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ABSTRACT

Many studies have shown that there is a positive relationship between
education and political knowledge. However, some scholars have recently
challenged this idea, arguing that the positive correlation between education
and knowledge may disappear once confounding variables are considered. In
this paper, we replicate a recent study that used the discordant twin design
to examine the association between education and political knowledge. More
speciﬁcally, we analyze the relationship between education and political
knowledge within monozygotic (MZ) twin pairs, which enables us to bypass
sources of confounding of the relationship (i.e. genes and socialization)
because MZ twins reared together share both. Using data from a 2019 survey
of twins from the Danish Twin Registry, we ﬁnd that, consistent with earlier
work, after accounting for familial factors, the relationship between education
on political knowledge is small and not statistically signiﬁcant.
ARTICLE HISTORY Received 28 January 2021; Accepted 30 June 2021

Introduction1
Political knowledge is an important concept in the political science literature.
Much research has explored levels of political knowledge (i.e. whether the
public is well or poorly informed) as well as the consequences and
CONTACT Aaron C. Weinschenk
weinscha@uwgb.edu
Supplemental data for this article can be accessed https://doi.org/10.1080/17457289.2021.1952416.
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We are not allowed to share or post the Danish Twin Registry data used in this paper. However, information on the conditions for getting access to data and how to apply for data can be located here:
https://www.sdu.dk/en/om_sdu/institutter_centre/ist_sundhedstjenesteforsk/centre/dtr/researcher/
guidelines. We note that data used for this research was provided by the Danish Twin Registry, University of Southern Denmark. The ﬁndings, opinions and recommendations expressed therein are
those of the author(s) and are not necessarily those of the Danish Twin Research Center. The
Danish Twin Registry has been approved by SDU RIO (SDU Legal Services) and the Committee on
Health Research Ethics. The participants were enrolled by informed consent. The Danish Twin Registry,
SDU RIO notiﬁcation no. 10.585.
© 2021 Elections, Public Opinion & Parties

2

A. C. WEINSCHENK ET AL.

antecedents of political knowledge (Luskin 1990; Galston 2001; Delli Carpini
and Keeter 1996; Highton 2009).2 One of the most well-documented ﬁndings
from research on political knowledge is a strong, positive relationship
between educational attainment and knowledge (Jackson 1995; Nie, Junn,
and Stehlik-Barry 1996; Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996; Niemi and Junn 2005;
Rasmussen 2016). While some scholars have looked at the direct relationship
between education and political knowledge (e.g. Delli Carpini and Keeter
1996), others have focused on possible intermediate mechanisms (e.g. peer
discussion) for education’s positive eﬀect (e.g. Klofstad 2011, 2015). Importantly, studies in both of these areas have indicated that measures of education are positively related to political knowledge. Barabas et al. (2014)
summarize the literature succinctly by noting that “As far as explanatory variables go, education is the ‘800-pound gorilla’ in research on political knowledge” (842).
Over the past decade or so, scholars have started to take a more critical
look at the nature of the relationship between education and political knowledge (Highton 2009; Rasmussen 2016; Weinschenk and Dawes 2019; Robinson 2020).3 Indeed, some have wondered whether the relationship
between education and knowledge is inﬂuenced by other variables. In
short, education may be a proxy for factors like genetic predispositions, personality traits or cognitive ability (which are partially heritable), family background (e.g. socioeconomic status), and/or socialization experiences
(Highton 2009; Weinschenk and Dawes 2019; Robinson 2020). A number of
lines of research suggest that confounding is a possibility. For example,
studies have shown that both education (Branigan, McCallum, and Freese
2013) and political knowledge are partially heritable (Arceneaux, Johnson,
and Maes 2012; Hannagan, Littvay, and Popa 2014) and Arceneaux,
Johnson, and Maes (2012) ﬁnd that there is at least some genetic overlap
between these traits in a U.S. sample. Research has also shown that some
of the same psychological traits that are correlated with educational attainment (van Eijck and de Graaf 2004) are also correlated with political knowledge (Gerber et al. 2011). As another example, family socioeconomic status
has been shown to inﬂuence educational attainment (Melby et al. 2008)
and political knowledge (McIntosh, Hart, and Youniss 2007). Taken together,
2
3

