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Abstract: 

There is wide agreement in the scholarly literature with regard to the political relevance of the micro social contexts in which individuals are embedded (Beck et al. 2002, Berelson et al. 1954, Huckfeldt et al. 2002, 2004, Huckfeldt and Sprague 1995, Lazarsfeld et al. 1948, McClurg 2003, 2006, Mutz 2002b, 2006). Yet the specific circumstances that favor this influence and contribute to an increase in individuals’ political engagement and knowledge remain disputed (Mutz 2006). In general, we have no clear answer to the question whether this influence is universal or is influenced by the structure of the larger social milieus, political contexts and cultures to which individuals belong. This is partly due to extant evidence coming from studies conducted in a limited number of polities, mainly the US but also Germany, Spain and Japan.  

My paper fills in this gap by analyzing the effect that micro social contexts have on individual political behavior and knowledge in a cross-country design. Results indicate that there are no general, direct effects of micro social contexts. However, embeddedness in social networks has an indirect effect on the two outcomes, by stirring up political interest and media attendance.  Additionally, operationalizing micro social contexts as either large, generic networks or small, intimate ones yields different results pertaining to their relevance for individual electoral behavior and knowledge. 
Introduction

A considerable body of scholarly literature has argued that social context plays a critical role in shaping individuals’ involvement with politics. Specifically, extant research has indicated that certain features of the micro social settings in which individuals are embedded are linked to an increase in their electoral participation (Lazarsfeld et al. 1944, Huckfeldt and Sprague 1995, Beck et al. 2002), general political involvement (McClurg 2003, 2006, Mutz 2002b), and political knowledge (Kenny 1998, Holbert et al. 2002, Bennett et al. 2000, Eveland 2004, Eveland and Thomson 2006, Eveland and Hively 2009).  To these micro-level influences some scholars have added the moderating role of macro-contextual variables, such as social and partisan composition of the neighborhoods where individuals reside (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1995) or the distribution of political preferences at the country level (Anderson and Paskeviciute 2006). 
Overall, there seems to be compelling evidence that empirical models of individual political behavior and knowledge that fail to consider micro social contexts as an explanatory variable are underspecified and produce biased estimates. Beside such technical concerns about omitting social context from empirical models of individual political behavior and understanding there are equally important practical ones. If a highly interested and participative citizenry is to be obtained, the study of the social context as a significant antecedent of political involvement and knowledge becomes particularly relevant.
The understanding of individual political behavior as a socially rooted phenomenon had its heyday in the ‘50s with the research of Lazarsfeld and his colleagues (Lazarsfeld et al. 1944). Despite convincing arguments in favor of considering micro social contexts as important influences for individual electoral behavior the social model of politics was soon abandoned and replaced by models where political behavior was understood as an individualistic act. The last two decades have witnessed an accumulation of research where individual political behavior has been approached form a social perspective. This revival came from different types of research, such as studies on the role of personal social networks in politics (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1995), social capital (Putnam 2000), and deliberative theories of democracy (Fishkin 1991). 
However, the vast majority of these studies focus on one country and so we are still short of a broader nomothetic understanding of the micro social influences in politics. Moreover, the results of the extant research on the social underpinnings of individual political behavior are far from being conclusive. To give just an example, some studies found that exposure to diverse political opinions in individuals’ micro social surroundings has detrimental consequences for their political participation (Berelson et al. 1954, Lazarsfeld et al. 1944, Mutz 2002) while other studies found a positive (Kwak et al. 2005, Scheufele et al. 2004) or a non-significant effect (Horan 1971, Nir 2005). 

A possible explanation for the diversity and at times contradictory nature of these findings is the lack of agreement in the way social context has been conceptualized and operationalized. In other words, it is only methodological considerations that have prevented the development of unitary conclusions in this field of research (see especially Eveland and Hively 2009 for a review of these problems). Another possibility though is that the lack of agreement is a reflection of the reality. The influence that micro social contexts have on individual political behavior is moderated -and thus takes different forms- by macro contexts, such as macro social structures and cultures. 
Little (if any) evidence exists on the ways micro and macro social contexts interact. In other fields of inquiry, interest in the way in which personal social networks interact with macro structures have revealed interesting processes. For example, when the larger networks are structured as closed groups, individuals who thrive are those who live in rather dense groups. However, when the higher structure is sparser, individuals who are at an advantage are those who span boundaries (Burt et al. 2000).
The political effect of embeddedness in micro social settings may vary across larger units, such as societies characterized by diverse social norms and political cultures. Cultural studies do specifically emphasize that the way individuals understand, communicate, and behave depend both on their individual predispositions and values and the culture to which they belong (Hofstede, 2001). In this view, taking political cues from peers, for instance, may turn out to be a more widespread and pervasive feature of societies that, for different historical and cultural reasons, place higher importance on interpersonal communication than on formalized means of communication such as media or political parties and organizations. However, more debate may not necessarily contribute to an increase in participation and knowledge but equally plausible may bring about skepticism and demobilization. 
Such considerations lead me to asking the following question: is there a general effect that political discussion within social networks has on individual electoral behavior and political knowledge across various polities? 
To answer this question I draw on a cross-country survey conducted across a number of societies that differ in their cultural and political makeup. To find out whether micro social contexts do have similar effects across diverse countries I review a set of propositions that were investigated in previous research and test them in a comparative fashion. I employ two methods for investigation this issue. First, I estimate the same model in a country by country design. The results are then looked at comparatively. Second, I conduct a multilevel analysis, where network measures randomly vary across the countries. Also, I include the democratic experience of the countries as a second level variable and potential moderator of the relationship between network embeddedness and political behavior and knowledge. 

