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Social participation comprises three dimensions: 
neighbouring, general trust and interest in politics. Whereas 
neighbouring refl ects informal participation, general trust is 
included as a proxy for participation in formal organisations, 
since trust has been found to be strongly correlated with 
participation2 (Putnam, Leonardi & Nanetti, 1993). 

Social participation has long been studied by sociologists 
(Parker, 1983). De Tocqueville, credited as the father of this 
literature, compared American and French attitudes toward 
social and political participation (1961). Later, Tönnies 
(1955), Durkheim (1893), Simmel (1969) and Weber 
(1946; 1961) refl ected on the relation between participation, 
strong and weak social ties, and modernisation. They 
were concerned that modernity resulted in a reduction 
in bonding ties and in rising alienation and anomie in 
society (Durkheim, 1893; Ferragina, 2010). Mass society 
theorists (Bell, 1962; Nisbet, 1969; Stein, 1960; Whyte, 
1956) revisited these ideas during the 1950s and 1960s to 
argue that the widespread tendency to positively view the 
relinquishing of traditional communal duties, as increasing 
individual freedom, inevitably led to ‘disenchantment’ and  
‘alienation’ (Nisbet, 1969, p. 10). The decline of the level of 
social participation was thought to be the inevitable price 
to pay for modernity. This theoretical analysis has received 
empirical support in the last 20 years (Putnam et al., 1993; 
Fukuyama, 1995) with the development of social capital 
theory (Ferragina, 2010). The three components selected to 
measure social participation refl ect empirical and theoretical 
advances in this literature (Paxton, 1999; Costa & Kahn, 
2003; Hall, 1999; Rothstein, 2001; Knack & Keefer, 1997; 
Van Oorschot & Arts, 2005). Neighbouring captures informal 
social participation, while general trust and interest in 
politics capture participation in formal organisations.

In consumer oriented societies, individuals also actively 
participate in society through their consumption, use, and 
display of a wide variety of products and services. A long line 
of sociological inquiry traces the importance of consumption 

to display wealth in the form of conspicuous consumption 
(Veblen, 1994) or to distinguish oneself from others and to 
show the belonging to a group (Bourdieu, 1984)3. In this 
sense, consumption is a form of participation. 

The consumption component of participation is represented 
by three dimensions: material, social and environmental 
consumption4. Material, social and environmental 
consumption relate to the ability to participate in society 
from three different points of view. Material consumption 
summarises the ability to afford durable goods which are 
necessary in day to day life. Social consumption relates to 
expenditures that support or ‘lubricate’ social relationships 
(e.g. a meal with friends and family). Environmental 
consumption is a new dimension of participation added in 
recognition of the growing green consciousness. People who 
are able to afford, or willing to afford, environmental goods, 
prioritise expenditures that ostensibly bring social, as well as 
individual, benefi ts.

In order to investigate the variation in patterns of 
participation, the analysis is undertaken in two linked 
stages (through a MIMIC, multiple indicator multiple 
cause model). First, confi rmatory factor analysis is used to 
specify and measure the dimensions of social participation 
and consumption identifi able from the Understanding 
Society survey. Secondly, the participation variables are 
simultaneously regressed on income, education, region 
of residence, age, ethnic background, gender and family 
composition to understand how participation varies 
according to each of these individual characteristics. 

Understanding Society is particularly valuable because of 
the wide range of measures relevant to social participation. 
Future waves will provide additional measures and permit 
longitudinal analyses. This analysis is able to exploit 
measures of respondents’ views on environmental or 
‘green’ expenditures. The study is also methodologically 
innovative in its use of MIMIC models that take account 

Society is bound together through the participation of its members, who, 
in turn, share the benefi ts that fl ow from participation: social, material 

and political resources; a sense of identity and belonging; and the reciprocity that makes for citizenship. However, 
the characteristics and norms of participation are constantly evolving, including some people while excluding others. 
This chapter presents a preliminary analysis of data from Understanding Society to explore the factors associated with 
participation and, thereby, begins to prepare a baseline against which change can be measured in future years. 