We will use the term political knowledge in this paper but note that this variable has also been called
political sophistication, awareness, and expertise.
To be fair, Luskin (1990) speculated about some of the factors that education might be proxying for,
noting that “Arguments for education eﬀects are often really arguments of intelligence, interest,
sophistication, or occupation eﬀects. It is time to unconfound these variables” (350). Only in the
past ten years or so have political scientists started to empirically examine the nature of the relationship between education and knowledge and to address the issue of confounding. We should note that
scholars have devoted considerable attention to the confounding of the the relationship between education and political participation (see, e.g. Gidengil et al. 2019; Dinesen et al. 2016; Burden et al. 2020;
Berinsky and Lenz 2011; Mayer 2011; Kam and Palmer 2008; Hillygus 2005; Henderson and Chatﬁeld
2011; Kam and Palmer 2011; Persson 2012, 2014; Burden 2009).
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these studies point to some of the factors that could be jointly related to both
variables. As Luskin (1990) has noted, “Education may be taking credit for
other variables’ work” (349). Although some of the possible confounding variables are diﬃcult to observe or measure (e.g. genes), one recent study by
Weinschenk and Dawes (2019) attempted to circumvent factors like genes
and the early family environment by examining the association between education and knowledge within monozygotic (MZ) twin pairs raised together.
This approach, which is called the discordant twin design, is valuable
because it allows researchers to examine the relationship between two variables net of confounding factors rooted in genetic predispositions and the
early rearing environment since MZ twins share both. Weinschenk and
Dawes (2019) found that after accounting for shared familial factors, the
association between education and political knowledge was very small and
not statistically signiﬁcant, which suggests that the relationship is highly
confounded.
In this research note, our goal is to replicate Weinschenk and Dawes’ analysis using a newly available dataset on twins. Given that Weinschenk and
Dawes used data from just one sample, we believe it is worthwhile to
examine the relationship between education and political knowledge in a
diﬀerent sample. To our knowledge, there are only two datasets that
contain samples of monozygotic twins, measures of political knowledge,
and measures of education. One such dataset is the Minnesota Twins Political
Survey (collected in 2008–2009), which Weinschenk and Dawes (2019) used.
When their study was conducted, this was the only dataset available that contained a sample of MZ twins and the necessary measures. Here, we make use
of a new dataset collected through the Danish Twin Registry that enables an
additional analysis of the relationship between education and political knowledge within monozygotic twin pairs. Importantly, this allows us to examine
whether results based on a U.S. twin sample hold up in a diﬀerent context.

Overview of the discordant twin design
Political scientists have become increasingly interested in using data on twins
to study the genetic and environmental basis of political variables.4 Typically,
such studies are based on comparisons between MZ twins, who share all of
their genes, and DZ twins, who share, on average, half of their genes. Twin
studies have been used to study a wide range of measures, including ideology
and other identities (Alford, Funk, and Hibbing 2005; Hatemi et al. 2014; Weber,
Johnson, and Arceneaux 2011), political participation (Fowler, Baker, and Dawes
2008; Klemmensen et al. 2012a), political attitudes (Klemmensen et al. 2012b;
Loewen and Dawes 2012), and political discussion (York 2019) and media
4

For a detailed overview of this area of research, see Littvay (2020).
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consumption (York and Haridakis 2021). We note that twin studies have also
been used to estimate the heritability of political knowledge (Arceneaux,
Johnson, and Maes 2012; Hannagan, Littvay, and Popa 2014; Kalmoe and
Johnson 2021).5 In this study, rather than using twin data to compare MZ and
DZ twin correlations and obtain heritability estimates (e.g. to see how much
of the variation in knowledge is to due genetic factors), we use twin data in a
diﬀerent way (and for a diﬀerent purpose). Following Weinschenk and Dawes
(2019), we employ the discordant twin design and focus our analysis on MZ
twins. The key idea is to examine the relationship between within twin-pair
diﬀerences in education and within twin-pair diﬀerences in political knowledge.
Importantly, within twin-pair estimates of the relationship between education
and knowledge are not biased by unmeasured family factors because MZ twins
share all of their genes and, if they have been brought up together, also share a
rearing environment. An easy way to think about the twin-pair estimates is that
they correspond to including a dummy variable (ﬁxed-eﬀect) for each family in
the regression model. Additional details about the discordant twin design are
provided in the Online Appendix.
The process for examining the extent of confounding between education
and political knowledge is fairly straightforward. We ﬁrst generate what we
call “naïve” estimates. In short, we estimate models where the fact that
twins in a pair are related is ignored. We then estimate twin-pair ﬁxedeﬀects models. Here, all of the factors that are shared by twins in a pair are
diﬀerenced out. By comparing the naïve and ﬁxed-eﬀects estimates, we
can see how much the association between education and knowledge is
inﬂuenced by factors rooted in the family. If we ﬁnd that the naïve and
ﬁxed-eﬀects estimates are the same, this would be evidence that the relationship between the two variables is not confounded by familial factors. On the
other hand, if we ﬁnd that the ﬁxed-eﬀects estimates are substantially smaller
than the naïve estimates, this would tell us that the relationship is inﬂuenced
by familial variables and would provide support for the idea that education is
proxying for various pre-adult variables such as genetic predispositions and/
or socialization experiences.