The most noticeable conclusion drawn from the country by country analysis is that no systematic pattern of influence can be observed. Micro social contexts appear to be significant antecedents of individual electoral behavior and political knowledge only in a limited number of polities. The results of estimating multilevel analysis though indicate that political discussion in intimate social settings has an indirect effect on turnout and political knowledge. More precisely, discussing politics with peers has a positive and significant effect on respondents’ political interest and consumption of political news in media, which in their turn are among the strongest predictors of turnout and political knowledge.
The paper proceeds as follows. The first chapter reviews the literature exploring the relationship between micro social contexts and individual electoral behavior and political knowledge. The main aim of this exercise is to derive hypotheses that will be further tested in an attempt to find out whether the effect that micro social contexts have in politics is general or contextual. The second part introduces the data and the variables in the models. The next part presents and discusses the results. 
1.  Micro social context effects on political behavior and knowledge: a review 
There is wide agreement in the scholarly literature with regard to the relevance of micro social contexts – most often conceptualized as embeddedness in personal social networks – for normatively desirable outcomes such as voting, political participation, (Berelson et al. 1954, Huckfeldt et al. 2002, Huckfeldt et al. 2004, Huckfeldt and Sprague 1995, Lake and Huckfeldt 1998, Lazarsfeld et al. 1948, McClurg 2003, Mutz 2002b, 2006) and political knowledge and sophistication, with the latter mostly operationalized as quiz knowledge (Kenny 1998, Holbert et al. 2002, Bennett et al. 2000, Eveland 2004, Eveland and Thomson 2006, but see Eveland and Hively 2009 for a different operationalization). Yet the specific circumstances that favor this influence and contribute to an increase in individuals’ political engagement and sophistication remain disputed (Mutz 2006, Eveland and Hively 2009). In general we have no clear answer to the question whether this influence is universal or vary across countries as a result of differences in the social norms and cultures defining these macro level units.  
1.1. Micro social contexts and individual turnout   
The analysis of the general character of micro social influences in electoral behavior draws on foundational studies of sociological model of voting of the Columbia school (Lazarsfeld et al. 1944, Berelson et al. 1954) and more recent research in this area, especially by Beck (Beck et al. 2002),  Huckfeldt and Sprague (1995), McClurg (2003), and  Mutz (2002a, 2006).  
The conclusions formu​lated by Lazarsfeld and his colleagues indicated that frequent and intimate inter​actions with politically like-minded others contribute to an increase in electoral participation whereas experience of cross-pressure – stemming from embeddedness in groups that hold conflicting political views measured from respondents’ position– depresses individual turnout especially due to a delay in the formation of the voting preferences at the electoral time. Their research also showed that unstable voters and defectors came mainly from the group of those that either could not recall any political discussion in their groups or were exposed to conflicting political views (Berelson et al. 1954, Lazarsfeld et al. 1944). 
Further research found little, if any, support for the theory of cross-pressures. A replication of the analysis conducted by Lazarsfeld and his collaborators using similar datasets found no support for the detrimental effect of membership in politically heterogeneous settings (Horan 1971). In more recent research, cross-pressure has been redefined as the amount of opposing political views (Mutz 2002) or as the ambivalence of the political opinions (Nir 2005) people encounter in their everyday social networks. The results of these pieces are not conclusive, though. In some studies, people embedded in politically hetero​geneous social networks appeared to be more likely to refrain from political activ​ity, mainly to avoid putting their relationship at risk (Mutz 2002: 851, 2006). In other research, where cross-pressure was operationalized as the balance of oppos​ing and similar views, politically ambivalent settings 
appeared to have no effect on participation, vote choice and the crystallization of vote decision (Nir 2005).
One possible explanation for these differences stems from the distinctive ways of conceptualizing and operationalizing micro social contexts across different studies. Although most of the empirical research relies on information about respondents’ personal social networks for constructing measures of micro social influences, there are quite noticeable differences in the way these measures are constructed. As the most illustrative example, the concept of cross-pressure or political heterogeneity was operationalized either as number/or proportion of network members holding political views that oppose those of the respondents or as number/or proportion of network members whose political views are ambivalent, meaning that some agree with respondents while some others totally disagree.  Eveland and Hively (2009) specifically takes an issue with such operationalization and warn against the indiscriminate use of the concept of heterogeneity for both types of political communication by analyzing the consequences that each of these type of networks have on political participation and knowledge. To solve the confusion, they propose two distinct terms, namely ‘dangerous discussion’ – when all network members hold opposing political views – and diverse discussion – when network members discussants hold a mix of political views. 
Overall, a review of the main literature dealing with the relationship between micro social contexts and individual turnout indicate that there are a number of propositions that have been investigated in most of these studies. Testing them in countries that differ in their social structure and political culture will help answering the question about the general character of the social influence in politics. The list of hypotheses investigated in previous research is as follows.

H1.1: Individuals who report more frequent political discussion in their micro social surroundings are more likely to vote.  

H1.2: Individuals who report more instances of political discussion with peers who share their political views are more likely to participate in elections.  

H1.3: Individuals who report more instances of political conversation with peers who hold opposing political views are less likely to participate in elections.  

H1.4: Individuals who report more exposure to diverse political views in their conversation with peers are less likely to vote. 

1.2. Micro social contexts and political knowledge 

The relationship between interpersonal communication and political knowledge became a topic of research more recently (Kenny 1998, Holbert et al. 2002, Bennett et al. 2000, Eveland 2004, Eveland and Thomson 2006). In some studies, the role of political discussion in micro social settings in generating an increase in people’s political knowledge is contrasted with its influence in bringing about political mobilization. Mutz (2006), for instance, found out that although embededdness in politically heterogeneous networks depresses political participation it acts as an enhancer of political expertise. On the contrary, politically homogeneous settings provide political mobilization but do not contribute to an increase in political knowledge. 

Based on this literature I formulate the following hypotheses that sate expected relationships between embeddedness in micro social settings and individual political knowledge.  

H2.1: Individuals who report more frequent political conversation in their micro social settings are more politically knowledgeable.

H2.2: Individuals who report more instances of political discussion with peers who share their political views will be more politically knowledgeable
. 

H2.3: Individuals who report more instances of political discussion with peers who hold opposing political views will be more politically knowledgeable. 
H2.4: Individuals who report being exposed to more diversity of political views in their social interactions will be more politically knowledgeable.

H2.5: Discussing politics with more knowledgeable peers will increase respondents’ level of political knowledge. 

2. Data and measures 
The proper setting for an empirical examination of these questions is a large scale, cross-country study that gives comprehensive information on the micro social contexts in which individuals reside and their political behavior and understanding. Ideally, the pool of countries included in the analysis should be free of any selection bias and cover settings that differ in their social structure and culture. To my knowledge the study that best satisfies most of these criteria is the Comparative National Elections Project (CNEP) (http://www.cnep.ics.ul.pt/index1.asp). 

The study includes twenty six national election surveys and was conducted in eighteen countries since 1990. It was conducted in three waves and all of them were concerned with intermediation processes through which citizens receive information during the electoral campaign. The selection of the countries does not follow a random procedure and thus the result is a convenience sample rather than one that is representative for the whole set of extant societies. However, the countries are quite diverse with regard to their histories, institutions and political cultures and this makes the study a relevant venue for testing the general character of social influence in politics.    
The study includes countries from South America, Southern, Eastern and Western Europe, East Asia, and the US. It features newly and recently democratized countries (Spain, Portugal, Italy, Chile, Uruguay, Greece, Bulgaria, and Hungary), countries that have been taking some steps in the same direction (Hong Kong and China), and stable democracies (Japan and the US). However, not all of the national samples include information that is relevant for this study and therefore only a part of them is included in the analysis. 

Two response variables are included in the analysis, namely individual turnout and political knowledge. 
There are two sets of explanatory variables, one that quantifies respondents’ larger social settings and one that taps into their smaller, more private circles of social interactions. Henceforth I will refer to these two types as generic and intimate social settings/networks. 

The measures for generic social settings are frequency of political talk with network members and their political similarity, dissimilarity, and diversity.  The measures for intimate settings are frequency of political discussion with network members, their political similarity and expertise. 
Different control variables are considered in these analyses. The complete list include measures of respondents’ socio demographics, such as age, gender, education, marital status, indicators of socially rooted political influences, such as church attendance, and measures of cognitive involvement with politics, such as media attendance, political interest, political efficacy, evaluation of economic and political situation at election time, and strength of partisanship. 

The next part gives information on the way response, explanatory and control variables were created. 

Response variables 

The response variable, individual turnout is a dichotomous measure recording respondents’ self-declared participation in the most recent national elections (voted).

Respondents’ political knowledge (‘political knowledge’) is a variable computed by summing the number of correct answers given to four factual questions on political issues. The variable takes values from 0 to 4.
Explanatory variables 

Frequency of political discussion in generic settings (‘Frequency of political talk’) is computed by summing respondents’ answers to a set of four questions on the frequency of their political discussion during the electoral campaign with family, friends, workmates, and neighbors. The original variables range from 0 indicating that they never talked politics to 3 meaning that they talked often. The computed variable ‘frequency of political talk’ takes values from 0 to 12
. 
The variables measuring the political composition of the generic networks draws on a set of questions asking respondents whether, for each of the above mentioned groups – family, friends, workmates, and neighbors – their political views were similar to their peers’, different from theirs’, or the political views of network members were divided. Two different coding schemes of the answers were employed in the national samples. 
In some samples the possible categories were 1-totally similar, 2-totally different, 3-unaware or unable to recognize discussants’ political views. Using the third group as the base category I computed two dichotomous variables for each of the four settings of political discussion: complete similarity and complete difference. I then summed up these dichotomous measures and created two variables that record the number of settings in total agreement with respondents’ political views (‘political similarity’) and the number of settings where full disagreement prevails (‘political disagreement’).
In some other samples, one more category was included, namely 4-mixed views. By following the same procedure I created an additional measure of network political composition. It records the number of settings where political support is divided (‘political difference’).
All these variables take values from 0 to 4. 
The set of intimate network variables include frequency of political discussion, political agreement with network members and perceived political expertise within the intimate network.