We defi ne and measure participation as a multidimensional concept1 combining social participation and consumption. 
This strategy is based on the premise, following Peter Townsend (1979) and many others subsequently, that in a capitalistic 
society the inability to afford a certain level of consumption excludes people from full participation in society. Therefore our 
analysis of participation embraces traditional measures of social participation as well as indices derived from studies of 
poverty and material deprivation. In the analysis reported below, in order to understand how participation varies within the 
British population we examine the correlations among the six dimensions of participation and their relationships with major 
socio-demographic variables.

INTRODUCTION

1 Unfortunately cultural aspects of participation (such as social norms) cannot yet be taken into account due to absence of questions in the Understanding Society study.
2  Measures of participation in voluntary associations and the amount of time spent in voluntary work will be included in the second wave of the Understanding Society dataset.
3  More recent sociological investigations have dealt with ‘postmodern’ lifestyles via the ‘omnivorousness’ thesis (Peterson, 1992; Peterson & Simkus, 1992; Peterson & Kern, 1996). 
4 This last component is an innovative feature of Understanding Society. 
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of the relationships between the different dimensions 
of consumption while simultaneously establishing how 
each dimension is related to an individual’s social and 
demographic characteristics (Jöreskog & Goldberg, 1975; 
Muthén, 1989; Brown, 2006).

In the next part of the chapter, the rationale behind 
the statistical analysis is explained with the creation of 
latent factors to measure participation and explanatory 
models based on linear regressions within the MIMIC 
framework. The results of the statistical analysis are 
then presented, before concluding with refl ections on the 
broader signifi cance of the fi ndings and the potential of the 
Understanding Society data to help us to monitor and better 
understand the social participation that weaves the social 
fabric we call society. 

THE EMPIRICAL MODEL
The analysis is based on the fi rst year of Wave 1 data from 
Understanding Society. The sample has approximately 
14,000 households and 22,000 individual interviews. The 
main determinants of social participation are evaluated 
using statistical techniques that combine confi rmatory factor 
analysis (CFA) and regression analysis. The CFA expresses 
the dimensions of participation as latent (not directly 
measured) concepts defi ned in terms of directly observed 
indicators. The effect of seven independent variables 
(income, sex, region of residence, education, age, ethnic 
background, and family composition) on these participation 
dimensions is simultaneously measured through a series of 
regressions (Table 1). 

Table 1 Regression of participation dimensions on demographic and socio-economic characteristics 

  Income (log)

 Education 
 (postgraduate omitted)

 Lower education

 GCSE and equivalents

 A-Level and equivalents

 Nursing, teaching qual. 
 (except PGCE)

 First degree level

 Ethnic background 
 (ethnic minority omitted)

 Ethnic majority

 Age groups 
 (above 65 omitted)

 Age 16-22

 Age 23-59

 Age 50-64

 Sex (Female omitted)

 Male

  Family characteristics 
(no children below age 15)

 Any children below age 4

 Children aged 4-15

 Region (England omitted)

 Wales 

 Scotland

 Northern Ireland

 Number of observations

Neighbouring

0.02** (0.01)

0.07*** (0.03)

0.04** (0.03)

0.00 (0.03)

0.03*** (0.03)

-0.01 (0.03)

-0.02** (0.03)

-0.30*** (0.03)

-0.29*** (0.02)

-0.08*** (0.02)

-0.06*** (0.01)

0.02*** (0.02)

0.11*** (0.02)

0.04*** (0.03)

0.01* (0.02)

0.08*** (0.02)

15,185

General trust

0.10*** (0.01)

-0.44*** (0.04)

-0.34*** (0.04)

-0.18*** (0.05)

-0.14*** (0.05)

-0.04** (0.05)

0.03** (0.04)

-0.09*** (0.04)

-0.15*** (0.03)

-0.01 (0.03)

0.06*** (0.02)

-0.04*** (0.03)

0.01 (0.02)

-0.00 (0.04)

0.00 (0.03)

0.01* (0.03)

15,185

Interest in 
politics

0.07*** (0.01) 

-0.42*** (0.03)

-0.31*** (0.04)

-0.14*** (0.04)

-0.12*** (0.04)

-0.03** (0.04)

-0.01* (0.04)

-0.26*** (0.04)

-0.26*** (0.03)

-0.07** (0.03)

0.18*** (0.01)

-0.03*** (0.03)

-0.01** (0.02)

-0.00 (0.04)

-0.00 (0.03)

-0.08*** (0.03)

15,185

Material

0.37*** (0.01)