Data & measures
Danish Twin Registry
In this paper, we use data from the Danish Twin Registry (DTR) at the University of Southern Denmark. The participants we use in this study were drawn
5

We note that Kalmoe and Johnson (2021) use twin data to examine political sophistication but their
primary interest is in whether the heritability of ideology varies depending on levels of political sophistication. They do, however, report a heritability estimate for political sophistication in their paper (48%
heritable).
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from the Danish Twin Registry’s younger cohort of twins born in the years
1970–1989. The data we use here was collected via a survey ﬁelded in
2019. In total, our analysis is based on 380 MZ twins (or 190 complete MZ
twin pairs). In the 2019 survey, participants were asked about their educational attainment and several questions designed to measure their knowledge about politics. Before proceeding, we want to make two points about
the external validity of our data. First, evidence shows that participants in
the Danish Twin Registry mirror the general Danish population quite well
(see Klemmensen et al. 2012c). Second, we examined the relationship
between education and knowledge in a representative sample of the
Danish population (N = 2450) and found that the relationship is quite
similar to what we observe in the twin sample (models are included in the
Online Appendix).6 This leads us to believe that the estimates obtained
from our twin sample are externally valid to at least some extent.

Dependent variable
We measure political knowledge by using a number of factual items that were
included in the survey. Respondents were asked three questions about
Danish politics: Which parties are part of the current government? Which
party does Troels Lund Poulsen belong to? Which party does Dan Jørgensen
belong to? 7 For each question, respondents were provided a number of
answers to choose from; “don’t know” was also a possible response for
each question. We coded correct answers as “1” and incorrect answers as
“0.” Don’t know response were coded as “0.” This is the same approach
used by Weinschenk and Dawes (2019).8 To generate the overall knowledge
measure, we summed correct responses to the three questions and then
divided each respondent’s score by the maximum possible value (the
measure is therefore on a 0–1 scale).9 The overall measure is fairly reliable
(Kuder-Richardson coeﬃcient of reliability is 0.6921). We note that although
6

We note that the twins are a bit more educated than those born from 1970–1989 in the representative
sample, which likely explains the slightly larger education coeﬃcients in the twin models.
7
Troels Lund Poulsen has held various positions in Danish politics. He was Minister for Employment
(2016-2019), Minister for Commerce, Business and Growth (2015-2016), Minister for Education
(2011), Minister for Taxation (2010-2011), and Minister for the Environment (2007-2010). He is currently
a member of the parliament (and belongs to the Venstre party). Dan Jørgensen is a Social Democrat in
the Danish parliament and Minister of Climate and Energy and Public Utilities. He has been the Minister
for Food, Agriculture and Fisheries and also served as a member of the European Parliament.
8
Within the literature on the measurement of political knowledge, there has been discussion about what
“don’t know” (DK) responses to knowledge questions mean and how to handle them. For example,
some have argued that DKs mask a good deal of knowledge (see, e.g. Mondak 1999; Mondak and
Anderson 2004), while others have provided evidence that DK responses do not seem to mask political
knowledge (see, e.g. Luskin and Bullock 2011). As a robustness check of our approach to handling DK
responses, we estimated models where 1=correct, 0=incorrect, and DK (don’t know) responses are
omitted (rather than included as zeros). We report the results of those models below.
9
In terms of the distribution of correct answers, 10% got zero correct, 11.6% got 1 correct, 21.6% got 2
correct, and 56.8% got all 3 correct.
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MZ twins are alike in terms of political knowledge (Arceneaux, Johnson, and
Maes 2012), we do ﬁnd that there is within-pair variation in political knowledge. The mean absolute diﬀerence in knowledge is 0.186 (SD=0.246). Put
another way, 42.63% of pairs diﬀer in their levels of political knowledge. In
short, there is quite a bit of within-twin pair variation in political knowledge
for us to try to explain with our statistical models.