The frequency of political discussion with intimate network members draws on a set of questions asking respondents about their habit of discussing politics with spouse and two other people with whom they generally discuss important issues. These measures range from 0 indicating that they never talked politics to 3 meaning that they talked often. The answers were summed up for each respondent who declared to have a spouse and two other discussants.  The computed variable ‘frequency of political talk’ takes values from 0 to 12
.  

Political similarity with intimate network members (‘political similarity’) was computed by summing respondents’ answers to a set of questions asking how often they agreed when discussing electoral campaign issues with spouse and each of the two other important peers. 
The original variables range from 0 indicating that they never agreed to 3 meaning that they very often agreed. The final measure takes values from 0 to 9
. 
Political expertise (‘political expertise’) within intimate social settings was computed by asking respondents to assess their spouses’ and discussants’ level of political knowledge on a scale ranging from 0 to 3, where 0 indicates that network members were not informed at all and 3 indicates that they were very well informed. By summing up across the three discussants I created a measure of perceived political expertise in the intimate networks. This measure takes values from 0 to 9
.

Control variables 

Age (‘age’) is a variable measuring respondents’ self-declared age
. 
Education (‘education’) is a 7-point variable recording respondents’ self-declared highest educational attainment
.

Partisanship (‘partisanship) is a 4-point variable recording respondents’ self-declared strength of party identification
.

Gender (‘female’) is a dichotomous variable where female takes value 1 and male takes value 0.
Marital status (‘married’)  distinguishes between those who declared being married or living with a partner (coded 1) and those who reported being single, divorced or separated (coded as 0). 

Respondents’ church attendance (‘church attendance’) is a 5-point variable, running from 0 which means that respondent never attends religious services to 4 which indicates respondent very often does it
.
The variable measuring respondents’ frequency of following the electoral campaign via different media (‘media attendance’) draws on five questions asking respondents how often they followed news about campaign on internet, magazines, newspapers, on radio and TV. 
Each of these variables take values from 0 meaning respondent never followed that medium to 4 meaning respondent very often did. The final variable takes values from 0 to 20
. 
Political interest (‘political interest’) sums respondents’ answers to the question of how much interest they have for politics in general and for the most recent events of the electoral campaign. The original variables take values from 0 to 3 and 0 to 4, respectively, and the computed variable runs from 0 to 7
. 

Respondents’ evaluation of the economic situation (‘economy evaluation’) is a 5-point variable rating respondents’ assessment of the national economy at the time of elections. The variable takes values from 1 =very bad to 5=very good.

Respondents’ evaluation of the political situation (‘political evaluation’) is a 5-point variable rating respondents’ assessment of the political situation of the country at the time of elections. The variable goes from 1=very bad to 5=very good.

Political efficacy (‘efficacy’) is a composite measure based on respondents’ agreement or disagreement with three items that read as follows: ‘Generally, politics seems so complicated that people like me cannot understand what is happening’, ‘Politicians do not care much about what people lime me think’, and ‘People like me do not have any influence over what the government does’. Each of these items is a 5-point scale variable that goes from 1=totally agree to 5=totally disagree. The final measure goes from 0 to 15
. 
3. Results 
The first part of this section reports the results of estimating the influence of embeddedness in micro social contexts on individual turnout and political knowledge. Four models are estimated for each response variable. Two of them include generic social networks as explanatory variables and the other two have intimate networks as explanatory variables. The reason for the presence of two models within each set of explanatory variables is that I first estimate a restricted model that includes a limited number of control variables that is available for all countries in the analysis and afterwards a more comprehensive one where all the relevant controls available in each national sample are included. The restricted model is better suited for a comparative analysis while the more extended models are better specified. 
Moreover, the extended model includes more control variables that tap into individuals’ involvement with politics and therefore is better suited for dealing with issues of reverse causation. 
3.1. Social context and individual turnout 
This section reports the results of analyzing the relevance of micro social settings for individual turnout. I first present the results of estimating these effects for the generic networks – both restricted and extended model- and then for the intimate networks – again both the restricted and extended models. As turnout is a dichotomous variable I employ logistic regression. 
3.1.1. Generic social networks and individual turnout
The countries included in this analysis are Argentina (2007), Chile (1993), Hungary (1998), Mexico (2006), Mozambique (2004), South Africa (2004), Taiwan (2004), US (2004), and Uruguay (1994). 
Logit (Tunrnout) = b0 + b1 (frequency of political talk) + b2 (political similarity) + b3 (political dissimilarity) + b4 (age) + b5 (education) + b6 (gender) + b7 (media attendance) + b8 (strength of partisanship) + u

Table 1
Relationship between generic social networks and turnout:  logistic regression






Argentina 2007
Chile 1993
Hungary 1998

Mexico 2006

Mozambique 2004


Frequency of political talk

-.119


-.297

.296**


.394


.543**

Political similarity 


1.144***

.389

.066


.426**


.217**

Political dissimilarity


.336**


.096

-.036


.075


-.236

Age 




-.133


.984***
.342***

.418**


.7***



Education 



.142


.215

.585***

.253


-.276



Female




.247


.018

.093


.258


-.397


Media attendance


.132


.138

.315***

.269


.014

Partisanship



.253**


.424**

.353***

.175


.035

Constant



.780**


-.309

-2.147***

-.902


.036

Chi-square 



11 (.19)

22 (.006)
9 (.36)


3 (.96)


5 (.73)

R-squared 



.16


.17

.18


.11


.13






South Africa 2004
Taiwan 2004

US 2004

Uruguay 1994

Frequency of political talk

.028


.417


.083


.809**

Political similarity 


.137


.268


.3**


-.166




Political dissimilarity


-.106


-.417


.238


-.206


Age 




.968***

.420**


.574***

-.340



Education



.114 


-.154


.939***

-.330




Female




-.063


-.203


.446**


.159



Media attendance


.093


.057


.338**


-.131

Partisanship



.196**


.396***

.556***

.287




Constant



-.927**

-.307


-3.928***

3.096**



Chi-square 



15 (.05)

4(.83) 


3 (.92)


12 (.13)

R-squared 



.18


.15


.32


.07












Table 1 reports the results of estimating the effect of generic social networks on individual turnout. They indicate that more political talk in these settings is significantly related to more electoral participation in Hungary, Mozambique, and Uruguay. Being part of more politically agreeable settings appear to boost electoral participation in Argentina, Mexico, Mozambique, and the US. Embeddedness in more politically dissimilar settings is negatively associated with turnout in five out of the nine cases although the relationship does not reach a significant level in any. Age appears to be significantly and positively linked to individual turnout in almost all of the countries with the exception of Argentina and Uruguay where the relationship is negative but not significant. Education, a classic predictor of turnout, is positively and significantly linked to individual electoral participation in most but not all the countries and so is strength of partisanship.
Overall, electoral participation appears to be a function of individual characteristics (age and education), involvement with politics (strength of partisanship), and, to a smaller extent, social influences (political talk with peers and embeddedness in politically similar settings). 
The next model extends the previous one by including more control variables that are present in each of the nine country samples. As stated before, the reason for investigating these models in addition to the restricted ones is that their design is better suited for considering endogeneity issues. More precisely, a common criticism that cross-sectional designs face is that they do not allow for estimating causal effects. Electoral participation, for instance, can be both a result and a cause of more political interaction within one’s micro social surroundings. By including more control variables that tap into respondents’ involvement with politics – such as self-declared political interest, economic and political evaluation, and political efficacy – as well as for additional indicators of social influence – church attendance I bring additional support to the claim that the flow of the influence goes from networks to participation. 
The equation for the extended model is as follows. 
Logit(Turnout) = b0 + b1 (frequency of political talk) + b2 (political similarity) + b3(political dissimilarity) + b4 (age) + b5 (education) + b6 (gender) + b7 (media attendance) + b8  (strength of partisanship) + b9 (political diversity) + b10 (married) + b11(church attendance) + b12 (political interest) + b13 (economy evaluation) + b14 (political evaluation) + b15 (political efficacy) + u
Table 2.  Relationship between generic networks and turnout:  logistic regression





