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The ‘civic premium’ of university graduates: the impact of
massification on associational membership

Chris Taylor , Stuart Fox , Ceryn Evans and Gareth Rees

WISERD, Cardiff University, Cardiff, UK

ABSTRACT

Considerable attention has been paid to the economic benefits of
participating in higher education, particularly the ‘economic premium’ of
graduates compared to non-graduates. Although the civic contribution
of graduates has been widely acknowledged and discussed, there has
been a dearth of empirical analysis that investigates this contribution.
Furthermore, the massification of higher education in the UK, US, and
many other countries, has had profound impacts on the higher
education experience. But little is known about how changes to the
form and function of mass higher education have impacted on the civic
contribution of university graduates. This research attempts to address
this by focussing specifically on associational membership of university
graduates during their early adulthood. By calculating the ‘civic
premium’ of UK graduates compared to their non-graduate peers over
time we are able explore the relationship between associational
membership and higher education participation following the
massification of UK higher education.
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Introduction

The nature of higher education in the UK and in most other Western countries has changed consider-

ably in the last sixty years (Altbach, Reisberg, and Rumbley 2009). Underpinning these changes has

been the controlled growth in the number of new entrants to higher education. As early as 1973 Trow

saw this as representing a shift from an ‘elite’ system of higher education to a ‘mass’ system of higher

education. This transformation, Trow contended, would inevitably lead to both changes in the organ-

isation of the higher education system (including the curriculum) and the ‘functions’ of the higher

education system for the rest of society. Although Trow describes the functions of higher education

in economic terms (e.g. the preparation of graduates for elite roles in specific occupations) he also

recognises that the massification of higher education reflected and supported the wider democrati-

sation of society and the extension of the political franchise.

In the UK there have been two important official attempts to formalise the functions of higher edu-

cation over this time period (Robbins 1963; Dearing 1997). Both recognised a broad set of functions

for higher education, reflecting economic and social functions for both individuals in receipt of higher

education and the rest of society. The bi-dimensional nature of these descriptions was helpfully sum-

marised by Brennan, Durazzi, and Séné (2013) in their more recent review of the wider benefits of

higher education for the UK Government (Figure 1).
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Despite an increasing emphasis on the economic objectives of higher education (reflected in

Quadrants 1 and 2) the function of higher education to contribute to ‘shaping a democratic, civilised,

inclusive society’ (Dearing 1997, 72) has remained over time. Based on previous studies examining

the impact of higher education, Brennan, Durazzi, and Séné (2013) identified a number of key beha-

viours that are more often associated with graduates than they are with non-graduates. These

included a greater propensity to vote, to engage in public debate, to volunteer, to trust, to tolerate

others and to participate in civic associations. These are commonly considered to be the character-

istics of a civil society that is functioning effectively. We might expect, therefore, that the massifica-

tion of higher education should have exerted a positive influence on civil society over time.

However, despite the massification of higher education many countries have witnessed an appar-

ent decline in civil society. Putnam’s (1995, 2000) seminal studies of associational membership in Italy

and the United States confirmed that such activity was in decline, a trend Putnam felt was contribut-

ing to the decline of social trust and faith in the democratic process in those countries. Studies from

numerous other countries have also observed a decline in the membership of traditional civic associ-

ations (Norris 2001; Skocpol 2003; Macedo et al. 2005; Whiteley 2012; Dalton 2013; Richards and

Heath 2015).

The picture in the UK would appear to be more mixed. Although data on national levels of asso-

ciational membership or volunteering in the UK do not go as far back as the 1960s, voter turnout – a

valid indicator of political engagement – fell considerably around the same time as significantly

greater numbers began to enter higher education (Figure 2). Recent figures from the Office for

National Statistics (ONS) have also shown that there has been a 15.4% decline in the total

number of frequent hours volunteered between 2005 and 2015 in the UK. However, Richards

and Heath (2015) have suggested that traditional ‘civic forms’ of social capital, such as social

trust, have not significantly declined over the last thirty years in the UK. Instead, they identify

that more ‘instrumental forms’ of social capital, such as membership of voluntary associations,

Figure 1. A bi-dimensional categorisation of the wider benefits of higher education (from Brennan, Durazzi, and Séné 2013, 22).
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have declined consistently since 1990. Furthermore, Richards and Heath (2015) argue that ‘instru-

mental forms’ of social capital have become more unequally divided by socio-economic and edu-

cational status over time.

If education, and higher education in particular, does make an important contribution to civil

society, some of these divergent trends would seem to be contradictory. Unfortunately, explanations

for this apparent paradox largely remain speculative. The general decline in associational member-

ship, voter turnout and volunteering, for example, could be due to other structural trends within

society. These could include the transformation in the nature of civic associations themselves from

traditional, hierarchical associations rooted in community or particular industries (such as churches

or trade unions) towards interest- or value-based organisations with more horizontal structures

(Hall 1999; Norris 2001; Welzel, Inglehart, and Deutsch 2005).