-0.16*** (0.03)

-0.01 (0.03)

-0.00 (0.03)

0.02 (0.03) 

0.01 (0.03) 

0.09*** (0.03)

0.12*** (0.03)

0.14*** (0.02)

0.21*** (0.02)

0.01 (0.01)

0.04*** (0.02)

0.23*** (0.02)

0.00 (0.03)

0.00 (0.02)

15,185

Social

0.43*** (0.01)

-0.36*** (0.03)

-0.17*** (0.03)

-0.08*** (0.03)

-0.06*** (0.03)

-0.01 (0.03)

0.12*** (0.03)

-0.28*** (0.03)

-0.34*** (0.03)

-0.09*** (0.03)

-0.00 (0.01)

-0.05*** (0.02)

0.06** (0.02)

-0.01 (0.03)

-0.03*** (0.03)

0.01 (0.03)

15,185

Environment

0.10*** (0.02)

-0.24*** (0.06)

-0.12*** (0.05)

-0.10*** (0.06)

-0.08*** (0.06)

-0.06*** (0.06)

-0.00 (0.06)

-0.01 (0.06)

0.01 (0.05)

0.03 (0.05)

0.03* (0.03)

-0.01 (0.05)

0.07*** (0.03)

0.03** (0.07)

-0.02 (0.06)

0.08*** (0.05)

15,185

Note: standardised coeffi cients (standard errors).***p<.01; **p<.05; *p<0.10.
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Social participation comprises three dimensions: 
neighbouring, trust, and interest in politics (see Appendix 
Figure 1). Neighbouring constitutes a vital component of 
social participation, especially for people with low mobility 
and tight networks and has attracted increasing political 
attention with, for example, community-based programs 
(such as Sure Start) and the idea of the ‘Big Society’ 
aired during the 2010 electoral campaign. Neighbouring 
is measured with an eight item6 version of Buckner’s 
Neighbourhood Cohesion Instrument (1988). Sample 
items include feeling of belonging to the neighbourhood; 
willingness to ask for advice from someone in the 
neighbourhood, and willingness to work with others to 
improve the neighbourhood. The other items are shown 
in Appendix Figure 1. Each item has a 5-point response 
scale ranging from disagree strongly to agree strongly.

Trust is a composite of two indicators related to whether 
most people can be trusted and the extent to which the 
respondent is prepared to take risks with strangers. The 
response categories for the fi rst item are ‘You cannot be 
too careful,’ ‘it depends,’ or ‘most people can be trusted.’ 
The second item has a 10-point response scale, ranging 
from avoid taking risks with strangers to being fully prepared 
to take risks with strangers. Although trust does not directly 
measure participation, it has long been used in the literature 
as a proxy because of its high correlation with participation 
in associations.7

Interest in politics is directly measured on a 4-point 
response scale, ranging from not at all interested to very 
interested. It has also traditionally been used to measure 
social participation in social capital literature (Putnam et al., 
1993, Van Oorschot & Art, 2005). 

The latent concepts of material and social consumption are 
based on the possession of, or ability to afford, certain goods 
and services (see Appendix Figure 2). Material consumption 
is measured by the possession of eight items: a DVD player, 
a satellite dish, a dryer, a dishwasher, a microwave, a PC, 
a CD player and a mobile phone. Social consumption is 
assessed through the ability to afford holidays, to have 
friends and family for meals and drinks and to purchase 
household insurance. These social consumption items are 
often used as measures of deprivation. These material and 
consumption items are reported as present or absent. 

Analysts focusing on deprivation often distinguish whether 
a lack is due to choice or the inability to afford the item. 
By contrast, in this application which views the items as 
indicators of social consumption, we are only interested 
in whether a person has the particular experience or 
service, irrespective of the reason. There is also evidence 
(Bourdieu, 1984) to suggest that some people will say that 
they do not possess items through choice, to stave off the 
embarrassment of admitting that they cannot afford them. 

Environmental consumption is based on the willingness to 
purchase, or consider purchasing, four ‘green’ products or 
arrangements. They are: installing a solar panel, solar water 
heating, selecting a green tariff payment scheme, or a wind 
turbine to generate electricity. The response categories 
correspond to already adopted, seriously considering, not 
considering, and considered but rejected.

