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Comparative Longitudinal Study of 18 Established 
Democracies 1995-2015  
Atle Haugsgjerda, Stine Hesstvedt a, and Rune Karlsenb 

aInstitute for Social Research, Oslo, Norway; bDepartment of Media and Communication, University of Oslo, 
Oslo, Norway 

ABSTRACT 
We investigate the often-stated, but disputed claim in the political science 
and political communication literature that increasing media choice 
widens inequalities in political knowledge. The assumption is that in 
a high-choice media environment, the politically interested will consume 
more news while the uninterested will avoid such content, leading, in turn, 
to widening differences in political knowledge. Although previous studies 
show that high media choice increases political knowledge gaps in the 
United States, comparative longitudinal evidence is currently lacking. To 
fill this gap, we draw on data from four rounds of the Comparative Study 
of Electoral Systems. Overall, we do not find general support for the high- 
choice knowledge gap thesis. In most countries, there is no indication that 
inequality in political knowledge has increased over time. Building on 
recent insights from political communication research, we question key 
assumptions of the high choice knowledge gap thesis. 

KEYWORDS 
Political knowledge; high 
choice; knowledge gaps; 
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Introduction 

While political institutions are typically characterized by stability or a process of slow gradual 
change, the political communication systems of established democracies are undergoing rapid 
and fundamental transformation as a result of technological, social and economic innovations 
that change audience behavior and challenge existing business models. In the heyday of broad
casting, the limited number of channels ensured huge audiences for each, and almost everyone 
consumed a shared minimum of news about politics and current affairs (Blumler & Kavanagh, 
1999). Digitalization and disruptive technological innovations have undoubtedly increased the 
number of media platforms and the content on offer, providing countless choices (e.g., Napoli, 
1999; Prior, 2005, 2007; Webster, 2014). 

In the political science and political communication literature, it is a popular yet contested 
belief that this development has profound consequences for the distribution of political knowl
edge within a society (Prior, 2005, 2007; Van Aelst et al., 2017). For politically interested citizens, 
increased media choice affords greater opportunities to seek out news about politics and current 
affairs while politically uninterested citizens can more easily avoid such content. One supposed 
consequence of this divergence in media consumption is an increasing gap between information- 
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rich and information-poor citizens in terms of political knowledge. This argument, which we 
refer to as “the high-choice knowledge gap thesis”, has been widely discussed in the literature 
following Prior’s (2005, 2007) seminal studies (see Van Aelst et al., 2017). 

The present study makes two contributions to this literature. Its main contribution is to 
empirically investigate the effect of changing media systems and increasing choice on the 
distribution of political knowledge in 18 established democracies. Despite widespread attention, 
there is a surprising lack of empirical evidence for the high-choice thesis. While there is evidence 
from the United States that increased media choice strengthens political knowledge gaps (Prior, 
2005, 2007), few if any studies have investigated whether the distribution of political knowledge 
has actually become less equal over time (Van Aelst et al., 2017, p. 16). To the best of our 
knowledge, the present study is the first to investigate this matter, drawing on data from four 
rounds of the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (CSES) from 1996 to 2015 – a period 
characterized by almost limitless growth in media choice. If the high-choice knowledge gap 
thesis is valid, political knowledge gaps should have increased during that time in all established 
democracies, as digital technology has undoubtedly increased media choice. 

Our second contribution is to build on different strands of political communication 
literature that questions whether high-choice environments necessarily increase knowl
edge gaps, and critically discuss the idea that contemporary high-choice contexts induce 
inequalities in political knowledge. More precisely, we discuss how media preferences are 
likely to be constrained by channel repertoires (Taneja et al., 2012) and situational factors 
(Wonneberger et al., 2011), as well as by the architecture of the digital political commu
nication system (Taneja et al., 2018). Taken together, we suggest that these factors buffer 
against greater inequality in political knowledge by limiting the extent to which people 
(willingly or unwillingly) avoid news about politics and current affairs. 

The results of our empirical analyses offer little support for the high-choice knowledge 
gap thesis as a general theory. While knowledge inequalities endure in most countries, we 
find few signs of increasing inequality between information-rich and information-poor 
citizens across countries for the period 1996–2015. In the concluding section, we build on 
our theoretical discussion to discuss why we fail to find general support for the high- 
choice thesis. We highlight the need for further theoretical and empirical clarification of 
the relationship between media consumption, political interest, and high-choice media 
systems in future research. 

The High-Choice Knowledge Gap Thesis 

The high-choice knowledge gap thesis builds on specific assumptions regarding agency 
(the individual preferences and appetites of users) and structure (the media environment) 
(cf. Luskin, 1990; Webster, 2014). In deciding what content to consume, individuals are 
seen to be driven by relatively stable media preferences and as purposeful actors with 
comprehensive knowledge about media content (e.g., Webster, 2014, p. 13). The media 
environment, on the other hand, is seen to determine consumers’ opportunities for 
matching their personal preferences to the content offered. 

In the “low-choice” media environment of earlier decades, the limited number of media 
options tempered the impact of heterogeneous individual preferences. Choice was constrained 
by the smaller range of channels, which also ensured larger audiences for each channel. 
Consequently, almost everyone consumed at least a shared minimum of news about politics 
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(e.g., Blumler & Kavanagh, 1999); many watched political news simply because they did not want 
to turn the television off, creating a large so-called “inadvertent” audience (Prior, 2005, p. 578). 
Because people were exposed to news, they learned about politics and current affairs, even if they 
were uninterested to begin with (Neuman et al., 1992). 