Argentina 2007

Chile 1993

Hungary 1998

Mexico 2006
Mozambique 2004

Frequency of political talk

-.225


-.322


.233


.320


.320

Political similarity 


1.195***

.396


.022


.335


.324

Political dissimilarity


.382**


.089


-.061


.007


-.137

Political difference














.175

Age 




-.096


.745***

.295***

.426**


.681**



Education 



.145


.125


.481***

.413


-.115


Female




.049


-.802


.064


.130


-.490

Married



.492**


1.205**

.038


.404


.313

Church attendance








.226**


.184


.090

Media attendance


.074


.013


.219**


.043


-.155

Political interest


.395**


.214


.664***

.441**


.295**

Partisanship



.232


.417**


.301***

.273


.009

Economy evaluation


-.272


.052





.079


-.207



Political evaluation


.164


.099





.112

Efficacy



-.023








.536


.072

Constant



.685


-.795


-2.171***

-3.556**

-.199



Chi-square 



14 (.07)

11 (.18)

10 (.26)

4 (.85)


8 (.44)

R-squared 



.22


.22


.21


.22


.15






South Africa 2004
Taiwan 2004

US 2004

Uruguay 1994

Frequency of political talk

.075


.243


-.255


.623

Political similarity 


.033


.160


.394**


-.187





Political dissimilarity


-.119


-.273


.287


-.187

Political difference


-.117


.045


.224


Age 




1.166***

.419**


.510***

-.392**




Education



.129


-.214


.898***

-.373




Female




.114


-.183


.410


.212

Married 



-.516


.330


.204


.542

Church attendance


-.079


-.199


.203**








Media attendance


-.064


.132


.029


-.223

Political interest 


.354**


.361**


.896***

.494

Partisanship



.203**


.246


.489***

.178

Economy evaluation


.069








-.096

Political evaluation











-.038

Efficacy



.207


.181


.448**




Constant



-1.983**

-1.080


-6.523***

2.994**




Chi-square 



13 (.13)

13 (.14)

6 (.7)


9 (.35)

R-squared 



.22


.17


.39


.09
Results in Table 2 indicate that after including more controls, the variable measuring the frequency of political talk loses significance overall. Its effect is taken away by the measure of self-reported political interest both in Hungary and Mozambique. The positive effect of embeddedness in more politically like-minded social settings remains significant in Argentina and the US but loses significance in Mexico and Mozambique, where it is again political interest that takes it away. The inclusion of a variable measuring political diversity returns no significant effect in any of the samples. Political interest appears to be strong and significant everywhere, except Chile and Uruguay. 
The fact that the effect of social settings vanishes when political interest is added in the model may indicate that political discussion in networks have an indirect effect, namely by increasing one’s interest for politics. 
Nevertheless, the cases of Argentina and the US tell a different story. Here, political similarity remains a significant influence even after controlling for various forms of cognitive involvement with politics. However, while in the US it is political similarity that appears to drive electoral participation it is both similar and dissimilar settings that boost electoral participation in Argentina. The model appears to perform very well in the US (R-squared of .39 and good model fit) and pretty well in Argentina (R-squared of .22 and reasonable model fit). 

3.1.2 Intimate social settings and individual turnout 

Next I look at the effects of small, intimate networks on individual turnout. The set of countries where the measures of intimate networks are available includes a few of the previous ones and some new ones. The complete list features Argentina (2007), Bulgaria (1996), Chile (1993), Greece (1996), Hungary (2006), Mexico (2006), Mozambique (2004), South Africa (2004), Spain (1993), Taiwan (2004), and the US (2004). 
The presence of some countries analyzed before makes possible an additional comparison between the role of generic and intimate networks in politics. It allows an assessment of the theoretical implications of operationalizing social context in two different ways. 

I first estimate the reduced model that includes the three measures of intimate network membership and a number of controls that are present in all countries.

Logit (turnout) = b0 + b1 (frequency of political talk) + b2 (political similarity) + b3 (political expertise) + b4 (age) + b5 (education) + b6 (gender) + b7 (media attendance) + b8 (strength of partisanship) + u

Table 3. Relationship between intimate networks and turnout:  logistic regression






Argentina 2007
Bulgaria 1996

Chile 1993

Greece 1996

Hungary 2006

Frequency of political talk

.057


-.120


-.083


.951**


.495**

Political similarity 


.355


.208


.280


-.426


-.209

Political expertise


.433**


-.082


.004


.582


.240

Age 




-.257***

.136


1.002***

-.064


.284***

Education 



.068


-.090


.147


-.538**

.694***

Female




.162


.131


.140


.338


-.033


Media attendance


.221**


.510***

.072


.516**


.357***

Partisanship



.369***

.701***

.295


.806***

.563***

Constant



.255


.272


-.429


1.145


-1.962***

Chi-square 



14 (.07)

13 (.10)

7 (.52)


6 (.63)


24 (.002)

R-squared 



.11


.14


.15


.19


.21






Mexico 2006

Mozambique 2004
South Africa 2004
Spain 1993

Taiwan 2004

Frequency of political talk

.273


.488**


.103


.302


.567***

Political similarity 


.500


.018


.056


.522**


.123

Political expertise


-.324


-.115


-.114


-.156


-.190

Age 




.441***

.528***

.848***

.201**


.398***

Education 



.290**


-.25


.030


-.268**

-.264**

Female




.034


-.293


-.172


-.176


-.093

Media attendance


.231


.369**


.168


.273**


.007

Partisanship



.322***

.212**


.310***

.442***

.395***

Constant



-.578


.021


-.893**

-.175


.120

Chi-square 



6 (.68)


1 (.99)


15 (.05)

5 (.81)


9 (.34)

R-squared 



.10


.10


.19


.12


.15






US 2004 

Frequency of political talk

.126


Political similarity 


.008


Political expertise


.272


Age 




.659***



Education 



1.036***


Female




.321



Media attendance


.276*


Partisanship



.585***



Constant



-4.340***

Chi-square 



6 (.62)


R-squared 



.34



N




1131 (1816)


Table 3 reports the results of estimating the effect that intimate networks have on individual turnout. More political talk with close others appears to be linked to more electoral participation in Greece, Hungary, Mozambique, and Taiwan. The last three countries were included in the previous analysis where the role of generic networks was considered and at that time political talk was significantly and positively linked to turnout only in Hungary and Mozambique. This finding seems to indicate that intimate, private networks may carry different influences in politics than the generic, larger ones do. Political similarity with fellow discussants is significantly linked to electoral participation only in Spain, while network members’ political expertise significantly increases electoral participation in Argentina alone. 

