only to certain modes of political participation or are even differently related to different 
modes of political participation (see also: Godard, 2007). We distinguish between party activity, 
contacting, consumer participation, protest, casting a vote in municipal elections, and voting in a 

Table 4.  OLS regression estimates of the effects of workplace political socialisation on political 
participation.

Works council 2.18***
(0.48)

Trade union 1.69***
(0.42)

Workplace voice 0.20
(0.63)

Problem solved 0.38
(0.61)

Supervisor support 0.36
(0.43)

Co-worker support 0.95*
(0.39)

Political discussion 1.66**
(0.51)

Social capital -1.07
(0.64)

Education level (Low = ref)
- Middle 2.47***

(0.68)
- High 6.00***

(0.69)
Contract type (permanent = ref)
- Temporary 1.89***

(0.50)
- Other 1.44*

(0.72)
Outside political discussion 2.45***

(0.70)
Outside social capital 0.15

(0.83)
Female -1.59***

(0.35)
Age (16 years = 0) -0.11

(0.06)
Age squareda 0.38**

(0.12)
Constant 4.61***

(1.14)
Adj. R-squared 0.108

Note: N=3037; ***p <0.001, **p<0.01, *p<0.05; standard errors in parentheses. 
aFor interpretation purposes, we presented the actual effect multiplied by 100.
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referendum (see Teorell et al., 2007).17 For these different types of participation, we find slightly 
different relationships. We find that membership of works councils is positively related to party 
activity and contacting and that trade union membership has positive effects on consumer partici-
pation, protest and voting in a referendum. Furthermore, we find that positive experiences with 
voice relate to four types of political participation. Specifically, we find that the extent to which the 
problem is solved is positively related to party activity, while co-worker support is positively 
related to consumer participation, protest and referendum voting. Political discussion is positively 
related to voting both in municipal elections and during a referendum. Additionally, we find a 
negative relationship between social capital and referendum voting.

Conclusion

This article addresses the role of political socialisation in the workplace with regard to educational 
differences in political participation. We show that education level is strongly related to most types 
of workplace political socialisation: higher educated people have more access to most types of 
political socialisation in the workplace than do lower educated people. We find evidence that works 
council membership, trade union membership, positive experiences with workplace participation 
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Figure 1.  Predicted effects of trade union membership on political participation by education level (with 
83% confidence intervals).

17	 See online Supplemental Table S2 for an overview of the types of political participation and the respec-
tive mode of participation they belong to.
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(for example, co-worker support), and political discussion relate positively to political participa-
tion. Contrary to previous research (Kerrissey and Schofer, 2013) we do not find that the lower 
educated benefit more from union membership than the higher educated. Mediation analyses show 
that 6.7 per cent of the educational differences in political participation are explained by workplace 

Table 5.  Log-odds for different types of political participation.

Party activity Contacting Consumer 
participation

Protest Vote Referendum

Works council 0.63***
(0.17)

0.91***
(0.24)

0.09
(0.13)

0.17
(0.12)

0.10
(0.17)

0.14
(0.11)

Trade union 0.27
(0.17)

0.25
(0.25)

0.28*
(0.11)

0.40***
(0.11)

0.13
(0.14)

0.20*
(0.09)

Workplace voice 0.13
(0.30)

0.50
(0.52)

-0.12
(0.18)

0.01
(0.17)

0.07
(0.18)

-0.09
(0.14)

Problem solved 0.54*
(0.26)

0.49
(0.37)

-0.00
(0.17)

-0.03
(0.16)

0.19
(0.19)

-0.18
(0.14)

Supervisor 
support

-0.09
(0.18)

-0.18
(0.26)

0.04
(0.12)

0.03
(0.11)

0.15
(0.14)

0.09
(0.10)

Co-worker 
support

-0.20
(0.16)

0.28
(0.25)

0.27*
(0.11)

0.24*
(0.11)

0.10
(0.12)

0.24**
(0.09)

Political 
discussion

0.17
(0.24)

-0.19
(0.33)

0.21
(0.14)

0.25
(0.14)

0.31*
(0.15)

0.46***
(0.12)

Social capital -0.08
(0.28)

0.03
(0.42)

-0.26
(0.18)

-0.19
(0.17)

0.03
(0.20)

-0.32*
(0.15)

Education level (Low = ref)
- Middle 1.08*

(0.53)
0.95

(0.75)
0.38

(0.23)
0.27

(0.21)
0.36*

(0.18)
0.64***

(0.17)
- High 2.02***

(0.52)
1.75*

(0.74)
1.02***

(0.22)
0.90***

(0.21)
0.94***

(0.19)
1.28***

(0.17)
Contract type (permanent = ref)
- Temporary 0.32

(0.22)
0.90**

(0.30)
0.32*

(0.13)
0.34**

(0.13)
0.16

(0.15)
0.38***

(0.11)
- Other -0.16

(0.33)
0.83*

(0.39)
0.23

(0.19)
0.33

(0.18)
0.01

(0.21)
0.10

(0.16)
Outside political 
discussion

0.77
(0.42)

1.38*
(0.67)

0.14
(0.21)

0.19
(0.20)

0.69***
(0.19)

0.40*
(0.16)

Outside social 
capital

0.11
(0.46)

-0.65
(0.67)

0.33
(0.25)

0.29
(0.24)

-0.38
(0.23)

0.15
(0.19)

Female -1.11***
(0.17)

-0.76**
(0.24)

-0.10
(0.10)

-0.06
(0.09)

-0.09
(0.11)

-0.24**
(0.08)

Age (16 years 
= 0)

-0.03
(0.03)

-0.00
(0.04)

-0.02
(0.02)

-0.03
(0.02)

-0.01
(0.02)

-0.01
(0.01)

Age squareda 0.06
(0.05)

0.04
(0.08)

0.07*
(0.03)

0.07*
(0.03)

0.08*
(0.04)

0.06*
(0.03)

Constant -4.93***
(0.70)

-6.69***
(1.06)

-2.59***
(0.34)

-2.61***
(0.33)

0.21
(0.31)

-2.17***
(0.27)

Pseudo R2 0.098 0.092 0.033 0.037 0.053 0.063

Note: N=3037; ***p <0.001, **p<0.01, *p<0.05; standard errors in parentheses. 
aFor interpretation purposes, we presented the actual effect multiplied by 100.
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political socialisation. We thus show that political socialisation in the workplace can help us to 
understand differences in political participation.