The digital revolution fundamentally altered this situation. Internet technology has provided 
24/7 access to countless media platforms and content types on multiple devices. Figure 1 
visualizes the trajectory of this astonishing development. Across 18 established democracies, 
the graph tracks the proportion of the population who used the Internet daily from 1996 to 2015, 
as well as the mean across countries (highlighted). In 1996, only 7% of people in these countries 
used the Internet; by 2015, that figure had increased to more than 80%. The online versions of 
traditional outlets such as newspapers, magazines, radio and television, along with new types of 
platforms like blogs and social media, offer users a wide variety of content. An essential feature of 
this new landscape is the diffusion of high-speed broadband cable and mobile networks, making 
it possible to also distribute high-quality video content for the purpose of entertainment or news 
consumption twenty-four-seven. 

Over the last two decades, then, people across established democracies have witnessed 
a digital revolution that has amplified personalization of media consumption (Chadwick, 
2013). In other words, people can increasingly consume more of their preferred content 
and eschew anything they are less interested in (for a discussion, see Napoli, 1999, 2011; 
Neuman, 1991; Prior, 2005, 2007; Webster, 2005, 2014). This means anyone interested in 
politics can consume endless amounts of news content, while those interested in various 
forms of entertainment and sports can consume more of their preferred genre while 
avoiding news. In this high-choice digital environment, inadvertent audiences should be 
smaller than in a low-choice environment because people do not have to sit through 
content they are not interested in before or after the content they prefer (Prior, 2005, 
p. 579). Moreover, preferences and motivation might be more decisive in a high-choice 

Figure 1. Daily individual internet use in 18 established democracies 1996–2015 (as percentage of 
population). 
Mean across countries is highlighted in black. 
Source: World Bank. 
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context, as the heterogeneous and unlimited supply of content renders traditional editorial 
decisions less influential (Wei & Hindman, 2011). Finally, fragmentation of media con
sumption is thought to be strengthened by social media platforms such as Facebook, 
which uses algorithms to streamline content that aligns with users’ preexisting preferences 
(e.g., Bücher, 2012). 

The supposed result of this process is a widening gap between the information-rich, who 
increasingly consume more news about current affairs and politics, and the information-poor, 
who consume less and less news of that kind. In the words of Achen and Bartels (2016, p. 37), 

Changes in the structure of the mass media have allowed people with an uncommon taste for public 
affairs to find an unprecedented quantity and variety of political news; but they have also allowed 
people with more typical taste to abandon traditional newspapers and television news for round-the- 
clock sports, pet tricks, or pornography, producing an increase in the variance of political informa
tion levels but no change in the average level of political information. 

Prior’s seminal studies (2005, 2007) remain the most convincing source of direct 
evidence for this high-choice knowledge gap thesis. Using individual-level panel data 
from the US, he demonstrated that content preference becomes a stronger predictor of 
political knowledge in a high-choice environment. 

To investigate these matters further, we pursue four hypotheses. Our first hypothesis 
concerns the development of overall knowledge inequality within countries. Although the 
high-choice thesis is essentially about widening differences in political knowledge between 
specific groups, a widening gap in political knowledge between highly informed politically 
interested and less informed politically uninterested citizens will add to preexisting 
differences in political knowledge, and should thus increase the overall inequality level 
in the population. The first empirical implication we pursue is therefore that inequality in 
political knowledge has increased over time in all established democracies (H1). 

It is possible, however, that inequality in political knowledge based on political interest 
increases without being reflected in a macro-level measure. For example, if knowledge differ
ences between other social groups in the same period decreases, it may disguise the (alleged) 
widening gap between politically interested and politically uninterested. We therefore also study 
group-level differences in political knowledge over time. According to the high-choice thesis, 
increased overall knowledge inequality is assumed to be driven by a widening gap between 
politically interested citizens, who will become more knowledgeable, and the less interested 
citizens, who will become less knowledgeable. The most straightforward test of this argument is 
to study the impact of political interest on political knowledge over time. In addition, the impact 
of educational background is of interest as the highly educated are consistently found to be more 
politically interested than people with low education (Prior, 2018). Extensive research also shows 
that political knowledge levels are strongly predicted by education (e.g., Delli Carpini & Keeter, 
1996), and that the highly educated tend to consume more political news than others (e.g., Esser 
& Steppat, 2017). Relatedly, and following the seminal work of Luskin (1990), citizens with 
higher education are not only more politically interested, but also have greater abilities to seek out 
information and acquire knowledge. Our second hypothesis, then, is that political knowledge 
becomes increasingly stratified by political interest and education over time (H2). 
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Rethinking the High-Choice Thesis 

Although the high-choice knowledge gap thesis has received widespread attention in the 
literature, recent political communication research also offers alternative perspectives on 
how the digital revolution has transformed media use. In this section, we argue that both 
theoretical and empirical insights from related strands of the literature lend weight to 
a counter-hypothesis that predicts stability in political knowledge inequality over time. To 
begin, we critically interrogate two essential assumptions of the high-choice thesis: the 
decisive role of individual preferences for media consumption and the purported disap
pearance of the inadvertent audience in high-choice contexts. As these two assumptions 
together create an expectation that more people will avoid news content over time, we also 
examine the existing empirical evidence for this belief. 