I then estimated an extended model of social influences in electoral behavior. 
Logit (turnout) = b0 + b1 (frequency of political talk) + b2 (political similarity) + b3 (political expertise) + b4 (age) + b5 (education) + b6 (gender) + b7 (media attendance) + b8 (strength of partisanship) + b9 (married) + b10 (church attendance) + b11 (political interest) + b12 (economy evaluation) + b13 (political evaluation) + u

Table 4

Relationship between intimate networks and turnout:  logistic regression





Argentina 2007
Bulgaria 1996

Chile 1993

Greece 1996

Hungary 2006

Frequency of political talk
-.087
 

-.151


-.377


1.023**

.457*

Political similarity 

.200


.346 


.158


-.207


-.341

Political expertise

.410*


-.238


.155


.315 


.093

Age 



-.231**

.106


.737***

-.397**

.220**



Education 


.071


-.154


.108 


-.313


.656***

Female



.125


.218


.038


-.089


.060

Married


.413*


-.080


1.531***

1.426***

.197

Church attendance 


 

.148





1.004***

.366**

Media attendance

.152


.281**


-.043


.648**


.042

Political interest

.322***

.436***

.198


.086


.794***

Partisanship


.410***

.689***

.316


.779***

.443***

Economy evaluation

.039





.214


-.210

Political evaluation

.031


.091


.004


.573**






Constant


.076


-.194


-988


-1.227


-2.466***

Chi-square 


16 (.04)

15 (.07)

7 (.54)


5 (.79)


9 (.34)

R-squared 


.13


.18


.22


.34


.29





Mexico 2006

Mozambique 2004
South Africa 2004
Spain 1993

Taiwan 2004

Frequency of political talk
.231


-.227


.016


.235


.578**

Political similarity 

.650


.348**
 

.133


.626***

.059

Political expertise

-.773**

-.345**

-.093


-.267


-.217

Age 



.488**


.292***

 .985***

.217**


.236

Education 


.407**


.503***

-.014


-.347**

-.375**

Female



-.022


-.096


.050


-.109


-.089

Married 


-.073


.385**


-.337


-.180


.444

Church attendance 

.187


.043


-.120





-.169

Media attendance

.015


.187


.041


.094


.105

Political interest

.585***

-.101


.326***

.395***

.422***

Partisanship


.414**


.193***

.285***

.373***

.212

Economy evaluation

.088


-.121


.064


-.115

Political evaluation










.228*

Constant


-1.768


-.342


-1.361**

-.523


-.142

Chi-square 


4 (.89)


2 (.99)


11 (.19)

6 (.65)


11 (.23)

R-squared 


.24


.11


.22


.14


.23






US 2004 

Frequency of political talk

-.079


Political similarity 


.077
 

Political expertise


.209

 


Age 




.573***

 



Education 



.998***


 


Female




.252

Married



.247

Church attendance 


.185**
 



Media attendance


.041

Political interest


.872***
 


Partisanship



.548***


 



Constant



 -5.965***

Chi-square 



 14 (.09)

R-squared 



.37


After introducing additional control variables, frequency of talk remains significant in Greece, Hungary and Taiwan and loses significance in Mozambique. However, political similarity becomes positively and significantly linked to participation in Mozambique, while an increased political expertise of network members appears to depress turnout in the same country. The same negative link with political expertise is recorded in Mexico while a positive one is recorded in Argentina. Finally, similarity of political views remains a significant driving force of turnout in Spain. 

The conclusions drawn from these analyses are as follows. First, there is no general influence that political discussion with peers has on electoral behavior. However, in a few countries - Greece, Hungary, and Taiwan - private, intimate networks significantly affect individual turnout and these effects hold even after controlling for various measures tapping into respondents’ political involvement. When social influence is understood as embeddedness in larger, generic networks though, the significant effects are not present. (we cannot compare Greece as no data for large settings is available). Second, political similarity in generic settings appears to be a significant antecedent of participation in elections in Argentina and US but the same is not true when the intimate networks are considered. Similarity in private settings matters only in Spain. Finally, there is the finding that more political expertise in intimate networks depresses turnout in Mexico and Mozambique. This result may indicate that additional information bring more uncertainty and make voters less sure about the best choice. 

Overall, there seem to be no general, systematic pattern of influence that embeddednes in social networks exert on electoral behavior. Also, different ways of operationalizing social settings yield different conclusions. 
3.2. Social context and political knowledge
This section reports the results of analyzing the relevance of micro social settings for individual political knowledge. As before, I first present the results of estimating these effects for the generic settings – both restricted and extended model- and then for the intimate ones – again both the restricted and extended models. 
Given the format of the response variable, ordered logit is the appropriate method of analysis. However, an important assumption - the parallel lines assumption - is violated and therefore I recoded political knowledge into a dichotomous measure and conducted logistic regression. 
3.2.1. Generic social networks and political knowledge
The countries included in this analysis are Argentina (2007), Chile (1993), Hungary (1998), Mexico (2006), Mozambique (2004), South Africa (2004), Taiwan (2004), US (2004), and Uruguay (1994). 

The equation describing estimated effects is 

Logit (political knowledge) = b0 + b1 (frequency of political talk) + b2 (political similarity) + b3 (political dissimilarity) + b4 (age) + b5 (education) + b6 (gender) + b7 (media attendance) + b8 (strength of partisanship) + u

Table 5
Relationship between generic networks and political knowledge:  logistic regression





Argentina 2007

Chile 1993

Hungary 1998

Mexico 2006
Mozambique 

Frequency of political talk

.088


-.043


.358**


-.117

.413**

Political similarity 


.253**


.118


.098


.214

.052

Political dissimilarity


.449***

.299**


.047


.189

-.193

Age 




.429***

.45***


.588***

.815**

.125



Education 



.759***

.935***

.692***

1.034**
1.275***


Female




-.631***

-.815***

-.476***

-1.659***
-.711***

Media attendance


.299**


.436**


.449***

.662

.602***

Partisanship



-.048


.243**


.085


.04

.04

Constant



-3.497***

-3.171***

-3.164***

-8.265***
-3.095***


Chi-square 



11 (.21)

16 (.04)

8 (.43)


3 (.95)

4 (.87)

R-squared 



.27


.29


.24


.28

.36






South Africa 2004

Taiwan 2004

US 2004

Uruguay 1994

Frequency of political talk

.158



.48**


.234


.371**

Political similarity 


-.016



-.01


.209


.177




Political dissimilarity


.376**



-.065


.001


-.06


Age 




-.065



.313**


.397***

.561***



Education



.838***


.971***

.855***

.41**




Female




.119



-.88***

-.331


-1.235***



Media attendance


.149



.421**


.225


.908***

Partisanship



.135



-.055


.181


-.123




Constant



-2.391***


-1.23**

-1.980***

-5.398***



Chi-square 



8 (.43)



6 (.68)


18 (.02)

10 (.25)

R-squared 



.16



.20


.17


.23



Table 5 reports the results of estimating the effect of generic social settings on individual political knowledge. They indicate that more frequent political discussion with network members is significantly linked to an increase in individual political knowledge in Hungary, Mozambique, Taiwan, and Uruguay. Embeddedness in more politically like-minded groups advances individual political knowledge in Argentina, while being part of more politically dissimilar groups makes people more politically knowledgeable in Argentina, Chile and South Africa. The effect of political dissimilarity appears to surpass the one of political similarity in Argentina. Education increases individual political knowledge in all the countries and so do age and media attendance in most of them. 
Table 6. Relationship between generic networks and political knowledge:  logistic regression





Argentina 2007

Chile 1993

Hungary 1998

Mexico 2006
Mozambique 
Frequency of political talk

.005


-.076


.305**


-.168

.338**

Political similarity 


.252**


.099


.065


.203

.225**

Political dissimilarity


.454***

.329**


.016


.132

-.077

Political difference













.222**

Age 




.462***

.438***

.573***

.650**

.145



Education 



.760***

.904***

.612***

.896**

1.248***


Female




-.696***

-.822***

-.452**

-1.916**
-.718***

Married






.025


.175


.654

-.176

Media attendance


.241**


.427**


.361***

.496

.582***

Partisanship



-.065


.220**


.026


-.028

.048

Political interest


.27***


.127


.677***

1.032

-.092

Constant



-3.664***

-3.245***

-3.334***

-10.291**
-3.095***

Chi-square 



6 (.64)