Four of the independent variables included in the regression 
models as predictors of participation have been widely used 
in previous studies (Guest & Wierzbicki, 1999): household 
income, gender (male), education and age. The income 
variable has a log transformation to reduce the effects of 
heavy skewness. Educational attainment has six categories: 
none of the above; standard/ordinary (O) grade, lower (in 
Scotland), CSE, GCSE/O level; certifi cate of sixth year studies, 
higher grade, advanced higher (in Scotland), AS level, 
International Baccalaureate, A level, other schools, leaving 
exam certifi cate and other schools; nursing or other medical 
qualifi cations, teaching qualifi cation (except PGCE), diploma 
in higher education; fi rst degree level qualifi cation including 
Postgraduate education is the omitted category for the set 
of dummy variables. Age is segmented in four categories: 
between 16 and 23, between 24 and 49, between 50 
and 64, and above 65. The oldest age category is the 
omitted variable. 

Region of residence, 
ethnic background and 
family composition were 
also included in the 
predictive model. We 
also examined potential 
variation among the 
four nations of the 
Union (Wales, Scotland, 
Northern Ireland and 
England). The initial data 
release did not include 

the ethnic minority boost sample component. Hence, 
we are making use of the simple distinction between 
ethnic majority and ethnic minority (Levie, 2007; Ram & 
Smallbone, 2002), with ethnic minority status coded 1.8 
Majority group status includes British, English, Scottish, 
Welsh, Northern Irish, Irish, any other white background. 
Minority status includes Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, 
Chinese, any other Asian background, Caribbean, African, 
any other black background, Arabs, any other ethnic groups, 
and other mixed background. When data from the ethnic 
minority boost sample has been released, it will be possible 
to compare and contrast experiences among several of the 
major ethnic groups. Finally, family structure is captured 
simply9 by reference to the presence of dependent children 
within a household (with distinctions made between families 
with any children below the age of 4, those with children 
aged between 4 and 15, and childless families). 

Social 
participation 

comprises three 
dimensions: 

neighbouring, 
trust, and interest 

in politics

6 Eight items out of 39 of the original scale. 
7 As participation in associations. General trust is also one of the components of social capital (Paxton, 1999, Knack and Keefer, 1997, Van Oorschot and Arts, 2005).
8  This is because the sample size does not allow at the moment to provide more detail. This simplifi cation has been used after the works of Levie, (2007) and Ram 
and Smallbone (2002). 

9  This variable provides a simplifi ed estimate of the impact of different family compositions on participation. The fi rst full annual release of Understanding Society will 
allow control for a more refi ned categorisation of household confi gurations.  



UNDERSTANDING SOCIETY: EARLY FINDINGS FROM THE 
FIRST WAVE OF THE UK’S HOUSEHOLD LONGITUDINAL STUDY
5

PRELIMINARY FINDINGS 
Five of the six dimensions selected to measure social 
participation (Table 2), co-vary such that a high score on one 
is likely to be associated with a high score on another. This 
suggests the possibility that the benefi ts on participation are 
mutually reinforcing. Social consumption is not associated 
with environmental consumption. 

Table 1 summarises the associations between individuals’ 
demographic and socio-economic characteristics and 
the dimensions of participation. Income is positively 
associated with each dimension of participation. The largest 
relationships with income are for social and material 
goods consumption. However, while social consumption 
and consumption of material goods increases as income 
rises, income explains no more than a fi fth of the 
variance in either dimension of participation. Again, this is 
understandable given that several of the material goods 
that feature in the scale might be considered necessary for 
everybody rather than being discretionary. 

Education appears to 
be more important 
than income for each 
dimension of participation 
except material 
consumption. People with 
degree level education 
are notably more likely 
than other people to 
score highly on the 
measures of trust, social 
expenditure and political 

interest and they are also more ready to invest in energy 
saving measures in support of the environment. People 
without qualifi cations (or with very modest ones) typically 
have correspondingly low scores on all these dimensions. 
Indeed, insofar as participation is concerned, three different 
societies appear to exist, demarcated by the possession 
of a degree associated with much higher than average 
engagement, and qualifi cations at or below GCSE level that 
typically signify much below average participation.

Differences in participation relating to ethnicity are 
small and will need to be examined again when the full 
Understanding Society data become available. However, 
consistent with the fi ndings of Demack and associates 
(2010), material and social consumption and trust are 
lower among minority groups, but neighbouring and political 
interest are higher.