The most dominant explanation, however, has been the declining tendency of new cohorts of

young citizens to join such associations (Putnam 2000; Brewer 2003; Li, Pickles, and Savage 2005;

Macedo et al. 2005; Whiteley 2012). This has led to considerable interest and numerous strategies

to promote civic participation amongst young people in the UK.1

Another explanation is the growing concern that the massification of higher education in the

UK has led to a narrowing interpretation of its main functions, primarily around the employability

of its graduates (McArthur 2011) – not the expansion of a wider range of functions that Trow

(1973) had previously predicted. The transformation to a ‘mass’ system of higher education in

the UK has led to increasing financial pressures due to the expanding numbers of university stu-

dents. This has been primarily resolved by shifting the financial burden from the State to individ-

ual learners. And in turn the much-expanded higher education system is increasingly

characterised as a quasi-education market, where students are conceived as consumers and

where institutions are nationally accountable (e.g. through the Research Excellence Framework,

the more recent Teaching Excellence Framework, access agreements in England and student

fee plans in Wales).2

The emphasis has been, therefore, on the economic ‘premium’ of higher education for both the

individuals deciding whether to enter higher education or not (e.g. by comparing the financial

cost with the potential ‘graduate premium’ they might earn later) and for society when determining

how much of the increasing cost of the higher education system should be paid for through general

taxation (BIS 2011).

Figure 2. UK higher education participation and General Election turnout from the 1960s to 2010s. Data sources: API (Age Partici-
pation Index) (Dearing 1997, para 3.9); Old HEIPR and New HEIPR (Higher Education Initial Participation Rate) (Department for Edu-
cation Statistical First Release SFR47/2017); UK General Election turnout (House of Commons Research Papers 01/37, 01/54, 05/33 &
10/36).
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Whilst this has been associated with some notable benefits, such as greater diversity of partici-

pation, better regulation and significant macro impact (Brennan 2008) there are concerns that

these structural changes have the potential to weaken the relationship between higher education

and its civic or social contribution. This has led some to question what the social contribution of

higher education is and ought to be now (Schwartz 2003; Forstenzer 2017).

This paper aims, therefore, to compare the social contribution of graduates from an era of ‘mass’

higher education with graduates from a previously ‘elite’ higher education system. In addressing this

aim we are able to make a much-needed empirical contribution to recent debates about the appar-

ent decline in civil society and the possible explanations for this. Specifically we attempt to answer

two important questions: (1) what is the relationship between civic participation and higher edu-

cation participation and (2) has this relationship changed with the massification of higher education?

In order to answer these questions we attempt to measure the ‘civic premium’ of university graduates

– the difference between graduates and non-graduates – and at two different time periods – the first

representing an era of elite higher education, and the second representing an era of mass higher

education.

We specifically examine levels of associational membership amongst graduates and non-gradu-

ates. There are theoretical and methodological justifications for this. First, there are strong theoretical

reasons for studying associational membership. Almond and Verba (1963) first recognised the impor-

tance of associational membership on civic culture, particularly in terms of political behaviours and

attitudes. This has been extended to include its importance in developing ‘civic skills’ (Rosenblum

1998; Stolle and Rochon 1998), which in turn led Putnam (2000) to suggest that associational mem-

bership, alongside social trust, is an important indicator of social capital. However, more empirical

studies have begun to question the relative importance of associational membership versus other

aspects of social capital, such as social trust and political participation (e.g. Newton 2001). Further-

more, other empirical studies have begun to challenge whether being a member of a voluntary

association or social organisation leads to greater ‘civic skills’, generalised social trust and political

participation or whether the direction of causation is the other way around (e.g. Van Der Meer

and Van Ingen 2009; Sønderskov 2011). Whilst there is still some disagreement about the relative

importance of associational membership for civil society most of these studies share one thing in

common, that is, all these different measures of civic participation are strongly associated with

one another. Therefore it is reasonable to assume that differences in associational membership

between graduate and non-graduates are a useful measure or proxy for the ‘civic premium’ of uni-

versity graduates.

The second justification for focussing on associational membership is methodological. In order to

examine the ‘civic premium’ of university graduates over time (comparing elite graduates with mass

graduates) we require the use of previously collected large-scale longitudinal data. The UK has a rich

history and source of such data. However, of all the different ways in which one could measure the

social or civic contribution of graduates within society associational membership is the only measure

that is available in any of the appropriate longitudinal studies.