Independent variable
To measure education, we make use of two questions that ask respondents
about their schooling and vocational training. Consistent with Weinschenk
and Dawes (2019), we operationalize education in two ways.10 Our ﬁrst
measure is an ordinal item that is coded to run from 0 to 5 where 0 represents
the lowest educational level (10th grade or less) and 5 represents the highest
level (over four years of higher education, e.g. doctor, economist, lawyer, civil
engineer). Our second measure is a dichotomous item indicating whether a
respondent is in either of the two highest categories in our ordinal
measure (i.e. those with 3–4 years of higher education and those with over
four years of higher education). We code respondents in the two categories
as “1” and those who fall into the remaining categories as “0.” Delli Carpini
and Keeter (1996) have noted that “All education, but especially college,
has a powerful eﬀect on political knowledge through the development of
skills and orientations that make it easier for the well-schooled to comprehend and retain political information” (192–193). Thus, we believe it is worthwhile to examine the relationship between a dichotomous measure and
political knowledge.
Since the discordant twin design uses just within-twin variation to
examine the relationship between the independent and dependent variable,
it is important to note that there needs to be suﬃcient variation in education
between twins in a pair. We note that while MZ twins are similar in terms of
their educational attainment (Branigan, McCallum, and Freese 2013; Arceneaux, Johnson, and Maes 2012), we do see within-pair variation in education
10

It is worth mentioning that measurement error in education could lead to a bias toward no eﬀect in the
ﬁxed-eﬀects models (Oskarsson et al. 2017; McGue, Osler, and Christensen 2010; Ashenfelter and
Krueger 1994; Griliches 1979). Although we do not have access to, e.g. registry-based measures of educational attainment that we could use to compare to the self-reported educational attainment
measure, we note that one recent study on the association between education on generalized trust
(which also used the discordant twin design) in Sweden found that correcting education (using
data from national Swedish registers) for measurement error did not alter the estimated within
twin-pair relationship between education and trust. They noted that “This suggests that the
absence of eﬀect of education on social trust in the twin-pair models does not reﬂect possible
measurement error” (Oskarsson et al. 2017, 524). This ﬁnding provides some comfort, as it suggests
that the use of self-reported measures of education in ﬁxed-eﬀects models may not be too problematic. We encourage future researchers to collect twin datasets that allow for comparisons
between self-reported survey responses and administrative measures. This would allow for a more
comprehensive analysis of the role of measurement error in inﬂuencing within twin-pair estimates.
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in our sample. When it comes to the ordinal measure of education, the
average absolute diﬀerence in education between twins is 0.721
(SD=1.160). Put in a diﬀerent way, we ﬁnd that 36.32% of pairs diﬀer on
the ordinal measure of education. In terms of the dichotomous item, we
ﬁnd that in our sample 15.79% of the pairs diﬀer on this measure. The challenges of limited within variation for independent variables in ﬁxed-eﬀect
models are well known and to be expected since this is essentially a
feature of such models. We note that the reduction in variation from the
OLS model to the ﬁxed-eﬀect model here is comparable to a recent overview
of ﬁndings comparing OLS and ﬁxed-eﬀects models (Mummolo and Peterson
2018). For example, a quick analysis shows that the standard deviation for our
ordinal education measure is 1.54 for the OLS model and is 0.68 for the ﬁxed
eﬀect education variation (i.e. the twin-demeaned estimate).11