Age is also associated with participation. People in their 
immediate pre-retirement years tend to purchase more 
material goods, possibly in preparation for retirement 
and because their incomes are high relative to other 
periods in their lives. In contrast, social consumption is 
highest among pensioners, arguably because they have 
more time to socialise and holiday if they can afford to do 
so. Neighbouring is positively related to age, increasing 
noticeably among people aged 50 and older. 

Women are a little more likely than men to identify and 
engage with their neighbourhoods, a fi nding echoing down 
from community studies conducted in the 1950s and 1960s 
(Young & Willmott, 1957; Coates & Silburn, 1970). On the 
other hand, men are apt to exhibit higher levels of trust 
than women and to be more interested in politics – both 
indicators of formal social participation. 

Adults living with school aged children tend to have higher 
levels of material and social consumption than other groups. 
Consumption is high, perhaps a refl ection of children’s 
demand for the latest IT equipment and parents’ view 
that time saving equipment is necessary to facilitate a 
more conducive work-life balance. From a social point of 
view, those in families with school aged children are more 
involved in their own neighbourhoods. Respondents with 
pre-school children showed similar tendencies to those with 
older children but to a lesser extent; they also had lower 
scores on social expenditure, possibly because parenting 
duties kept them at home, and slightly lower levels of trust. 

In terms of regional differences, English respondents 
tend to have the lowest neighbouring scores, while 
Welsh respondents reported the highest ones; Scottish 
respondents have below average scores on social 
expenditure and respondents from Northern Ireland have 

Table 2 Correlation Matrix Participation Dimensions

 Neighbouring

 General Trust

 Politics

 Material

 Social

 Environment

Neighbouring

1

0.22***

0.02**

0.03***

0.10***

0.08***

General trust

1

0.15***

0.06***

0.11***

0.05***

Politics

1

0.05***

0.08***

0.09***

Material

1

0.44***

-0.05**

Social

1

0.03

Environment

1

***p<.01; **p<.05; *p<0.10.

Adults living 
with school aged 

children tend 
to have higher 

levels of material 
and social 

consumption than 
other groups
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the highest scores on trust and the least interest in politics, 
possible lasting legacies of the troubles as suggested by 
Wright (1988). 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Participation is not only the glue that holds society together. 
Participation is a source of personal identity and social 
standing. It is the mechanism through which mutual support 
and social cohesion is created and civic identity established. 
This multi-dimensional view of participation suggests that 
it also generates structures that allow the well connected 
to prosper while excluding others, perhaps even trapping 
some outside the reach of a supportive society. Over time, 
Understanding Society will provide evidence through 
which to measure the development and scope of social 
participation and thus to monitor the health of British society. 

The fi rst data available from Understanding Society provide 
a tantalising glimpse of social participation in British society. 
It has proved possible to identify six distinct dimensions: 
three based around consumption, material, social and 
environmental; and three related to social participation: 
neighbouring, trust and political interest. As further data 
are generated, the measurement of these dimensions 
will be much improved and others may be added.10 For 
example, in Wave 2, there will be indicators of participation 
in associations and of voluntary work. Perhaps not 
surprisingly, the strongest positive correlations are between 
material consumption and social consumption, and between 
neighbouring and generalised trust. Material and social 
consumption both demand fi nancial resources to sustain 
them and hence are, in large measure, denied to people 
on low incomes. In an era of fi nancial austerity, the gap 
between the ‘haves’ and the ‘have-nots’ may increase unless 
policy is deliberately progressive. The association between 
trust and neighbouring, which echoes conclusions from the 
literature on social capital (Putnam, et al., 1993, Van 
Oorschot & Art, 2005), would suggest a bi-directional 
(recursive) causal process, by which trust facilitates social 
contact which, in turn, helps to increase trust, a process that 
can in future be modelled as panel data from Understanding 
Society become available. Somewhat at odds with this idea, 
the existing data hint that levels of trust may be lower 
among minority ethnic communities, but that neighbouring 
might be marginally higher; this is a potentially important 
fi nding that should be further investigated when detailed 
information from Understanding Society’s ethnic minority 
boost sample becomes available in a year’s time. Indeed, 
neighbouring (including the sense of local identity) is 
confi rmed as the only dimension in which society’s less 
advantaged members - ethnic minorities, women, and those 
with no or elementary educational qualifi cations - score 
more highly than other groups (see also Guest & Wierzbki, 
1999). However, even the highest score on neighbouring 
does not compensate for the large shortfalls in participation 
these groups experience on the other fi ve dimensions.