Our starting point is the observation (Lekles, Sood & Iyeanger, 2017, p. 6) that although 
some individuals consumed news unintentionally in the low-choice environment, others 
probably did not consume news because it was not available at “a time they wanted to see 
it, or available in a format, style or ideological slant of their liking”. If they missed the daily 
television news, alternatives were hard to come by. Today, on the other hand, everyone 
can choose to watch news on social media feeds and online sites, which means that there is 
a much lower threshold for consuming both entertainment and news. 

This is important because the high-choice thesis rests on the assumption that individual 
preferences drive media consumption. Although this notion is widespread in much 
political communication research, it is also questionable (for a discussion, see Webster, 
2014, pp. 23–48; Taneja et al., 2018, p. 1794). As Webster (2014, p. 14) noted, rationality is 
bounded in relation to media use.1 The almost unlimited amount of content on offer in 
the digital media environment makes it impossible for anyone to be aware of all of their 
options. To cope with this abundance of choice, users typically construct so-called media 
repertoires, confining use to a manageable number of media outlets. Studies of media 
repertoires report considerable overlap in channel use between social groups (e.g., Taneja 
et al., 2012). Collectively, these findings suggest that increased media choice does not 
necessarily promote correspondingly strong diversification in actual media use. 

Additionally, individual motivation is often constrained, and sometimes altered, by 
situational factors. From studies of television audiences, we know that the social viewing 
context and media structure shape news consumption patterns (Wonneberger et al., 2011), 
and studies of social media and digital media platforms have reached similar conclusions. 
While the influence of social networks on communication flows has been recognized for 
decades (e.g., Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955), network effects become even more significant in 
high-choice digital media systems (Karlsen, 2015). In an important contribution, Taneja 
et al. (2018) highlighted what they characterize as social media curation. They argue that 
the structure of social media unifies news patterns across different groups, as online 
networks are seldom characterized by strong ties but are heterogeneous, based on weak 
ties between acquaintances (Taneja et al., 2018, p. 1794; Thorson, 2020). Accordingly, the 
clustered character of the digital news environment ensures a varied news diet for most 
users and homogenizes the media diet of different groups in terms of both genre and 
content (cf. Fletcher & Nielsen, 2017; Ksiazek et al., 2010; Taneja & Webster, 2016). 

Finally, as a related point, the “power-law” distribution of media use probably also moderates 
individual preferences and background factors, as a few media sites attract most of the available 
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attention while the majority of outlets receive far less (Easley & Kleinberg, 2010). Accordingly, 
different social groups end up with relatively homogenous usage patterns (Taneja et al., 2018, 
p. 1794). This echoes findings from the literature on selective exposure, which argues that people 
with a specific and narrow news diet do not necessarily avoid incidentally encountered content 
(Stroud, 2017). Several recent studies report quite substantial incidental consumption of news on 
social media (e.g., Fletcher & Nielsen, 2018), suggesting that the disappearance of the inadvertent 
audience – which is crucial to Prior’s argument – seems an inaccurate account of media use in 
a high-choice media environment. 

This leads in turn to the empirical evidence for increasing news avoidance, which to date is 
best described as inconclusive (Van Aelst et al., 2017). Longitudinal studies of news consumption 
are commonly undermined by restricted measurements, as they only investigate usage of one or 
two media platforms (e.g., Aalberg et al., 2013; Blekesaune et al., 2012). For that reason, it remains 
unclear whether decreasing use of traditional media channels like television is substituted by 
a corresponding increase in use of newer channels (such as social media platforms). Further, the 
few longitudinal studies measuring overall news consumption have reported mixed results (e.g., 
Strömback et al., 2013; Karlsen et al., 2020). 

Taken together, these findings offer an alternative perspective on how media use and 
news consumption affect the distribution of political knowledge in high-choice contexts. 
On that basis, we formulate the following counter-hypothesis: Despite the transition from 
a low-choice to a high-choice media environment, overall inequalities in political knowledge, 
and knowledge gaps based on political interest and education, remain stable over time (H3). 

Media Systems and Political Knowledge Inequalities: Scope Conditions 

A final reason for investigating the high-choice thesis relates to cross-country differences. Large 
inequalities in political knowledge were reported in seminal US studies in the 1950s and 1960s 
(e.g., Berelson et al., 1954), and this has been reiterated in numerous subsequent studies (e.g., 
Bartels, 1996; Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996). A growing number of comparative studies indicate 
that inequalities in political knowledge are smaller in European countries than in the United 
States (Fortunato et al., 2016; Fraile, 2013; Gordon & Segura, 1997; Milner, 2002; Vegetti et al., 
2017). A few studies have recently linked these between-country differences to media environ
ment characteristics, suggesting that the impact of increased media choice and changing media 
use is strongest in so-called “commercially oriented” media systems such as the US (see Aalberg 
& Curran, 2012; Aalberg et al., 2010; Banducci et al., 2017; Curran et al., 2009; Fraile, 2013; Fraile 
& Iyengar, 2014; Iyengar et al., 2010; Soroka et al., 2013; cf. Hallin & Mancini, 2004). For example, 
citizens in public service-oriented media systems acquire political knowledge at a higher rate 
than counterparts in market-oriented media systems (Iyengar et al., 2010), and exposure to 
broadsheets and public broadcasters narrows knowledge gaps within societies (Fraile & Iyengar, 
2014; Soroka et al., 2013). 