Results
The results of our statistical models are shown in Table 1. For each education
measure, we present two sets of estimates. We ﬁrst present the naïve estimates (i.e. where membership in a twin pair is ignored). We then present
the twin-pair ﬁxed-eﬀects estimates. These estimates show the within-pair
relationship between education on political knowledge. Following
Weinschenk and Dawes (2019), we estimate all naïve models using OLS
regression (with controls for birth year and sex) and all twin-pair models
using OLS ﬁxed-eﬀects regression. We note, though, that the results are
very similar if ordered logistic regression models are employed rather than
OLS models.12
There are a number of interesting ﬁndings in Table 1. Turning ﬁrst to the
ordinal measure of education, the naïve OLS estimate indicates that there is a
strong, positive relationship between education and political
knowledge.13 The coeﬃcient is 0.072 [.047, .096], which is statistically signiﬁcant at the p < .001 level. A comparison between the OLS estimate and the
ﬁxed-eﬀects estimate, however, indicates that the OLS estimates are biased
upward and once confounding variables rooted in the family are taken into
account, the education coeﬃcient drops substantially. Indeed, it is 0.008
[−.024, .041] in the ﬁxed-eﬀects model and is not statistically signiﬁcant (p
= 0.605). It is worth noting that a diﬀerence of coeﬃcients test reveals that
the naïve and ﬁxed-eﬀects coeﬃcients are signiﬁcantly diﬀerent from each
11

The maximum change is two and a half years of education so we do also observe empirically nontrivial
counterfactual shifts in levels of education.
Results from the ordered logit models are discussed below.
13
The marginal eﬀects indicate that the predicted level of political knowledge (on our 0–1 knowledge
scale) is 0.490 for those with the lowest level of educational attainment but it is considerably
higher at 0.848 for those with the highest level of education.
12
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Table 1. The Relationship Between Education and Political Knowledge, Comparison of
OLS and Fixed-Eﬀects Estimates

Ordinal Education

OLS
b/[c.i.]

FE
b/[c.i.]

0.072***
[0.047, 0.096]

0.008
[−0.024, 0.041]

Dichotomous Education
Birth Year
Male
Constant

−0.008*
[−0.014, −0.001]
0.209***
[0.140, 0.278]
15.583*
[2.319, 28.847]
380
0.189

N
R2
*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001, two-tailed.

0.720***
[0.600, 0.840]
380
0.086

OLS
b/[c.i.]

FE
b/[c.i.]

0.218***
[0.129, 0.306]
−0.007*
[−0.014, −0.000]
0.215***
[0.144, 0.285]
14.574*
[0.889, 28.260]
380
0.166

0.011
[−0.100, 0.122]

0.743***
[0.659, 0.826]
380
0.061

other (t=3.20, p = 0.001). Overall, the size of the coeﬃcient decreases by 88%
when we move from the OLS model to the ﬁxed-eﬀects model.14 We note
that this is fairly similar to what Weinschenk and Dawes (2019) reported
when examining an ordinal measure of education. More speciﬁcally, they
found that the coeﬃcient for education decreased by 72% when moving
from an OLS to ﬁxed-eﬀects model.
In the models that use the dichotomous measure of education, we ﬁnd a
similar pattern. In the OLS model, the coeﬃcient is 0.218 [.129, .306], which is
statistically signiﬁcant at the p < .001 level.15 In the ﬁxed-eﬀects speciﬁcation,
the coeﬃcient decreases to 0.011 [−.100, .122] and is not statistically signiﬁcant (p = 0.844). We conducted a diﬀerence of coeﬃcients test and found that
the naïve and ﬁxed-eﬀects coeﬃcients are signiﬁcantly diﬀerent from each
other (t=2.86, p = 0.004). In terms of the change in the size of the education
coeﬃcient, there is a 95% decrease in the size of the coeﬃcient when we
move from OLS to ﬁxed-eﬀects.16 Again, our results are very similar to
As a robustness check, we re-estimated the models using ordered logistic regression. Overall, we ﬁnd
that the education coeﬃcient is statistically signiﬁcant at the p < .001 level when using ordered logit to
estimate the naïve model. When we add twin-pair ﬁxed-eﬀects, the coeﬃcient is not statistically signiﬁcant (p = 0.534). The size of the coeﬃcient decreases by about 70% when moving from the naïve to
ﬁxed-eﬀects context. In addition, as another robustness check, we estimated models where the knowledge measure is coded so that 1=correct, 0=incorrect, and don’t know responses are omitted (as
opposed to being included as zeros). Although the sample size decreases a bit when we use this
approach, comfortingly we ﬁnd a similar pattern of results. In the OLS model, education has a statistically signiﬁcant eﬀect on knowledge. However, the eﬀect is not statistically signiﬁcant in the ﬁxedeﬀects context.
15
The marginal eﬀects indicate that the predicted level of political knowledge (on our 0–1 knowledge
scale) is 0.593 for those with scores of zero on the dichotomous education measure but it is considerably higher at 0.810 for those with scores of one on the measure.
16
Again, as a robustness check, we re-estimated the naïve model using ordered logit and the within twin
pair model using ordered logit with ﬁxed-eﬀects for family. In the naïve model, the education variable
is statistically signiﬁcant at the p < .001 level. But, the measure is not signiﬁcant (p = 0.951) in the
ﬁxed- eﬀects context. The magnitude of the coeﬃcient decreases by 96% when moving from the
14
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Weinschenk and Dawes (2019). When they examined a similar dichotomous
measure of education, they found that the size of the education coeﬃcient
decreased by 90% when moving from an OLS model to a ﬁxed-eﬀects
model. It appears that the relationship between education and knowledge
is confounded by variables rooted in the family.