The main limitation of just focussing on associational membership is that a small number of

studies have shown that the relationships between various forms of civic participation are not necess-

arily stable over time. For example, as we discussed above, Richards and Heath (2015) have showed

that trends in social trust and associational membership have not been the same over time, levels of

associational membership having apparently declined the most. More specifically, using data from

across 29 countries Geys (2012) found that the strength of the relationship between social trust

and membership of some types of associations has weakened over time (although they all remain

positive). To mitigate this limitation, therefore, we consider membership of different types of associ-

ations in the following analysis (Stolle and Rochon 1998; de Ulzurrun 2002).

The results of this analysis demonstrate that despite lower levels of associational membership over

time, the ‘civic premium’ is greater for graduates from a ‘mass’ era of higher education than it was for

graduates from the ‘elite’ era of higher education. However, we also demonstrate that this ‘civic
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premium’ is highly variable depending on the type of association of which individuals are members.

This would suggest that being a graduate appears to be mitigating the impact of wider structural

changes in associational membership, particularly for those more traditional associations that have

experienced the greatest decline in participation over time. But it also suggests, there is little evi-

dence, to date, that the massification of higher education in the UK has contributed to universal

decrease (or increase) in the propensity of graduates to join civic associations.

The remainder of this paper is structured in the following way. First, we discuss in more detail the

relationship between higher education and civic participation and what previous research on this

relationship has been able to demonstrate thus far. Then we discuss the analytical strategy, data

and method in more detail, including our measures of civic participation. This is followed by a pres-

entation of the results of this analysis before we conclude by discussing the implications of these

findings.

Higher education and civic participation

Typically, the contribution of higher education has been conceived in terms of its economic benefits,

whether that be in terms of the economic impact of the sector as a whole (UUK 2015), the impact of

institutions within their locale (Huggins and Johnston 2009; Lebeau and Bennion 2014; Zhang, Larkin,

and Lucey 2017) or the economic impact on individual graduates (Kelly and McNicoll 1998; Esson and

Ertl 2016). Moretti’s (2004) examination of the ‘social return’ of higher education was framed in terms

of conventional economic theory as being the collective economic value of being a graduate (i.e.

using aggregated graduate earnings).

The social contribution of higher education has been far more nebulous to study. As Brennan

(2008) has argued, the social impact of higher education can be wide-ranging, and include social out-

comes generated from the economic returns of higher education (including its impact on the ‘knowl-

edge society’ and its contribution to social mobility). But in terms of what might be described as the

direct social contribution of higher education towards what Brennan refers to as a ‘just and stable’ and

‘critical’ society, this has been much harder to measure, particularly on a large scale.

Where this has been attempted it too has distinguished between the impact of higher education

institutions, such as the cultural impact on their locale (e.g. Doyle 2010) their civic mission (e.g. Jong-

bloed, Enders, and Salerno 2008) or their broader social responsibility (Ayala-Rodríguez et al. 2019),

and the impact of individual graduates within society. The latter has tended to focus on the general or

personal development of graduates (Locke 2008), such as on their self-confidence and happiness

(Bellfield, Bullock, and Fielding 1999), or on the transformative nature of higher education on an indi-

vidual’s life prospects or outlook (Christie et al. 2018). There have been plenty of programmatic state-

ments about what higher education ought to do, but a dearth of empirical analyses identifying the

contribution of graduates on citizenship and civic engagement – essential ingredients to Brennan’s

‘just and stable’ and ‘critical’ society.

Conventional social theory argues that higher education is positively associated with associational

membership (and most other forms of civic and political participation) because it provides graduates

with the necessary skills, values and attitudes that facilitate such activity in later life (Verba, Schloz-

man, and Brady 1995; Brewer 2003; Green, Preston, and Sabates 2003; Campbell 2009; Huang, van

der Brink, and Groot 2009; Sondheimer and Green 2010). However, the consequence of this theory

alone would be that with increasing numbers of graduates there should be greater civic participation

over time, not less. Consequently, this has led to the development of a number of alternative expla-

nations for the apparent paradox between rising numbers of graduates and declining civic

participation.

These alternative explanations can be summarised in two main ways: explanations that question

the validity of the research underpinning the conventional social theory; or explanations that suggest

the relationship between higher education and civic participation has changed over time, particularly

due to the massification of higher education in most developed countries.
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The first of these suggest that higher education has little direct effect on civic participation, or

much less than previously thought. Instead, graduate status is seen as a proxy for a range of

factors that predispose individuals to both participate in higher education and undertake civic par-

ticipation (Milligan, Moretti, and Oreopoulos 2004; Kam and Palmer 2008). These factors could

include the influence of family, household economic background, the community in which the

graduate initially grew up, or the impact of education prior to going to university.

One of the most detailed analyses of the association between graduates and associational mem-

bership in the UK was by Egerton (2002). Using data from the British Household Panel Study (BHPS)

from between 1997 and 1999, Egerton compared young people’s organisational involvement before

and after they entered higher education (and in comparison with young people who did not enter

higher education). Egerton was able to demonstrate that there was a residual and additional

effect of higher education participation on civic participation. However, much of the variation in

civic participation after graduation could be accounted for by variations in civic participation prior

to going to university. In other words, young people going to university were more likely to

engage in civic participation before participating in higher education.