The only two dimensions that appear not to be positively 
correlated are material and environmental consumption 
(Table 2). It therefore appears that, in Britain, the propensity 
of people to invest in environmental goods is actually 
negatively correlated to their propensity to consume 
material goods. This suggests the possibility of an explicit 
and conscious trade-off, as those who are most concerned 
about environment issues choose not to acquire material 
assets, many of which, such as dishwashers and driers, 
consume large amounts of water and energy. It should be 
stressed, however, that this relationship is weak and it will 
be important to establish whether the negative correlation 
intensifi es in the years ahead with a possible rise in 
environmental consciousness and a progressive reduction of 
a materialistic culture. Currently, environmental consumption 
is particularly low among people with the least education, 
while those with post graduate education are, on average, 
the most committed to pro-environment spending. It will be 
useful to explore willingness to buy environmentally relevant 
goods in relation to income and household characteristics. 

The statistical modelling revealed the importance of age 
on social participation. People over retirement age are 
more likely than younger people to engage in all forms 
of participation, except material consumption, even 
when controlling for income, gender, education, ethnic 
background and regional residence. There are several 
possible explanations for this fi nding, including the amount 
of uncommitted time available to pensioners, a greater 
propensity to be at home that might foster stronger 
neighbourhood networks and mutual support, and fi nally, 
generational change in social aspirations and socialising 
behaviours. The fi rst two possibilities will be explored 
through adding new controls into the models as data 
become available. 

It will also be of interest to examine the effects of age in 
a longitudinal context. It will be of interest to apply Hall’s 
(1999) analysis of social participation as it extends to 
this multidimensional view of participation that includes 
consumption. Hall argued that each new generation in the 
United Kingdom has had lower social capital than previous 
age cohorts, but that this decline has been mitigated by 
higher levels of education (our results confi rm the positive 
relation between educational attainment and participation), 
the emergence of a large middle class (with the high income 
and educational attainment that foster the accumulation of 
social capital), and governmental policy that has increasingly 
supported growth in the voluntary sector. Longitudinal data 
from Understanding Society should eventually enable us to 
determine whether Hall’s (1999) generational hypothesis is 
correct, or whether participation increases as a consequence 
of changes in lifestyle contingent on retirement. The fi rst 
hypothesis suggests social bonds are in terminal decay, 
with negative effects for society as a whole, while the latter 
might indicate increased social participation arising from an 
aging society.

10 Participation in associations and voluntary work indicators are included in the next wave of Understanding Society.
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Finally, as one might expect in a society with a strong 
individualistic tradition and an increasingly strong emphasis 
on consumption and consumerism as bases for social 
identity (Giddens, 1991; Slater, 1997; Featherstone, 2007), 
most dimensions of participation were found to be quite 
strongly related to income (Auslander & Litwin, 1988; 
Menchik & Weisbrod, 1987; Walker, 2008). However, 
education also matters, even when, as in the modelling, 
account is taken of higher incomes commanded by people 
with better education. While material consumption is 
signifi cantly lower than average only among those without 
qualifi cations, the level of involvement in all other forms of 
participation closely follows the contours of educational 
achievement. In some respects, this fi nding comes as no 
surprise, since education is a principal mechanism through 
which citizens are equipped adequately to participate in 
society and is the vehicle advocated by generations of 
politicians to address the causes of social disadvantage. On 
the other hand, the fact that the relationships are so strong, 
even after account is taken of the economic benefi ts accruing 
from education, seems to underline the intrinsic rather than 
the instrumental value of good schooling. However, it is 
important in further analysis to determine whether the 
association between social participation and education is 
a direct result of good educational experiences or simply 
a product of the all pervasive infl uence of social class. 

Sample Size
Individuals aged 16 and above who completed the adult 
individual interview and had complete data for the 
variables in the model. The fi nal sample size is 15,185.