15 (.06)

6 (.62)


2 (.99)

10 (.30)

R-squared 



.29


.30


.27


.30

.36






South Africa 2004

Taiwan 2004

US 2004

Uruguay 1994

Frequency of political talk

.191



.603


-.016


.280

Political similarity 


-.065



-.002


.441**


.176

Political dissimilarity


.335**



-.161


.227


-.064

Political difference


-.115



-.054


.598***



Age 




-.072



.185


.385**


.534***



Education



.855***


1.014***

.753***

.326**


Female




.112



-.842**

-.306


-1.217***

Married 



.060



.382


.473**


.168

Media attendance


.095



.165


.073


.768**

Partisanship 



.113



-.132


.164


-.203

Political interest


.155



.049


.201


.391**

Constant



-2.573***


-.945


-2.564***

-5.641***

Chi-square 



8 (.42)



10 (.29)

8 (.43)


10 (.25)

R-squared 



.17



.19


.22


.24

When more controls are included, frequency of political talk remains significantly related to political knowledge only in Hungary and Mozambique and loses significance in Taiwan and Uruguay. Being part of more politically homogeneous social settings remains a significant antecedent of knowledge. It also becomes significant in Mozambique and the US. Exposure to more dissimilar views increases knowledge in Argentina, Chile and South Africa while exposure to diverse views furthers knowledge in Mozambique and the US. 

Overall, the results of these analyses indicate that an increased frequency of discussing politics with generic network members is beneficial for individual political understanding in Hungary. It is both general political talk and the one among politically like-minded peers that further political knowledge in Mozambique. Discussing politics with more similar peers as well as with more politically dissimilar ones are equally strong paths of increasing political knowledge in Argentina. Finally, it is both similarity and diversity that advances knowledge in the US and only dissimilarity in Chile and South Africa. Some of these findings indicate that there are two mechanisms through which social influence operates in producing more politically enlightened citizens. One takes place in politically similar settings where people are exposed to safer, uncontroversial discussion and thus receive information from like-minded, trusted fellows. The other path though is more like the one prescribed by political theorists. People are exposed to diverse and sometime opposing views and thus compelled to revise and strengthen the rationales of their political views and preferences.  
3.2.2 Intimate social networks and political knowledge 
Next I look at the effects of embeddedness in private, intimate networks on individual political knowledge. The set of countries includes Argentina (2007), Bulgaria (1996), Chile (1993), Greece (1996), Hungary (2006), Mexico (2006), Mozambique (2004), South Africa (2004), Spain (1993), Taiwan (2004), and the US (2004). 

Logit (political knowledge) = b0 + b1 (frequency of political talk) + b2 (political similarity) + b3 (political expertise) + b4 (age) + b5 (education) + b6 (gender) + b7 (media attendance) + b8 (strength of partisanship) + u
Table 7
Relationship between intimate networks and knowledge:  logistic regression





Argentina 2007
Bulgaria 1996

Chile 1993

Greece 1996

Hungary 2006

Frequency of political talk
.178


.544**


.137


.010


.506**

Political similarity 

-.095


-.361


-.009


.118


-.263

Political expertise

.431***

.281


.111


-.021


.087

Age 



.335***

.378***

.376***

.318***

.544***


Education 


.722***

1.033***

.841***

.520***

1.446***


Female



-.641***

-.226


-.965***

-1.444***

-.277

Media attendance

.354***

.652***

.397***

.654***

.546***

Partisanship


-.032


-.066


.245***

.179***

.218***

Constant


-3.621***

-3.667***

-2.781***

-1.527***

-3.883***

Chi-square 


19 (.02)

8 (.44)


11 (.21)

11 (.20)

5 (.72)

R-squared 


.25


.35


.29


.27


.29





Mexico 2006

Mozambique 2004
South Africa 2004
Spain 1993

Taiwan 2004

Frequency of political talk
-.038


.322*


.132


.443***

.734***

Political similarity 

.085


-.152


.275


-.012


.224

Political expertise

.945


.315**


-.091


-.112


-.350

Age 



.629**


.093


-.035


.271***

.279**

Education 


.897***

1.360***

.846***

.623***

.892***


Female



-1.904**

-.574***

-.089


-.884***

-.988***

Media attendance

.521


.659***

-.038


.628***

.504***

Partisanship


-.016


.061


.028


.265***

-.032

Constant


-8.852***

-3.265***

-1.914***

-2.683***

-1.177**


Chi-square 


2 (.98)


9 (.38)


15 (.06)

6 (.64)


20 (.01)

R-squared 


.3


.37


.14


.26


.26






US 2004 

Frequency of political talk

.377



Political similarity 


.055





Political expertise


.129





Age 




.394***






Education 



.804***



 


Female




-.262



 



Media attendance


.173


 

Partisanship



.207**


 



Constant



-2.186***


 

Chi-square 



7 (.56)


 

R-squared 



.18


 


Table 7 reports the results of estimating the effect of political discussion with intimate peers on individual political knowledge. More frequent political conversation with spouse and two other important peers significantly increases respondents’ political knowledge in Hungary, Bulgaria, Spain and Taiwan. Political similarity in these settings appears to decrease political knowledge in six of the samples although this relationship does not reach a significant level. When fellow discussants are seen as knowledgeable in political matters their effect on respondents’ knowledge is stronger in Argentina and Mozambique. 

Table 8
Relationship between intimate networks and knowledge:  logistic regression





Argentina 2007
Bulgaria 1996

Chile 1993

Greece 1996

Hungary 2006

Frequency of political talk
.140
 

.476**


.068


-.117


.397*

Political similarity 

-.081


-.315


.032


.193
 

-.209

Political expertise

.420***

.197


.115


-.038
 

-.005

Age 



.361***

.380***

.364***

.298***

.498***


Education 


.723***

.995***

.818***

.495***

1.417***


Female



-.692***

-.202


-.954***

-1.436***

-.201

Married 


-.203


.004


.059 


.020


.156

Media attendance

.297***

.518***

.396***

.519***

.429***

Partisanship


-.043


-.097


.236**


.110


.154**

Political interest

.214***

.300***

.075


.409***

.359***

Constant


-3.663***

-3.818***

-2.858***

-1.889***

-4.053***

Chi-square 


19 (.02)

5 (.77)


14 (.07)

5 (.76)


9 (.31)

R-squared 


.27


.36


.29


.29


.31




Mexico 2006

Mozambique 2004
South Africa 2004
Spain 1993

Taiwan 2004

Frequency of political talk
-.327


.321*


.153


.250


1.083***

Political similarity 

.074


-.123


.268


.055


-.008

Political expertise

.885


.347**


-.084


-.253 


-.304

Age 



.479


.110


.018


.222***

.180


Education 


.835**


1.319***

.860***

.595***

.876***


Female



-2.203**

-.586***

-.088


-.814***

-.858***

Married 


.642


-.266


-.230


.314


.300


Media attendance

.377


.651***

-.068


.422***

.298

Partisanship


-.060


.064


.017


.175**


-121

Political interest 

.257


-.046


.064


.651***

.037

Constant


-8.456***

-3.051***

-2.021***

-3.152***

-.924


Chi-square 


2 (.97)


9 (.32)


11 (.19)

10 (.25)

7 (.55)

R-squared 


.29


.36


.14


.31


.26





US 2004 

Frequency of political talk

.362
 



Political similarity 


-.005

 





Political expertise


.136

 




Age 




.387***



 






Education 



.793***



 



 


Female




-.248

Married 



.286


 



 



Media attendance


.208



 