The persistent association between levels of education and civic participation could, therefore,

simply reflect the impact of school education rather than university education. However, this too

still cannot explain the apparent paradox of rising levels of educational attainment, required for

entry to higher education, and declining levels of civic participation.

The second set of alternative theories would, therefore, seem to be more credible – that is, the

relationship between education (including higher education) and civic engagement, and therefore

the impact of rising numbers of graduates on levels of civic engagement, is changing over time.

And the key process in this changing relationship is seen to be the massification of higher education.

During the early 1970s Trow (1973) observed that higher education systems expanding their pro-

vision beyond circa 15% of school-leavers tended to also reconfigure their purpose and organisation.

Trow therefore predicted that the shift from an ‘elite’ to ‘mass’ higher education system would have

profound consequences on the meaning, significance and motivation of students’ participation, the

curriculum and functions of higher education and the impact of higher education on society. This,

Trow concluded, would have important implications for the social contribution of university gradu-

ates. In particular, Trow argued that the massification of higher education would lead to a change in

both the demands of prospective students and the priorities of university education that would

increasingly emphasise the economic and instrumental value of higher education. And in particular,

that this could lead to a shift in the pursuit of skills and values that encourage civic activity towards

skills seen to enhance graduate employability. Despite a general shift towards a ‘mass’ higher edu-

cation system it was always expected that elements of the earlier ‘elite’ system would remain. As

Trow explains, ‘In mass higher education, the institutions are still preparing elites, but a much

broader range of elites’ (1973, 8).

Many would argue that this is precisely what has happened in the UK following the massification

of higher education. For example, Mayhew, Deer, and Dua (2004) argue there has been a much

greater emphasis on instrumental economic purposes of higher education, necessary for a

modern economy with a highly skilled workforce, as opposed to purposes emphasising the value

of learning for its own sake, character building and self-enrichment. In addition, participation in

higher education has increasingly been encouraged in terms of the financial benefits of graduates

rather than an earlier emphasis on building character and preparing a relatively small group of

young people to enter the political and administrative elite. Although some or all of the ‘elite’ func-

tions remain within the UK ‘mass’ system we might still expect to see a shift in the overall purposes of

higher education and its outcomes.

Trow (1973) also suggested that as the higher education student body becomes more socially

diverse then the social bonds between students would weaken, thereby leading to weaker foun-

dations for civic engagement amongst graduates. This not only meant that students in the mass

higher education system engaged less with the student community than their predecessors, but
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also that they were less likely to develop habits of behaviour and interaction that would facilitate the

development of civic engagement in later life and in other communal settings (Putnam 2000), an

argument used by Andreas (2018) in relation to the current lack of soft skills amongst US college

graduates.

Another suggestion made by Mayhew, Deer, and Dua (2004) is that with increasing numbers of

university graduates the ‘graduate premium’ – typically regarded as the economic advantage gradu-

ates enjoy as a result of securing better paid jobs – has declined on average and led to greater vari-

ation in the premium too; the growth in ‘graduate jobs’ has not kept pace with the growth in

undergraduate participation. Paterson (2013) makes a similar argument in the context of their

social contribution, suggesting that the opportunities for civic engagement have not expanded at

the same rate as higher education participation – Paterson notes, ‘there is a limit on how many

people can be secretaries and chairs of local tennis clubs or branches of political parties’ (2013, 19).

Finally, Ahier, Beck, and Moore (2003), in their study of ‘graduate citizens’, argue that the massifi-

cation of higher education is associated with a changing conception of ‘citizenship’, suggesting that

neo-liberal citizenship is now more prevalent within higher education,

The question which has to be asked is whether the very ways in which higher education has been extended to a

greater percentage of the population, and restructured to serve the economy, run contrary to earlier democratic

and social hopes and aspirations. (Ahier, Beck, and Moore 2003, 63)

Unfortunately, many of these theories remain relatively untested. The absence of research on the

social contribution of university graduates is a major obstacle to a better understanding of the

relationship between higher education and civic participation, and thereby helping to resolve the

apparent tension between increasing university participation and declining civic participation. Fur-

thermore, none of these theories can consider the impact of wider structural changes on civic par-

ticipation. Despite the positive association between university participation and civic participation

commonly found amongst individuals, it could be the case ‘that education effects may well be

greatly outweighed by more powerful institutional and cultural factors at the national level’

(Green, Preston, and Sabates 2003, 28).

Methods

To contribute to this debate and to provide some empirical basis for assessing these contrasting the-

ories this analysis attempts to measure the ‘civic premium’ of university graduates on associational

membership over time.