These findings suggest that the nature of the information environment may act as 
a countervailing force, cushioning the impact of increasing media choice on knowledge inequal
ity (cf. Neuman, 1991). More precisely, because more hard news is available in prime time, and 
more people watch hard news, political knowledge gaps should be smaller in systems with 
a strong public broadcaster (Aalberg & Curran, 2012). Importantly, “infrastructural legacies”, i.e., 
the traditional patterns of news use among citizens, may also be upheld even as the news 
environment changes (Taneja et al., 2018). In commercially oriented media systems, on the 
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other hand, it is easier for the less politically interested to avoid exposure to news content 
(Iyengar et al., 2010, p. 293). On that basis, our fourth and final hypothesis tests the proposition 
that political knowledge inequality will increase less in countries with strong public broadcas
ters (H4). 

Research Design and Data 

In order to test our hypotheses, we need measures of political knowledge that are comparable 
over time. To that end, we use data from four waves of the CSES,2 which to our knowledge offers 
the longest series of individual-level measures of political knowledge comparable over time and 
across countries. For present purposes, we use data from 18 established democracies that are 
covered in more than two CSES-waves. As parliamentary elections in different countries seldom 
take place simultaneously, we divide the study into five periods of four years each. In this way, we 
are able to generate an (almost) balanced country-year dataset. The data are weighted to correct 
for sampling biases; Table A1 in the appendix presents an overview of countries included and 
data availability for each period.3 

We use four empirical approaches in the analyses. The two first analyses investigate the 
development of the overall knowledge distribution within different countries. To begin, we 
perform time-series cross-sectional regression analyses (TSCS) on the country-year data. The 
purpose of these analyses is to investigate whether political knowledge gaps have increased 
over time and whether any changes in inequality relate to changes in media systems. We use 
country-fixed effects to isolate within-country variation (Allison, 2009). Second, to capture 
any possible deviations from the main patterns, we investigate country-specific trajectories of 
knowledge inequality over time. We also examine developments in knowledge level distribu
tions within countries over time. In the two final analyses, we turn to group differences in 
political knowledge. To assess the effect of education, we run a series of multilevel regression 
analyses using the CSES data (Hox, 2002). Unfortunately, the CSES does not include 
measures of political interest over time. We therefore also utilize data from the Norwegian 
National Election Study (NNES) which includes data on both political interest and education. 
Norway provides a relevant case as the country has experienced a transition from 
a particularly low- to a truly high-choice media environment since the 1990s (see Karlsen 
et al., 2020). Collectively, these approaches allow us to assess whether political knowledge has 
become increasingly polarized by political interest and education with growing media choice, 
and whether a strong public broadcaster conditions this effect. 

Measuring Political Knowledge 

We measure political knowledge in two ways. Our main measure is often referred to as the party 
position approach (PPA), also known as ideological understanding, left-right knowledge or party 
system expertise (see Banducci et al., 2017; Fortunato et al., 2016; Gordon & Segura, 1997; Vegetti 
et al., 2017). In essence, the PPA captures citizens’ knowledge of party positions on the left-right 
scale. Specifically, we compare respondents’ evaluations of party positions on the left-right 
continuum with the parties’ objective positions as rated by experts. 

This approach has several benefits. First, the PPA measures voters’ general level of 
knowledge about the party system and its most important actors: the political parties. The 
left-right scale is a useful cognitive heuristic, and also captures the extent to which voters 
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comprehend the basic political divisions within their party system and the ideological 
positions of those parties (Banducci et al., 2017; Vegetti et al., 2017). Second, for the 
purposes of this study, the level of difficulty of our measures must be similar across time 
(for a discussion, see for example, Elff, 2009). In our judgment, the PPA is the most 
convincing option to date in this regard as parties’ ideological positions are fairly stable 
over time. Clearly, the PPA is not perfect in this respect, as its difficulty level may be 
affected by party system dynamics. To account for such changes, our analyses control for 
the effective number of parties and partisan polarization. 

Despite its advantages, it can be argued that the PPA primarily addresses textbook 
knowledge unrelated to media use. On this view, citizens’ knowledge of ideological 
positions at a certain point in time may have been acquired earlier in life or extrapolated 
from some basic general political knowledge.4 To validate the PPA measure, we therefore 
also analyze factual political knowledge questions included in the CSES. Formulated by 
national election teams in each country, these questions assess citizens’ knowledge about 
current national and political affairs. In contrast to the PPA, the knowledge questions 
measure dynamic knowledge about current issues covered by the media; for this reason, 
they serve as a valuable complement to our main dependent variable.5 

To construct the PPA measure, we compare positioning of parties among respondents 
to the “correct” answers provided by experts. In the CSES, respondents were asked to 
position the largest and most relevant parties on an 11-point left-right scale.6 Experts from 
each national election study team were asked to do the same, and we use these scores to 
define the objective position of each party. The dependent variable was constructed by 
calculating the absolute distance between respondent and expert judgments of a party 
position.7 We included up to five (largest) parties. To ensure comparability across multi- 
party and two-party systems, we replicated all the analyses, measuring the position of only 
the two largest parties.8 Our measure ranges from the theoretical value of zero (low 
ideological comprehension; both parties misplaced by 10 scale points) to 10 (perfect 
ideological comprehension; both parties placed correctly on the left-right scale).9 