Partisanship



.222**

Political interest


-.024

 

 



Constant



 -2.192***


 

Chi-square 



 13 (.10)


 

R-squared 



.18

 


 


When more control variables are included in the models, the link between talk with peers and political knowledge remains significant in Bulgaria and Taiwan and loses significance in Hungary and Spain. The relationship between network members’ political expertise and individual political knowledge remains significant in both Argentina and Mozambique. 
To conclude, no general, systematic patterns of social influence on political knowledge can be observed across countries.  However, there are important findings that this analysis brings about. First, more political talk in generic social settings is linked to an increase in political knowledge in Hungary and Mozambique. This relationship is significant after controlling for a number of variables taping into respondents’ cognitive involvement with politics. The same relationship though does not hold in the two countries when social context is operationalized as embeddedness in private, intimate social settings. On the other hand, more frequent political talk in intimate settings advances individuals’ political knowledge in Bulgaria and Taiwan but the same relationship is not true when social context is operationalized as generic networks in these countries. 
Second, exposure to more politically similar generic networks increases individual political knowledge in Argentina, Mozambique and the US while embeddedness in more politically similar intimate networks has no effect on political knowledge in any country. 
Third, there seems to be different paths through which interpersonal communication affects individual political knowledge. In Mozambique and the US, exposure to both politically similar and diverse views increases individual political knowledge. Both political similarity and dissimilarity are positively linked to knowledge in Argentina. 
Fourth, discussing politics with intimate peers who are perceived to be more politically knowledgeable results in an increase in respondents’ political knowledge.  
Finally, exposure to politically dissimilar views furthers knowledge in Chile and South Africa. 
3.3. Intimate social networks and politics: a multilevel design
This subsection presents the results of estimating a multilevel model where measures of electoral behavior and political knowledge are regressed on intimate network measures. The countries included in the analysis are  Argentina (2007), Bulgaria (1996), Chile (1993), Greece (1996), Hungary (2006), Mexico (2006), Mozambique (2004), South Africa (2004), Spain (1993), Taiwan (2004), and the US (2004). The main reason for employing the multilevel model is to separate between the individual and country level sources of variance in individual electoral behavior and political knowledge. 
In the first step I estimated models without second level variables and I only treat network measures as randomly varying across the countries. I then include years of democracy in the country as a second level indicator and also interact it with the network indicators. 
Informed by results from the country by country analysis where networks do not seem to have a general direct effect on turnout and knowledge I explore the possibility of an indirect effect that they might have. This means that next to estimating networks’ effects on turnout and knowledge I analyze their influence on two variables that are among the strongest predictors of vote and knowledge, namely political interest and media attendance. In this way I also test for the possibility that influences flow both to and from political knowledge. 
The four equations are as follow.

a. Y=voted
log[P(voted)/(1-P(voted))] = B0 + B1*(partisanship) + B2*(age) + B3*(education) + B4*(female) + B5*(political interest) + B6*(media) + B7*(efficacy) + B8*(knowledge) + B9*(frequency talk) + B10*(agreement) + B11*(expertise) 

B0 = G00 + U0 

B9 = G90 + U9

B10 = G100 + U10

B11 = G110 + U11

b. Political knowledge = B0 + B1*(partisanship) + B2*(age) + B3*(education) + B4*(female) + B5*(political interest) + B6*(media) + B7*(efficacy) + B8*(frequency of talk) + B9*(agreement) + B10*(expertise) + R

B0 = G00 + U0 

B8 = G80 + U8

B9 = G90 + U9

B10 = G100 + U10

c. Political interest= B0 + B1*(partisanship) + B2*(age) + B3*(education) + B4*(female) + B5*(media) + B6*(efficacy) + B7*(knowledge) + B8*(frequency of talk) + B9*(agreement) + B10*(expertise) + R

B0 = G00 + U0 

B8 = G80 + U8

B9 = G90 + U9

B10 = G100 + U10

d. Media attendance = B0 + B1*(partisanship) + B2*(age) + B3*(education) + B4*(female) + B5*(political interest) + B6*(efficacy) + B7*(knowledge) + B8*(frequency of talk) + B9*(agreement) + B10*(expertise) + R

B0 = G00 + U0 

B8 = G80 + U8

B9 = G90 + U9

B10 = G100 + U10

Table 9 reports the results of regressing vote, political knowledge, political interest and media attendance on measures of political talk with intimate network members (spouse and two important others). Each of these outcomes (except vote for timeline reasons) is allowed to play the role of an independent variable in the other models. 
Table 9: Political effects of the intimate networks effects 





Voted 




Political Knowledge

Individual level predictors 

Partisanship



.28*** (.03)



.004 (.009)
Age




.03*** (.003)



.007*** (.0007)
Education



.03 (.02)



.18*** (.007)
Female 



.16** (.07)



-.25*** (.02)
Political interest


.21*** (.02)



.02*** (.006)
Media 




.02* (.01)



.03*** (.003)


Efficacy 



.05*** (.01)



.02*** (.004)


Knowledge



.21*** (.04)



Talk 




.22** (.09)



.05 (.04)



Agreement 



.14 (.09)



-.008 (.04)
Expertise



-.25 (.16)



.12 (.07)

G00




1.8*** (.16)



1.52*** (.39)


Variance component        

U0       




.39***




.96***



Talk 



       
0.08   




.06    




Agreement 

       

0.13




.08**




Expertise 

        

0.33*** 



.17***











Political interest 


Media 








Individual level predictors 

Partisanship




.28*** (.02)



.15*** (.04)
Age





.006*** (.001)



.006** (.003)
Education




.01 (.01)



.4*** (.03)

Female 




-.12**
(.04)



-.44*** (.08)


Media 





.11*** (.006)



Political interest 








.44*** (.02)

Efficacy 




.04*** (.008)



.06*** (.01)


Knowledge




.08***
(.02)



.44*** (.05)


Talk 





.52***
 (.1)



1.17** (.43)


Agreement 




-.08 (.07)



-.4** (.16)


Expertise




.25* (.12)



.21 (.26)

G00





4.15*** (.53)



5.69*** (.74)

Variance component        
U0





1.29***



1.82***

Talk





.22**




1.01***


Agreement




.12




.33**


Expertise




.26***




.57***




Results indicate that the effect of network members’ political expertise on turnout significantly differs across countries but no general trend can be detected.  There are no significant differences across the eleven countries in the effect of frequency of talk and agreement on vote. The other significant predictors of vote are partisanship, age, gender, political interest, political efficacy and knowledge. 

When political knowledge is considered, the results show that the effect of political agreement and expertise significantly differ across the eleven countries surveyed while the effect of frequency of talk does not differ significantly across these countries. However, as in the case of turnout, there is no general, significant effect of any of these network measures.  

When the variable measuring for how many years a country has been a democracy is included as a second level variable in these models and interacted with the network measures there are no significant results
. This finding suggests that the democratic experience of a polity does not affect the relationship between micro social embeddedness and political behavior.  

When political interest is regressed on the network measures and additional controls, results indicate that the effects of frequency of talk and network members’ political expertise significantly differ across the countries included in the analysis. Moreover, there is a general, significant and positive trend of the effect that frequency of talk and level of expertise have on political interest. Individuals’ level of political interest appear to be a function of the amount of political talk in their intimate networks and the political expertise of the network members but it is not sensitive to the character of these discussions being agreeable or not. 
The other variables that affect individual political interest are strength of partisanship, age, media attendance, political efficacy, and political knowledge. Women appear to be on average less interested in politics. Education has no significant effect. Overall, one’s strength of partisanship, media attendance and level of political expertise in her intimate network are the strongest predictors of political interest. 
Political interest appears to be a function of an already existing politically relevant social capital (more frequent political discussion with intimate peers and more knowledgeable partners of discussion) and endowment with resources such as higher political knowledge, cognitive involvement with politics (media), and feelings of political efficacy. As suspected, political interest is a very significant antecedent of political knowledge and an even stronger one of vote. 
In the case of respondents’ interest for political news in media, results show that there are significant differences in the effect that frequency of political discussion have across the surveyed polities. Moreover, there is a strong, positive and significant trend across the countries, indicating that more talk would increase media consumption. There are significant differences in the effect that political agreement has on media attendance across the eleven units. However, the general trend seems to be a negative one, indicating that more agreement kills the incentives for getting more informed via various media. There are significant differences in the effect of network members’ expertise on media attendance but no general trend exists across the surveyed polities. 