Whilst this may initially appear to be a straightforward empirical question there are two major

analytical challenges to overcome. Comparing two cohorts of graduates from two different eras

would either mean (i) comparing cohorts at the same time but at different ages and stages of

their life course or (ii) comparing cohorts at the same age but at different time periods. Previous

research has demonstrated that there has been a general decline in levels of civic participation in

the UK over the last sixty years. Any comparison, therefore, would have to distinguish between

the effects of higher education from two different eras with the effects of wider structural changes

that may also have led to such decline. Similarly, previous research has shown that civic participation

(and by definition, associational membership) is dependent upon age and life stage (Jankowski and

Strate 1995). Any comparison of two cohorts taken from the same point in time would therefore have

to factor in their different ages.

We attempt to overcome these analytical challenges by measuring the ‘civic premium’ of being a

graduate (i.e. the propensity of civic participation amongst graduates versus non-graduates) for two

different cohorts of young adults (both aged 25–35 years), one from 1991 (born between 1956 and

1966) and the other from 2007 (born between 1972 and 1982). Although the data we use cannot tell

us precisely when an individual went to university the first cohort of young adults are likely to have

entered higher education between 1974 and 1984, at a time when university was still for an ‘elite’ few

STUDIES IN HIGHER EDUCATION 7



when participation was still less than 15% (see Figure 2). Crucially, the second cohort would most cer-

tainly have entered higher education after massification had occurred, between 1990 and 2000, at

the same time as participation in UK higher education grew from 15% to 35% for young entrants,

the period of massification (see Figure 2).

Although measures of associational membership are still taken at two different time points our

interest is not in terms of comparing membership across time. Instead we calculate the propensity

to be members of various civic associations for graduates and then for non-graduates at each

time point. Any difference between graduates and non-graduates, the ‘civic premium’, in one

cohort (or period of university participation) can then be compared with the ‘civic premium’ in the

other cohort. Not only does this analysis consider whether being a university graduate is positively

associated with associational membership, the simple analytical design means we can also see

whether the positive association between university participation and associational membership

has declined, increased or remained the same following the massification of UK higher education.

To further strengthen the analytical design we are fortunate to be able to draw upon a single

data source for this purpose, the British Household Panel Study (BHPS).3 This means that data col-

lected from the two cohorts are commensurate with one another. This rich dataset also provides us

with detailed information about the individuals in each cohort which means that when comparing

the ‘civic premium’ we can control for other background factors commonly associated with asso-

ciational membership (such as gender, family status, employment and experience of compulsory

schooling).

The main constraint of this analytical strategy and the use of the BHPS is that we are limited by the

choice of measures available. As noted earlier, the only available measure of civic participation for

these two cohorts is their membership of various civic associations. Fortunately, both cohorts in

the study were asked the same questions and were asked about the same types of civic associations.

Specifically we consider whether respondents were members of the following ten types of civic

associations4:

. Trade unions

. Environment groups

. Parents’ associations

. Tenants’ and residents’ associations

. Religious organisations

. Voluntary service associations

. Social groups

. Sports groups

. Other community organisations

. Other organisations

Since membership of these various types of associations can be low, many studies tend to aggre-

gate them, either based on theoretical considerations or using some form of latent structure analysis

(Egerton 2002; Welzel, Inglehart, and Deutsch 2005; Zukin et al. 2006; Campbell 2009). Despite the

analytical advantages of this approach, it can overlook the heterogeneity of associational member-

ship (Stolle and Rochon 1998; Helliwell and Putnam 2007). Consequently we adopt two analytical

strategies. The first uses a composite measure of associational membership as the dependent vari-

able – the number of associations of which respondents reported being members. For this analysis

we use Poisson regression to estimate the difference in the number of associations of which graduate

respondents are members, compared to non-graduate respondents. The second analytical strategy

utilises the diversity of associations for which we have data and undertakes a series of logistic

regression models to estimate whether graduate respondents are more or less likely to be

members compared to non-graduates of each type of association.
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In both sets of analyses we control for other key characteristics commonly associated with mem-

bership of civic associations. So, alongside respondents’ graduate status, we therefore also include

the following characteristics in the regression models:

. Gender

. Marital status

. Living with dependent children

. Employment status (employed or unemployed)

. Tenure (owning home or renting)

. Whether the respondent likes their neighbourhood

. Father’s social class (manual or non-manual employment)5

. Type of secondary school attended (comprehensive, public/private, secondary modern)

As discussed earlier, graduate status could just be a proxy for other factors underpinning associa-

tional membership. Controlling for these background factors, including the type of secondary school

attended, minimises this, but we recognise that this does not entirely address the limitation. Unfor-

tunately, since we have to use data from the first Wave of the BHPS there is no data on associational

membership before the older of the two cohorts were 18 years old.