To construct our alternative dependent variable, we rely on factual knowledge ques
tions. In each round of CSES, the national election team formulated three questions about 
politics or current affairs and provided three or four alternative responses. Our dependent 
variable is an index of the average number of correct responses to the three questions. The 
index ranges from 0 (i.e. none of three questions was answered correctly) to 1 (three 
correct answers).10 

Measuring Inequality in Political Knowledge 

To measure inequality in political knowledge at the country-year level, we calculate Gini 
coefficients for every country-year in the sample based on the individual-level distribution 
of the PPA measure (within every country-year) described above.11 The Gini coefficient 
was originally developed to measure inequality in income but can also be used to measure 
other types of inequality. In this case, a Gini coefficient of 0 expresses perfect knowledge 
equality – that is, everyone has an equal level of political knowledge. A Gini coefficient of 1 
expresses maximum inequality, indicating that one person has full political knowledge 
while others have none.12 Descriptive statistics per country and country-year can be 
reviewed in the appendix Table A15. 
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Independent Variables 

To measure media fragmentation, we use two carefully chosen proxies: level of Internet 
use in the population and level of broadband diffusion.13 To our knowledge, no item 
measuring overall platform fragmentation in a comparative manner exists. With the 
spread of the Internet, all types of content – both political and nonpolitical – have 
increased to unmeasurable numbers available on numerous platforms. This allows users 
to consume their content of interest 24/7. Broadband diffusion is indicative of the types 
of content available to Internet users, such as high-quality video enabling streaming of 
television and movies. Thus, contexts where the Internet is widely used and broadband 
easily available are likely to be true high-choice environments. 

To measure the strength of public broadcasters (PBs), we use PB market share within 
a media system based on ratings data from the CESifo DICE Report 3/2014.14 As an 
alternative approach, we make use of Hallin and Mancini (2004) distinction between 
Polarized Pluralist, Democratic Corporatist, and Liberal media system models. 

At the individual level, political interest and education are the main explanatory variables. In 
the NNES data, political interest is measured in four categories (very interested, interested, little 
interested and not interested), and we operationalize education in three categories: low, middle 
and high. Ideally, we would also have included measures of both political interest and education 
in our comparative individual-level analyses based on the CSES data, but unfortunately the CSES 
data do not include a measure of political interest over time. Thus, we have to rely on education 
alone in these latter analyses. 

We introduce several control variables. At the country-year level, we include the 
economic Gini coefficient, as within-country socio-economic equality has consistently 
been identified as an important indicator of political knowledge (see e.g., Fraile, 2013).15 

To control for changes in the party system that might affect the dependent variable, we 
include a measure of the effective number of electoral parties as proposed by Laakso and 
Taagepera (1979). As partisan polarization might conflate with media system changes, we 
also control for partisan polarization using Dalton’s (2008) polarization index. At the 
individual level, we control for well-known predictors of political knowledge: income, age, 
and gender (see e.g., Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996). Descriptive statistics for all variables in 
our analyses are available in the appendix.16 

Results 

To determine whether inequality in political knowledge has increased over time, and 
whether increased media choice plays some part in this process, our TSCS analyses 
investigate whether political knowledge inequality – operationalized as a Gini coefficient – 
is affected by a continuous time variable as well as by Internet use and broadband access. 
Because our focus is on within-country changes, we use country fixed effects in all models 
(Allison, 2009). We also include time fixed effects in various models, and we show results 
both with and without control variables due to the relatively small sample size. 

Table 1 provides a first indication of our findings. Overall, there is little support for the 
high-choice knowledge gap thesis. Political knowledge inequality does not increase over 
time, and we do not find positive relationships between inequality and our two key 
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explanatory variables, Internet access and broadband diffusion. Moreover, the results do 
not change when the control variables are added as discussed in the Methodology section. 

Although the high-choice knowledge gap thesis as a general development is not 
supported by our first analyses, it remains possible that the expected pattern might 
occur in specific countries. To find out, we investigate country-specific trajectories of 
political knowledge inequality. Figure 2 plots the knowledge Gini coefficient over time 
within the 18 countries studied. Again, we see little evidence of increasing inequality. The 
figure shows that the main tendency is best characterized as stable, with small fluctuations. 
This result is supported by the analyses that employed factual knowledge index as the 
dependent variable (see Figure A3). 

Table 1. TSCS analyses of inequalities in political knowledge (PPA).  
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Year (Continuous) 0.000 0.001      
(0.000) (0.000)     

Internet Use   −0.000 0.000      
(0.000) (0.000)   

Broadband Access     −0.002* −0.001      
(0.001) (0.001) 

Constant −0.236 −1.046 0.063** 0.165* 0.070** 0.163*  
(0.647) (0.705) (0.010) (0.059) (0.009) (0.059) 

Two-way fixed effects No No Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Control Variables No Yes No Yes No Yes 
N 69 68 69 68 68 67 

Standard errors in parentheses. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01. Model 1 and Model 2 only include country fixed effects. See Table 
A2 for control variables’ coefficients.  