Discussion & conclusion
In this paper, we re-examined the relationship between education and political knowledge. According to many studies (Nie, Junn, and Stehlik-Barry 1996;
Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996; Niemi and Junn 2005; Jackson 1995), education
has a positive relationship with political knowledge. Recently, however,
Weinschenk and Dawes (2019) used the discordant twin design and a
sample of MZ twins from the United States to show that the association
between education and knowledge is confounded by factors rooted in the
family. Here, we used a new dataset to provide an additional look at the
relationship between education and political knowledge within MZ twin
pairs. Using data from a sample of Danish twins, we found that after accounting for common familial factors, the estimated association between education and political knowledge was close to zero and far from reaching
statistical signiﬁcance.
Our results are important for a number of diﬀerent reasons. First, some
scholars have found that although the magnitude of the relationship
between education and political knowledge decreases after accounting for
a number of possible confounders, a signiﬁcant eﬀect still remains. Rasmussen (2016), for example, found that the relationship is at least partially confounded by psychological traits, like the Big ﬁve personality traits and
intelligence, but noted that education was still a statistically signiﬁcant predictor even in the presence of controls. The discordant twin design used
here showed that there are additional factors that confound the relationship.
Indeed, after we accounted for all observed and unobservable shared familial
factors, we found that education was not signiﬁcantly related to political
knowledge. It appears that the relationship between the two variables is
inﬂuenced by factors that are correlated with both education and knowledge.
This ﬁts well with Rodenburger (2020) who found that the relationship
between political interest and voter turnout is driven by self-selection.
Second, replication is a critical part of the scientiﬁc enterprise, and we have
shown that the ﬁndings reported by Weinschenk and Dawes (2019) hold
naïve model to the ﬁxed-eﬀects model. In addition, as another robustness check, we estimated models
where the knowledge measure is coded so that 1=correct, 0=incorrect, and don’t know responses are
omitted (as opposed to being included as zeros). We ﬁnd a similar pattern of results. In the OLS model,
education has a statistically signiﬁcant eﬀect on knowledge. However, the eﬀect is not statistically signiﬁcant in the ﬁxed-eﬀects context.
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up when examined in a diﬀerent sample. Importantly, the dataset used in this
study was collected in a diﬀerent context. Thus, this study helps show that the
initial results from a U.S. sample are externally valid to at least some extent.
In the end, we believe that there are a number of future research ideas that
stem from our analysis. First, additional replications of this study would be
valuable. Although there were many useful features of our dataset, we
note that the sample size was relatively small. Thus, we encourage other
researchers to examine the relationship between education and knowledge
using the discordant twin design in the context of other (hopefully large)
samples. Although it was comforting to ﬁnd that our results were very
similar to Weinschenk and Dawes (2019) and that our naïve and ﬁxedeﬀects estimates were signiﬁcantly diﬀerent from one another, additional
studies would further enhance our conﬁdence in the ﬁnding that the relationship between education and knowledge is small and not statistically signiﬁcant after accounting for confounding factors. Second, although the
approach used here allowed us to account for familial factors, it did not
enable us to say how much each of the family factors we discussed (e.g.
genes, socialization, personality) inﬂuenced the relationship between education and knowledge (i.e. we can only say that family factors inﬂuence the
correlation). Thus, scholars may wish to employ a Cholesky decomposition
(using MZ and DZ twins) model as a way of examining the extent to which
genes and environmental factors explain the observed relationship
between education and knowledge. Another possibility would be to try to
directly measure some of the confounders we discussed in this paper. For
example, recent advances have made it possible to directly control for
genetic predispositions to have certain traits, such as educational attainment,
cognitive ability, and personality, by using polygenic risk indices (see, e.g.
Dudbridge 2013; Lee et al. 2018). The application of such measures to the
study of political knowledge could greatly enhance our understanding of
this important concept and its relationship to other variables.