Another limitation is that we are only concerned with the associational membership of adults

between the ages of 25 and 35 years. Therefore, we do not consider the possible effect of being a

university graduate on their membership later in life. Whilst this is important, particularly as associa-

tional membership tends to increase as people get older, we are constrained by the design of our

comparison between two cohorts of university participants. However, there is little reason to think

that if the massification of higher education was related to changes in graduates’ levels of associa-

tional membership when they were aged 25–35 years old that this would have a different relation-

ship with their levels of associational membership later in life.

Findings

We begin by looking at the descriptive statistics for associational membership by cohort and gradu-

ate status. Table 1 presents the average number of associations6 of which respondents reported

being members and the proportion of respondents who said they were members of five different

types of associations.7 The results from this table show two clear patterns. First, levels of associational

membership were consistently higher for the earlier ‘elite’ cohort than they were for the more recent

‘mass’ cohort. This provides further evidence for the decline in associational membership in the UK

reported by Richards and Heath (2015) and the general decline in civic participation noted by Putnam

(2000) and others. The second main observation is that for both cohorts associational membership is

higher for graduates than it is for non-graduates. Again, this supports previous findings suggesting

that graduate status is often associated with civic participation.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics on associational membership of 25–35 year olds by cohort and graduate status from the British
Household Panel Study.

‘Elite’ cohort (1991) ‘Mass’ cohort (2007)

Graduates Non-graduates Graduates Non-graduates

Average number of associations 1.24 0.83 0.89 0.51
Trade Union 28% 21% 26% 13%
Environmental group 10% 2% 4% 1%
Parents’ Association 4% 5% 5% 3%
Tenants and Residents’ Association 8% 5% 3% 1%
Religious organisation 13% 5% 10% 4%
N 264 1808 263 778
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However, what is not entirely clear from Table 1 is whether the gap in associational member-

ship between graduates and non-graduates was greater during the ‘elite’ or ‘mass’ period of

UK higher education. We could simply measure the ‘gap’ in associational membership

between graduates and non-graduates in the two cohorts. However, we also need to consider

the changing characteristics of the ‘mass’ graduate cohort compared to the ‘elite’ graduates.

Therefore, Table 2 presents the results of a Poisson regression on the number of associations

of which respondents reported being members, after controlling for various background

characteristics.

It can be seen from this more detailed analysis that associational membership was still greater

amongst graduates in both cohorts. For ‘elite’ graduates this ‘civic premium’ was the equivalent of

being a member, on average, of 0.24 associations more than non-graduates from the same ‘elite’

era. For the more recent ‘mass’ graduates, this ‘civic premium’ was the equivalent of being a

member, on average, of 0.29 associations more than non-graduates from the ‘mass’ era. This

would indicate that despite overall lower levels of associational membership over time, the graduate

‘civic premium’ has apparently been maintained, suggesting that explanations for the broad decline

in civic participation are more likely to exist outside the higher education system, and are less likely to

be the result of changes to the nature and organisation of the UK higher education system over this

time period.

Table 3 presents the conditional probabilities on reported membership resulting from the results

of ten logistic regression models by cohort and by different types of association. Since all the logis-

tic regression models are based on exactly the same variables direct comparison of these con-

ditional probabilities is possible. Consequently, each conditional probability can be interpreted as

the ‘civic premium’ of an ‘elite’ or ‘mass’ cohort joining these particular types of associations,

while controlling for all other variables in the models. For example, the ‘civic premium’ of being

a graduate in the ‘elite’ cohort increases the probability of being a member of a trade union by

6% compared to a non-graduate from the same cohort. This compares to a 10% increase in the

likelihood of a graduate in the ‘mass’ cohort being a member of a trade union compared to a

non-graduate in the ‘mass’ cohort. Indeed, in all five types of associations in Table 3, there is a

‘civic premium’ for graduates from the ‘mass’ cohort. In two of these types of association this

‘civic premium’ is greater than it was for the ‘elite’ cohort; for two other types of association the

‘civic premium’ is smaller, and for the fifth type of association (religious organisation) the ‘civic

premium’ appears to remain the same. For the other five types of association (not presented in

Table 3), there would appear to be no graduate ‘civic premium’ on their membership in either of

the two cohorts. These include membership of sports clubs, voluntary associations and parents’

associations.

Table 2. Poisson regression: number of associations respondents are members of, by cohort.