As in the case of political interest, media attendance is a significant antecedent of political knowledge though not of vote.

When the experience of democracy is included in the analyses, no significant results are recorded in the case of political interest. In other words, the relationship between political discussion with intimate network members and political interest does not appear to be moderated by the length of democracy in the country where people reside. In the case of media consumption though, the inclusion of the length of democratic experience leads to significant results. The interaction between frequency of talk and years of democracy is positive and significant. It indicates a general trend present in the surveyed sample suggesting that more talk with intimate peers increases the attention dedicated to political news in media and this effect is stronger in older democracies
. 

Conclusions 

The aim of this paper has been to find out whether we can talk about a general influence that micro social settings have on individual political behavior and knowledge. Previous research has constantly found a significant relationship between the frequency of political discussion and the political composition of the micro social contexts to which individuals belong and their political behavior and knowledge. However, there is no systematic examination of these relationships across macro contexts that vary in their social and political makeup. 
A review of previous research reveals the diverse and sometime contradicting character of the results. Social cohesion, the most influential model of the interpersonal influence established by the seminal studies of the Columbia sociologists (Lazarsfeld et al. 1948, Berelson et al. 1954) has been constantly contended thereafter. Structural equivalence was proposed as an alternative framework for explaining the rationale of the social contagion at large (Burt 1987) and afterwards was indirectly tested in studies of electoral behavior (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1991, 1995). None of the other factors found to account for the influence of the social context on electoral behavior have remained unchallenged. Embeddedness in politically heterogeneous social settings was found to be both detrimental (Lazarsfeld et al. 1948, Mutz, 2002b) and either neutral or even beneficial (Horan 1971, Nir 2005). Discussants’ political expertise was found to matter (Kenny 1998) and be non significant (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1991, 1995).

In my study I thus seek to understand whether the lack of consensus we see across these studies should be taken as a proof of the contextual character of the social context influence or as a simple stage towards the creation of a general explanatory framework, a process that is considerably slowed down by the lack of cross-country data. Following the suggestions of Eveland and Hively (Eveland and Hively 2009) I also explore whether different ways of operationalizing micro social contexts lead to different conclusions about their political relevance. 
Results of the country by country analysis indicate that although micro social contexts are significant antecedents of political behavior and understanding in some countries there is no general influence that they carry across all countries. Equally important, the analysis revealed that employing different types of operationalizing micro social contexts yields distinct conclusions about their political relevance. When features of the political discussion within intimate settings are considered in a multilevel design results show that networks have an effect on individual turnout and political knowledge, albeit an indirect one. Network measures significantly affect individual political interest and attention to political news in media which, in their turn are significant antecedents of electoral behavior and political knowledge.
References 
Beck, P. A., Dalton, R. J., Greene, S. and Huckfeldt, R (2002) ‘The Social Calculus of Voting: 
Interpersonal, Media, and Organizational Influences on Presidential Choices’, American Political Science Review, 96: 57-73.
Berelson, B. R., Lazarsfeld P. F. and McPhee, W. (1954) Voting: A Study of Opinion
 Formation in a Presidential Campaign, Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Burt, Ronald (1987) ‘Social Contagion and Innovation: Cohesion Versus Structural 


Equivalence’, The American Journal of Sociology 92 (6): 1287-1335. 
Burt, R.S., Hogarth, R.M., and Michaud C. (2000), "The social capital of French and

 American managers", Organization Science, Vol. 11 pp.123 - 147 
Eveland, W. P. Jr., Hayes, A. F., Shah, D. V. and Kwak, N. (2005) ‘Understanding the

Relationship Between Communication and Political Knowledge: A Model Comparison Approach Using Panel Data’, Political Communication, 22: 423-46.

Eveland, W. P. and Thomson, T. (2006), ‘Is It Talking, Thinking, or Both? A Lagged
Dependent Variable Model of Discussion Effects on Political Knowledge’, Journal of Communication, 56: 523-42. 
Eveland, W. P., Jr., & Hively, M. H. (2009), ‘Political discussion frequency, network size, and
‘heterogeneity’ of discussion as predictors of political knowledge and participation’, Journal of Communication, 59, 205-224.
Horan, P. (1971) ‘Social Positions and Political Cross-Pressures: A Re- Examination’, 

American Sociological Review, 36: 650-60.
Huckfeldt, R. and Sprague, J. (1987) ‘Networks in Context: The Social Flow of Political
 Information’, American Political Science Review, 81: 1197-216.

Huckfeldt, R. and Sprague, J. (1991) ‘Discussant Effects on Vote Choice: Intimacy,
 Structure and Interdependence’, Journal of Politics, 53: 122-58.

Huckfeldt, R. and Sprague, J. (1995) Citizens, Politics and Social Communication:
Information and influence in an election campaign, New York: Cambridge University Press.
Lazarsfeld, P., Berelson, B. and Gaudet, H. (1944) The People’s Choice: How The Voters
Makes Up His Mind in a Presidential Campaign, New York: Columbia University Press. 
McClurg, S. D. (2003) ‘Social Networks and Political Participation: The Role of Social
Interaction in Explaining Political Participation’, Political Research Quarterly, 56 (4): 449-64. 

McClurg, S. D. (2006) ‘The Electoral Relevance of Political Talk: Examining
Disagreement and Expertise Effects in Social Networks on Political Participation’, American Journal of Political Science, 50: 737-54. 

Mutz, Diana (2002b) ‘The Consequences of Cross-Cutting Networks for Political
 Participation’, American Journal of Political Science 46: 838-55.

Mutz, D. C. (2006) Hearing the Other Side: Deliberative Versus Participatory Democracy, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Nir, L. (2005) ‘Ambivalent Social Networks and Their Consequences for Participation’,

 International Journal of Public Opinion Research, 17: 423-42. 

Putnam, R. D. (2000) Bowling alone: The collapse and revival of American community, New
 York: Simon & Schuster.



























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































� Work in progress; comments are welcome on author’s address. 








� A different line of argumentation suggests that people who discuss politics with more similar others might be more politically knowledgeable – in the sense of being better informed about political issues and facts - but not more politically sophisticated as their views are never challenged and thus there is no need for them to develop rationales for their political views. Mutz (2006) found out that similarity of political opinions does not increase political knowledge. 


� I recoded ‘don’t know’ and ‘not applicable’ to these questions as ‘never’.  To include this measure in logistic regression and decrease the number of empty cells I recoded this variable as a 4-point one. 


� To minimize the number of empty cells in the logistic regression where I included this measure I recoded it as a 4-point variable. 


� For the same reason this measure was recoded into a 3-point one. 


� This measure was recoded into a 3-category one. 


� I recoded age into a 4-category variable. 


� Education was introduced in the analysis as a 4-point variable. 


� I recoded ‘don’t know ’as ‘no party preference’.  


� I recoded it into a 4-category variable. 


� I recoded it into a 4-point variable. 


� This variable was recoded into a 4-category one. 


� This variable was recoded into a 3-point one. 


� Results not included in the paper. 


� Results not shown in the paper. 





PAGE  
21