Figure 2. Political knowledge inequality in 18 established democracies by country: Gini scores based on PPA. 
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Furthermore, Figure 2 reveals that inequality is especially low and stable in countries 
like Sweden, Norway, Finland, Iceland and the Netherlands,17 but there are some notable 
exceptions to this pattern. First, France and Germany exhibit decreasing 
inequality; second, there are slight increases in inequality in Australia, Israel, Denmark 
and the United States. The US case stands out, in that inequality starts at a relatively high 
level and continues to increase throughout the study period. This aligns with other 
evidence that the distribution of political knowledge in the United States deviates from 
developments in other media systems (e.g., Aalberg & Curran, 2012). Nevertheless, this 
finding should be treated with caution, as analysis of the factual knowledge index reveals 
no increasing gaps in knowledge between more and less educated Americans.18 

Figure 3 unpacks these aggregate trajectories to investigate country-specific knowledge 
distributions in more detail. Here, citizens in every country-year are ranked as quintiles, 
showing how mean knowledge levels within these groups have developed over time. 
According to the high-choice thesis, inequality should occur as a result of increasing 
knowledge levels among the most knowledgeable and decreasing knowledge levels among 
the least knowledgeable.19 

Once again, the high-choice knowledge gap thesis is not supported by the data. Figure 3 
reveals that, in most countries, political knowledge is more or less stable for both the top 
and lower quintiles. The decreasing Gini coefficient in France and Germany (as seen in 
Figure 2) reflects an increase in the lowest quintile’s level of political knowledge – contrary 
to the predictions of the high-choice thesis. Again, the US case stands out, as the knowl
edge level of the lowest quintile decreased considerably during the studied period. In other 

Figure 3. Absolute levels of political knowledge (PPA) in 18 established democracies by knowledge 
quintiles. 
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words, the increasing inequality in the United States evident in Figure 2 seems to be the 
product of the least knowledgeable becoming even less knowledgeable over time. In the 
concluding discussion, we further reflect on this result. 

Next, we investigate whether political knowledge becomes increasingly stratified based on 
political interest and education over time (H2). Using pooled data from Norway for the 
period 1997–2017, we first run a series of multivariate regression models with political 
interest or education as independent variables, and political knowledge as the dependent 
variable. Figure 4 displays regression coefficients with 95% confidence intervals for political 
interest and education from six separate cross-sectional analyses, one for each wave of the 
NNES data (see Table A6 for complete results). The size of the coefficients is displayed on the 
X axis. Clearly, the high-choice hypothesis is not supported. As expected, there is a positive 
correlation between the two predictors and political knowledge, respectively, but these 
relationships do not become systematically stronger over time as the high-choice thesis 
predicts.20 The substantive result remains the same when we use factual knowledge questions 
instead of the PPA measure as our dependent variable (see Table A7). 

Finally, we test H2 in a series of regression analyses of all 18 established democracies using 
the CSES data (Table 2). In the hierarchical three-level regression model, political knowledge 
serves as the dependent variable and education as our key explanatory variable. We only 
present the coefficients of theoretical interest (see Table A8 for complete results).21 Model 1 is 
the baseline while models 2, 3 and 4 introduce cross-level interaction terms to test whether 

Figure 4. Magnitude of regression coefficients for political interest and education on political knowl
edge. NNES 1997–2017. 
Coefficients estimated using OLS regression. Each model includes a control for age, gender and 

households’ income level. See Table A6 in the appendix for complete results from the regression 
analyses. See Table A7 in the appendix for a replication of the results using factual knowledge 
questions as dependent variable. 
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education has become a stronger predictor of political knowledge over time and in parallel 
with growing Internet use and broadband access. In models 5 and 6, we explore whether 
a public broadcaster cushions the effect of education on political knowledge. 

Unsurprisingly, all models reveal that education is the most important driver of 
political knowledge at the individual level. The three interaction terms in models 2 to 4 
are nonetheless weak and statistically insignificant; in other words, we find little support 
for the idea that the gap between educational groups’ knowledge levels grows over time. 
The models also suggest that increased access to internet and broadband does not affect 
the association between education and knowledge. These results are corroborated when 
using the factual knowledge index as the dependent variable, as well as by the analyses 
based on multiple imputations (see Tables A10 and A11). 

Models 5 and 6 explore our final empirical expectation: that a strong PB (measured 
as market share) reduces polarization along educational lines over time. To investigate 
this assumption, we introduce a cross-level interaction between PB and education, as 
well as a three-way interaction term between PB, education and time. In these models, 
the effect of education does not relate to PB strength, and the effect of education does 

Table 2. Three-level multilevel model of political knowledge (PPA).  
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Level 1 Variables       
Education 0.233** 0.208** 0.223** 0.214** 0.323** 0.159*  

(0.036) (0.037) (0.050) (0.036) (0.105) (0.073) 
Level 2 Variables       
Time (period) −0.049 −0.089 0.033 0.047 −0.087 −0.244  

(0.063) (0.063) (0.080) (0.090) (0.059) (0.141) 
Internet Use   −0.007*       

(0.004)    
Broadband    −0.015       

(0.010)   
PB Share     0.007 −0.000      

(0.005) (0.005) 
Cross-Level Interactions       
Education × Time  0.014    0.077   