Cohort

Count

‘Elite’ ‘Mass’

n 2072 1041
Graduate (vs. Non Graduate) 0.24*** 0.29***
Female (vs. Male) −0.22*** −0.02
Not living with children (vs. living with children) 0.03 0.00
Not married/living as a couple (vs. married/living as a couple) 0.02 0.01
Employed (vs. not employed) 0.39*** 0.03
Own home (vs. rented) 0.14* 0.24***
Likes neighbourhood (vs. doesn’t like neighbourhood) −0.07 −0.04
Non−manual father’s occupation (vs. manual father’s occupation) 0.06 0.06
Previous school type:
Comprehensive (vs. public/private) −0.12* −0.11
Comprehensive (vs. secondary modern) −0.01 −0.08

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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Discussion and conclusions

This analysis provides further evidence that civic participation, at least in terms of associational mem-

bership, appears to have declined amongst 25–35 year olds over time. This age group were less likely

to be members of traditional civic organisations, such as trade unions, residents’ associations, reli-

gious organisations and environmental groups, in 2007 compared to 1991. But, to reiterate, the

two central questions addressed in this paper were (1) what is the relationship between associational

membership and higher education participation and (2) has this relationship changed with the mas-

sification of higher education?

The analysis presented here suggests that university graduates were more likely to be members of

civic associations compared to non-graduates, both in 1991 and 2007. We cannot be confident that

the greater likelihood of associational membership amongst university graduates is not due to their

higher levels of educational attainment prior to university entry, or that we can say very much about

the direction of causation between associational membership and graduate status. However, the

positive relationship between associational membership and graduate status remains after control-

ling for various other important predictors of associational membership (such as their gender,

employment and family status). But these results also suggest that this ‘civic premium’ for graduates

is not the same for all types of associational membership. Of the ten types of association we con-

sidered here, there was a positive relationship between graduate status and membership in only

five types of associations: trade unions, environmental groups, parents’ associations, tenants’ and

residents’ associations, and religious organisations. We found no relationship between graduate

status and membership in voluntary service associations, social groups, sports groups, and other

organisations (including other community organisations).

This suggests that there is a ‘civic divide’ between graduates and non-graduates in terms of the

types of associations of which they are members. This is an important finding, since many studies

tend to aggregate participation in different types of civic organisations into a single measure. Our

analysis demonstrates the danger of thereby concealing the complexity of the relationship

between graduate status (and education more generally) and civic participation (cf. Stolle and

Table 3. Ten logistic regression models with predicted probabilities of associational membership, by cohort and by type of
association (%).

Trade Union
Environmental

Group Parents’ Association

Tenants’ and
Residents’
Association

Religious
organisation

‘Elite’ ‘Mass’ ‘Elite’ ‘Mass’ ‘Elite’ ‘Mass’ ‘Elite’ ‘Mass’ ‘Elite’ ‘Mass’

Graduate (vs. Non Graduate) 6* 10** 4** 2* 0 2 3 2* 5* 5*
Female (vs. Male) −6** 4 0 0 5*** 5*** −1 1 3** 2
Not living with children (vs.
living with children)

1 3 3* 0 −7*** −5*** 0 0 −2 −5***

Not married/living as a
couple (vs. married/living
as a couple)

−4 0 −1 1 2 1 0 −1 1 1

Employed (vs. not employed) 25*** 7* 0 0 1 −2* 0 −1 2 −1
Own home (vs. rented) 0 7** 1 0 2 2* 2 −1 −2 2
Likes neighbourhood (vs.
doesn’t like
neighbourhood)

−1 6 0 1 −1 −1 −2 0 −3 −2

Non-manual father’s
occupation (vs. manual
father’s occupation)

−3 0 3** 1 0 1 −1 0 4** 3

Previous school type:
Comprehensive (vs. public/
private)

3 2 0 0 −3* −1 −1 −1 −3 −4*

Comprehensive (vs.
secondary modern)

3 0 1 1 0 −1 −1 0 −1 −2

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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Rochon 1998). For example, the benefits of higher education participation may be greater for some

types of associations than others. Does membership of, say, a sports club benefit from the same kinds

of skills and values that benefit membership of a parents’ association? This has significant impli-

cations for further studies of the mechanisms through which higher education influences later

civic participation by graduates.

Secondly, although associational membership appears to have declined for young adults between

1991 and 2007, the overall ‘civic premium’ associated with university graduates – specifically the

benefit of being a graduate compared to a non-graduate of the same age and cohort – has held con-

stant over this time. This would appear to be the case despite the massification of the UK higher edu-

cation system between the late 1980s and 2000. Of course, we cannot tell yet whether this ‘civic

premium’ exists for more recent university graduates, who, crucially, have had to make individual

financial contributions to their higher education.