Our article contributes to the discussion of employee participation theory, which argues that the 
workplace functions as an important training ground for political participation (Pateman, 1970). 
We find that trade union membership is positively related to protest, consumer participation and 
voting in a referendum, whereas membership of a works council is related to more engagement in 
political parties or with their members. In addition, we add important new agents for political 
socialisation beyond the commonly studied repertoire of formal workplace characteristics and 
workplace participation (for example, Adman, 2008; Budd et al., 2018; D’Art and Turner, 2007; 
Godard, 2007); we include more common day-to-day experiences and social interactions with co-
workers and supervisors. We find that co-worker support is related positively to forms of collective 
political participation, such as voting in a referendum and consumer participation. This supports 
the idea that social support of workplace participation is important for developing trust in collec-
tive political action. Additionally, we show that political discussion in the workplace is positively 
related to political participation. This indicates that in line with political preference formation, 
political participation is ‘to a substantial extent a process of abstraction and generalisation from 
an actor’s own everyday-life occupational experiences’ (italics in original) (Kitschelt, 2012). 
Additionally, our inclusion of the evaluation of workplace participation, and social responses 
towards it, advances our understanding of why previous studies provide mixed support for the 
political spillover hypothesis that workplace participation fosters political participation.

Second, we find that people with higher levels of education have more access to resources and 
experiences important for political participation than the lower educated. This implies that the 
workplace reinforces political participation inequalities that are established through education dur-
ing adolescence. This finding underlines the suggestions of studies addressing so-called ‘diploma 
democracy’, which argue that educational differences in political participation and representation 
are on the rise (see: Bovens and Wille, 2017; Schakel, 2021). If anything, the workplace only rein-
forces these inequalities.

Third, this article contributes to the literature on inequalities in political participation in three 
ways. First, previous research shows that education is related to political participation (for exam-
ple, Persson, 2015; Verba et al., 1995). We add that political skills and norms acquired at work 
moderate the effects of education and political participation, offering an explanation of the educa-
tional differences in political participation, in addition to parental socialisation and socialisation at 
school. Furthermore, our findings that different types of political socialisation in the workplace 
affect different modes of political participation offers interesting avenues for future research on the 
effects of workplace socialisation on political participation.

Our article’s message that socialisation in the workplace has substantial consequences for politi-
cal participation has practical implications as well. The significant inequalities we find with regard 
to access to workplace participation, political discussion and social capital also have implications 
for other aspects of people’s work and lives, such as health and satisfaction (for example, Andrews, 
2010; Helliwell and Huang, 2010; Kim et  al., 2008), organisational performance (for example, 
Baruch-Feldman et al., 2002; Bashshur and Oc, 2015) and societal outcomes beyond political par-
ticipation, such as political tolerance and other political attitudes (for example, Mutz and Mondak, 
2006; Stanojevic et al., 2020). Our findings therefore support initiatives that encourage workers to 
socialise and bond in the workplace, to provide environments in which employees feel safe to dis-
cuss controversial and political topics and voice workplace issues, and to make membership of 
works councils and trade unions more attractive to a wider range of employees. Consequently, the 
article’s findings raise concerns about workplace practices and policies, such as flexibilisation of 
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work, which may threaten social capital formation, solidarity (Jansen et al., 2017), participation 
and voice at work (Sluiter et al., 2020).

Our research also provides practical suggestions for trade unions struggling to combat inequali-
ties at work, as we find that inequalities are further reinforced precisely through work because of 
unequal access to workplace political socialisation. Obviously, our research suggests that higher 
unionisation among the lower educated (relative to the higher educated) would be an equaliser. 
Hence, aiming organising campaigns at the lower educated could contribute to narrow the gap in 
political participation between educational levels. In addition, focusing unions’ efforts to encour-
age active membership specifically on the lower educated could compensate for existing differ-
ences in access to workplace political socialisation. Offering training in political skills specifically 
to and targeted at lower educated people, or occupations in which lower educated people work, 
could be an important equaliser in this regard. Finally, given our finding that political discussions 
are positively related to voting behaviour, unions could invest (more) in initiating political discus-
sion at the workplace, for instance by discussing local workplace issues in a broader political 
context (for example, by transposing workplace issues into the positions and performance of politi-
cal parties), or vice-versa.

Our findings may provide a new stimulus to the study of the role of the workplace in under-
standing political inequalities. However, the data available to this study prevent us from making 
strong assertions about the causality of the effects found. One might argue that pre-adult socialisa-
tion affects both people’s workplace socialisation and their political participation or that political 
socialisation in the workplace is affected by political participation. We think that given the relative 
inability of individuals to choose their work environment, this is unlikely to be the whole explana-
tion for the effects we find. Additionally, experimental evidence shows that involvement in work-
place decision-making does foster political participation (Wu and Paluck, 2020). Nevertheless, 
further research could address changes in these workplace contexts and political participation over 
longer periods of time to derive more decisive conclusions on this matter.
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