(0.026)    (0.067) 
Education × Internet Use   0.000       

(0.001)    
Education × Broadband    0.001       

(0.002)   
Education × PB Share     −0.003 0.001      

(0.002) (0.002) 
Time × PB Share      0.004       

(0.003) 
Education × Time × PB      −0.002       

(0.002) 
Constant (Fixed) 5.528** 5.186** 5.641** 5.164** 4.610** 4.819**  

(0.131) (0.593) (0.627) (0.558) (0.778) (0.720) 
N Level 1 (respondents) 81371 80815 80815 79844 80815 80815 
Level 2 (country year) 69 68 68 67 68 68 
Level 3 (country) 18 18 18 18 18 18 
Log lik. −1977197 −1976460 −1976459 −1974736 −1976457 −1976453 

p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01. Unstandardized coefficients with robust standard errors in parantheses. Maximum likelihood 
estimation. Fixed Intercept, random coefficient for education. Probability (sample) weights for level 1 units. Intraclass 
correlation (ICC) in null-model: country-level: 21.7%; country-year 36,0%. See Table A8 in the appendix for complete 
results.  
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not increase over time in systems with low PB viewership. Analyses using Hallin and 
Mancini’s media system models rather than PB yield similar results (see Table A14). 

Discussion and Conclusion 

Overall, we do not find support for the high-choice knowledge gap thesis as a general 
theory. Contrary to the high-choice thesis, our analyses provided little evidence that 
inequality in political knowledge increases over time, and increased Internet use and 
broadband access had no effect on knowledge inequality. Further, longitudinal analysis 
of Norwegian data showed that knowledge was not increasingly stratified by political 
interest and education from 1997 to 2017. The comparative multilevel analysis also 
indicated that education has not become a stronger predictor of political knowledge 
over time or in contexts with high levels of Internet use or broadband access. Overall, 
the results thus suggest that although increased media choice facilitates increasing perso
nalization of media consumption, this does not necessarily mean that the information- 
poor escape the constant flow of political news coverage and that knowledge inequalities 
in high-choice societies increase accordingly. 

In the theoretical section, we noted newer strands of research that help to clarify these results. 
In particular, we highlighted the “infrastructural” view of media use, suggesting that individual 
preferences are less pivotal than assumed in arguing for the high-choice knowledge gap (e.g., 
Webster, 2014, pp. 23–48). Preferences are constrained by channel repertoires (Taneja et al., 
2012) and situational factors (Wonneberger et al., 2011), as well as by the architecture of the 
digital political communication system (Taneja et al., 2018). On this view, traditional and digital 
media infrastructures limit the extent to which people (willingly or unwillingly) avoid news about 
politics and current affairs. Indeed, there is empirical evidence that the inadvertent audience has 
not disappeared (e.g., Fletcher & Nielsen, 2018; Thorson, 2020), and the longitudinal evidence for 
increasing news avoidance is inconclusive (Karlsen et al., 2020; Strömbäck et al., 2013). In short, 
more choice does not necessarily lead to more news avoidance and increasing knowledge gaps. 

In this article, we have focused mainly on the development of knowledge about party 
positions. As it reflects voters’ basic understanding of the political system, this form of knowledge 
is essential to the ability to navigate the political landscape, and it is reassuring to find that 
inequalities do not increase as media platforms multiply. Our analysis of factual knowledge 
questions – which capture citizens’ dynamic knowledge about current issues covered by the 
media – yielded largely similar results. However, we would like to emphasize that we do not 
consider these results conclusive in terms of how increasing media choice affects inequalities in 
political knowledge. Future research should explore inequalities in different types of political 
knowledge, including policy knowledge as well as more general political information (cf. Barabas 
et al., 2014). The lack of variables on media use is also an important shortcoming in the present 
study. The opportunity to link media consumption and political knowledge would have offered 
a more comprehensive picture of the impact of media preferences in societies transitioning to 
high choice. Unfortunately, the lack of relevant data makes this type of longitudinal study 
difficult to conduct. Panel-studies that include content preferences and media use should, 
however, provide valuable insights. Richer and more detailed measures of media system 
fragmentation would also be highly valuable. Nevertheless, we believe the present study provides 
a good point of departure for such future work. 
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Another important task for future research is to dig deeper into how specific groups react to 
the changing media environment. In their seminal work, Tichenor et al. (1970, pp. 159–60) 
argued that when mass media information increases, “segments of the population with higher 
socioeconomic status tend to acquire this information at a faster rate than the lower status 
segments, so that the gap in knowledge between these segments tends to increase rather than 
decrease”. In contrast to the high-choice thesis, they contended that when the relative difference 
between the information-rich and the information-poor increases, the latter do not necessarily 
become less knowledgeable (Tichenor et al., 1970, p. 160). In line with this proposition, we found 
that political knowledge in most countries is more or less stable for the lowest quintile of 
citizens.22 One possible reason for this pattern is that a preference for one genre rather than 
another (e.g., entertainment over news) can lead to increased consumption of the preferred genre 
without reducing consumption of the other (e.g., Webster, 2014). Time spent on media 
consumption is not necessarily a zero-sum game, and different types of media consumption 
might increase simultaneously (Newell et al., 2008). A reformulation of the high-choice knowl
edge gap thesis along these lines may provide a better understanding of contemporary political 
knowledge dynamics. It could also serve to guide future research on how people with little 
political interest and resources relate to and learn from the different types of news made available 
by current digital media systems. 