Findings
The authors defi ne participation as a multidimensional 
concept combining social participation and consumption, 
since the inability to afford a certain level of consumption 
excludes people from full participation in today’s society. 
Five of the dimensions are related to one another. These 
are neighbouring, trust, and interest in politics, traditional 
measures of participation, and material and social 
consumption. A measure of environmental consumption, 
willingness to adopt environmental arrangements or 
products, was less strongly related to other participation 
dimensions.

There are strong associations between income and 
education. Income is positively associated with each 
dimension of participation, with the largest associations 
being for social and material goods consumption. People 
with degree level education are notably more likely than 
other people to score highly on the measures of trust, 
social expenditure and political interest. 

Gender and family stage also are related to participation. 
Women are more likely than men to identify and engage 
with their neighbourhoods, while men are report higher 
levels of trust and interest in politics than women – both 
indicators of formal participation. The presence of children 
in the household is associated with higher material 
and social consumption and greater involvement in 
neighbouring.

APPENDIX: STATISTICAL MODELING 
OF PARTICIPATION
This Appendix presents some details of the statistical 
modeling done for this chapter. Table A lists several of the 
fi t indices produced for the MIMIC model. Three categories 
of fi t measures are shown. The chi-square test assesses 
the model fi t in an absolute way. The comparative fi t 
measures compare the model to a more restricted, nested 
baseline model. Typically, this baseline model is a ‘null’ 
model or model of ‘independence,’ in which the covariances 
among all input indicators are fi xed to zero, although no 
such constraints are placed on the indicator variances. It is 
desirable for the CFI and TLI to be greater than 0.95. The 
root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) is an 
‘error of approximation’ index because it assesses the extent 
to which a model fi ts reasonably well in the population 
(Brown, 2006, p. 81-86). It is considered good for the 
RMSEA to be less than 0.06. 

In addition, the Appendix shows the results of the 
measurement portion of the model. Figure A shows 
the results for the social participation dimensions. The 
coeffi cients on the arrows linking the latent constructs, e.g. 
Neighbouring are like factor loadings for each observed 
indicator. Figure B shows the results of the measurement 
portion of the model that is related to the consumption 
dimensions. 
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Table A CFA Fit Statistics (N=15,185)

 Absolute Predictive Fit 

 Chi-Square

  Comparative Fit

 Comparative Fit Index (CFI)

 Tucker Lewis Index (TLI)

 Parsimony Fit

 Root Mean Square Error of
 Approximation (RMSEA)

656,799.44
298 degrees 
of freedom

0.95

0.96

0.04

Education and 
income are 

associated with 
each dimension 
of participation



DETERMINANTS OF PARTICIPATION IN THE UNITED KINGDOM: 
A PRELIMINARY ANALYSIS

8

  Figure 1 Social Participation Dimensions

  Figure 2 Consumption Dimensions

Interest in Politics

Feeling of belonging

Importance of friendship

Willingness to ask for advice

Possibility to borrow

Willingness to work to improve 
the neighbourhood

Remain resident 

Feeling similar to people

Regularly talking to neighbours

Trust unknown

Take risks with strangers

.40 .63

.76

.69

.51

.37

.48

.56

.62

.67

.20

.26

.33

.52

.65

.54

.46

.40

.37

Income

Sex

Region

Education

Age group

Ethnicity

Children in family

(Table 1).83

.66 .43

.13

.51

.26

.61

.32

.57

.40

.12

.69

.89

.92

.66

.22

.27

.91

.80

.58

.80

.48

.76

.52

.70

.92

.69

.11

.08

.79

.35

Purchase 
of goods/
services 
(scale to 
measure 
material 

deprivation)

Propensity to 
purchase 

environmental
goods

Income

Sex

Region

Education

Age group

Ethnicity

Children in 

family

(Table 1)

DVD Player

Satellite dish

Dryer

Dishwasher

Microwave

PC

CD

Mobile

Afford holiday

Afford meals with friends

Afford house insurance

Solar panel (electricity)

Solar panel (water)

Wind turbine

Green tariff

Neighbouring

General Trust

Socio-demographic
Variables:

Socio-
demographic
Variables:

Material 
Consumption

Social
Consumption

Environmental
Consumption

1

1

1

2

2

2

3

3

4

4

5

5

6

6

7

7

8

8

1

2

3

1

2

3

4
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