However, beneath this headline finding, the results suggest that the relationship between higher

education and associational membership has changed, albeit in complex ways. For some types of

association, the ‘civic premium’ has increased – such as trade union membership – but for other

types of association, this relationship appears to have declined – such as membership of environ-

mental groups. For other sorts of association, the ‘civic premium’ has remained the same – such

as membership of religious organisations. Given the decline in membership in all these types of

association, these findings indicate that being a graduate is perhaps mitigating the impact of

broader civic decline in some of these types of association more than in others. The question

remains, however, why that might be. It would appear, for example, that having a degree in an

era of ‘mass’ higher education has been compensating for the weakening propensity of more

recent young adults to join some of the more traditional civic associations that used to form the

bedrock of social life in the 1950s, such as trade unions (Putnam 2000). It could also be the case

that the obligatory nature or personal benefits of being a member of some civic associations, such

as trade unions, has changed over time. However, the example of trade unions demonstrates how

complex this might be. In general trade union membership has declined in the UK over this time

period, suggesting that trade union membership is less obligatory than it once was. So when we

see that the graduate ‘civic premium’ for trade union membership is greater for the more recent

‘mass’ graduates than it was for the earlier ‘elite’ graduates this would seem to suggest stronger

civic dispositions, all things being equal. However, at the same time the increasing rate of graduate

employment has not kept pace with the increasing rate of graduates in the UK. Consequently, these

more recent graduates may feel more compelled to be a member of a trade union, all things being

equal, because of the greater competition for graduate employment.

Conversely, graduates from the ‘elite’ era of UK higher education would appear to have been more

likely to have had the values and skills that made them more likely to join newer civic associations

that are issue-based and involve political campaigning; values and skills that are, perhaps, increas-

ingly absent in an era of ‘mass’ higher education. However, this highlights an important methodologi-

cal challenge in this kind of analysis.

Although more recent graduates can be described as representing the ‘massification’ of higher

education, as Trow (1973) himself acknowledged, this does not mean that ‘elite’ higher education,

and the impact it has on its graduates, has disappeared. Rather, the differentiated structure of UK

higher education remains, both in terms of academic selection for entry and in the educational

and social experiences of attending different universities across the UK. Unfortunately, most available

large-scale datasets do not ask what kind of universities graduates attended. Nor do they tend to ask

what courses the graduates completed, how their curriculum was organised, how they were taught

or what other activities they participated in during their university education. Only more detailed

qualitative data could help differentiate these university experiences and how they might be impact-

ing on civic participation. However, whilst the continued existence of elite higher education insti-

tutions continues in an era of mass higher education we would expect, on average, that their

effect is clearly diluted. It is legitimate, therefore, to say that what it means to be graduate more
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recently has shifted on average; and this would hold for both civic values and attitudes and the

knowledge and skills that are acquired or developed through participation in higher education.

The analysis presented here is dependent upon the information available in the BHPS. But despite

this limitation, it has demonstrated quite clearly that research on civic participation must consider the

heterogeneity of civic associations. And it could be the case that traditional forms of associational

membership, as considered here, do not fully represent the different ways young adults are

engaged in civil society. It has also provided an important example of the contribution of graduates.

Whilst their economic contribution is inevitably important, both to individuals and the economy,

there is a danger in considering the benefits of higher education in purely economic terms (Cook,

Watson, and Webb 2014). As the major reviews of higher education have repeatedly demonstrated,

higher education also has a wider social purpose. Whilst the ‘massification’ of UK higher education

has led to significant changes to the priorities, organisation and outcomes of higher education, it

is important and valuable to see that university graduates continue to provide a ‘civic premium’ com-

pared to their non-graduate peers.

Notes

1. As demonstrated by the number of policies designed to encourage civic participation or volunteering amongst

young people and in schools, such as the Welsh Baccalaureate, the National Citizen Service in England, Project

Scotland and the ‘#iwill’ UK-wide Government-funded campaign to encourage youth social action.

2. There is also significant divergence in the higher education systems of each country within the UK, as exemplified

by differences in tuition fees and student financial support. Nevertheless, this divergence does not weaken the

point being made, indeed, such differences could arguably be contributing to the higher education quasi-market.

3. University of Essex, Institute for Social and Economic Research (2010). The BHPS has now been incorporated into

Understanding Society, a larger panel survey.

4. These are all asked in the 1991 and 2005 BHPS. Membership of other organisations, such as political parties,

Women’s Institute, Scouts and Guides, was also reported, but these have been omitted because either there

was no comparative data in both years of the BHPS or the number of members was negligible. Of course, the

degree to which each type of association has a civic purpose varies. But this will largely depend on what role

that membership takes – for example there is a difference to being a member of a sports club to use its facilities

and being a member of a sports club in order to coach children.

5. We have also considered using current occupational class (of the graduates/non-graduates when they were 25–

35 years old). However, the inclusion of this as an additional control variable is problematic for two reasons. First,

its inclusion does not change the results presented. And second, it is problematic to include a control variable that

is so strongly associated with the main independent variable of interest (i.e. whether an individual is a graduate or

not). Therefore, to avoid confusing the analytical design and to maintain model parsimony we do not include this

in the presented results.

6. Of the ten types of civic associations listed earlier.

7. For brevity we only present the detailed results of five of the ten types of associations where we find they were

associated with graduate status. The full analysis is available on request.
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