Although our findings do not support the high-choice thesis in general, we did find some 
evidence of increasing inequality in the United States. This result related mainly to information- 
poor citizens becoming less knowledgeable. On the one hand, the finding aligns well with Prior’s 
seminal US studies (2005, 2007), as well as with previous studies of media systems and political 
knowledge that report striking differences between the United States and all other countries (e.g., 
Aalberg & Curran, 2012). On the other hand, these results must be treated with caution. Most 
importantly, our main dependent variable relies on citizens’ placement of parties on the left-right 
scale, which is a less familiar concept in the United States compared to other countries in our 
sample. Our analysis of factual knowledge questions did not identify a similar increase in 
inequalities. One interpretation of these different results relates to affective polarization processes 
in the US. Increasing media fragmentation in the US is intertwined with political polarization of 
the media, and since the turn of this century, negative sentiments toward opposing parties and 
their voters have grown considerably (Hetherington & Rudolph. 2018). Hence, due to partisan 
media, a strong focus on misinformation and fake news (e.g., Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017; Lazer 
et al., 2018) and affective polarization in the electorate (Iyengar et al., 2019), voters might perceive 
parties as increasingly ideologically extreme, and therefore increasingly misplace these parties on 
the left right scale. 

Overall, our results suggest that a high-choice media environment does not necessarily lead to 
a widening political knowledge divide between the information-poor and the information-rich. 
Although encouraging from a democratic perspective, this finding should nevertheless prompt 
us to think harder about how greater media choice influences media use, and in turn, political 
knowledge inequality. As the political communication systems of established democracies 
undergo rapid change, it becomes crucial to improve our understanding of these matters, both 
empirically and theoretically. This article identifies a number of avenues for future research in 
this regard. We should also keep in mind that for much of the study period, the choice was 
between television and radio channels, traditional newspapers, online text pages and low-quality 
online videos. The present media systems dominated by 24/7 on-demand and high-quality video 
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content offer quite different choices. In this environment, news and current affairs must always 
compete with favorite television shows or movies. Perhaps the era of real choice has just begun? 
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Notes  
1. Moreover, the high-choice thesis considers media preferences to be exogenous to media use. 

However, preferences are sometimes shaped by media use (Ariely & Norton, 2008; Webster, 
2014). This reciprocity complicates the mechanism underlying the high-choice thesis.  

2. For detailed information about the dataset, see http://www.cses.org/.  
3. We also verify the results by doing the analyses on a number of different samples (Table A4, 

A5, A12 and A13).  
4. While we acknowledge that PPA knowledge is more static than knowledge about day-to-day 

political developments, recent studies suggest that PPA knowledge is more dynamic than this 
argument presumes (Banducci et al., 2017; Seeberg et al., 2017).  

5. Clearly, factual knowledge questions also have certain limitations; their difficulty level 
depends largely on the salience of the topic, and this variability may distort longitudinal 
comparability.  

6. Here, “largest parties” refers to those winning the largest proportion of the popular vote.  
7. We also calculated scores using population mean placements as the objective position, and 

the two measures correlated strongly (0.88).  
8. See Table A3, A9 and Figure A1, A2. 
9. In our main analyses, respondents who answered Don’t know are treated as missing observa

tions (see for example, Mondak and Anderson (2004) for a discussion of this point). 
However, as nonrandom missing data may invalidate the generalizability of our findings, 
we also ran our models using multiple imputation; results are reported in Table A11.  

10. Don’t know answers are treated as missing observations.  
11. Gini coefficients were calculated using the Stata software add-on fastgini.  
12. We also constructed the alternative Palma measure of inequality, which is the ratio of the 

knowledge share of the top 10% to that of the bottom 40%. The two measures correlate 
empirically above 0.9.  

13. For Internet use, we drew on data from the World Bank, available from http://data.world 
bank.org/indicator/IT.NET.USER.ZS?end=2015&locations=AT&start=1960&view=chart. For 
broadband diffusion, we used OECD data, available from https://data.oecd.org/broadband/ 
households-with-broadband-access.htm.  

14. https://www.cesifo-group.de/DocDL/dicereport314-db1.pdf (As the United States is not 
included in this report, we used supplementary information from Aalberg et al. (2012, p. 18)).  

15. Specifically, we use a Gini coefficient based on net income distribution, see http://data. 
worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI.  

16. Table A16 reports descriptive statistics from the TSCS-analysis; Table A17 the NNES analysis; 
and Table A18 the multilevel regression analysis.  

17. See Table A15 for weighted and unweighted Gini coefficient scores for every country-year.  
18. See Figure A4.  
19. Here, the high-choice thesis departs from the original knowledge gap thesis, which does not 

anticipate a decline in knowledge levels among the information-poor (Tichenor et al., 1970, 
p. 160). We return to this issue in the concluding discussion.  

20. Moreover, interaction terms between time and education, and between time and political 
interest in pooled regressions are not significant. 
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21. As the data vary across countries and years, the model has a hierarchical three-level structure; 
respondents (level 1) are nested in country-years (level 2), which are nested in countries 
(level 3). Time is included as an independent variable. 

22. See also Jerit et al. (2006) who found that increased information flow builds political knowl
edge for all citizens, but that the highly educated learn more than lower-educated segments of 
the population. 
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