Disclosure statement
No potential conﬂict of interest was reported by the author(s).

ORCID
Aaron C. Weinschenk

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2278-0349

References
Alford, J., C. Funk, and J. Hibbing. 2005. “Are Political Orientations Genetically
Transmitted?” American Political Science Review 99 (2): 153–167.

JOURNAL OF ELECTIONS, PUBLIC OPINION AND PARTIES

11

Arceneaux, Kevin, Martine Johnson, and Hermine H. Maes. 2012. “The Genetic Basis of
Political Sophistication.” Twin Research and Human Genetics 15 (1): 34–41.
Ashenfelter, Orley, and Alan Krueger. 1994. “Estimates of the Economic Return to
Schooling from a New Sample of Twins.” The American Economic Review 84 (5):
1157–1173.
Barabas, Jason, Jennifer Jerit, William Pollock, and Carlisle Rainey. 2014. “The Question
(s) of Political Knowledge.” American Political Science Review 108 (4): 840–855.
Berinsky, Adam J, and Gabriel S Lenz. 2011. “Education and Political Participation:
Exploring the Causal Link.” Political Behavior 33 (3): 357–373.
Branigan, A., K. McCallum, and J. Freese. 2013. “Variation in the Heritability of
Educational Attainment: An International Meta-Analysis.” Social Forces 92 (1):
109–140.
Burden, Barry C. 2009. “The Dynamic Eﬀects of Education on Voter Turnout.” Electoral
Studies 28 (4): 540–549.
Burden, Barry, Pamela Herd, Bradley Jones, and Donald Moynihan. 2020. “Education,
Early Life, and Political Participation: New Evidence from a Sibling Model.”
Research & Politics 7 (3): 1–5.
Delli Carpini, M., and S. Keeter. 1996. What Americans Know About Politics and Why It
Matters. New Haven: Yale University Press.
Dinesen, P., C. Dawes, M. Johannesson, R. Klemmensen, P. Magnusson, S. Norgaard, S.
Oskarsson, and I. Pedersen. 2016. “Estimating the Impact of Education on Political
Participation: Evidence from Monozygotic Twins in the United States, Denmark
and Sweden.” Political Behavior 38 (3): 579–601.
Dudbridge, Frank. 2013. “Power and Predictive Accuracy of Polygenic Risk Scores.”
PLoS Genetics 9 (3): e1003348.
Fowler, James H., Laura A. Baker, and Christopher T. Dawes. 2008. “Genetic Variation in
Political Participation.” American Political Science Review 102 (2): 233–248.
Galston, William A. 2001. “Political Knowledge, Political Engagement, and Civic
Education.” Annual Review of Political Science 4: 217–234.
Gerber, A., G. Huber, D. Doherty, and C. Dowling. 2011. “Personality Traits and the
Consumption of Political Information.” American Politics Research 39: 32–84.
Gidengil, Elisabeth, Lasse Tarkiainen, Hanna Wass, and Pekka Martikainen. 2019.
“Turnout and Education: Is Education Proxying for Pre-Adult Experiences Within
the Family?” Political Science Research and Methods 7 (2): 349–365.
Griliches, Zvi. 1979. “Sibling Models and Data in Economics: Beginnings of a Survey.”
Journal of Political Economy 87 (5): S37–S64.
Hannagan, Rebecca J, Levente Littvay, and Sebastian Adrian Popa. 2014. “Theorizing
Sex Diﬀerences in Political Knowledge: Insights from a Twin Study.” Politics and
Gender 10 (01): 89–114.
Hatemi, Peter K., Sarah E. Medland, Robert Klemmensen, Sven Oskarsson, Levente
Littvay, Christopher T. Dawes, Brad Verhulst, Rose McDermott, Asbjørn Sonne
Nørgaard, Casey A. Klofstad, et al. 2014. “Genetic Inﬂuences on Political
Ideologies: Twin Analyses of 19 Measures of Political Ideologies from Five
Democracies and Genome-Wide Findings from Three Populations.” Behavior
Genetics 44 (3): 282–294.
Henderson, John, and Sara Chatﬁeld. 2011. “Who Matches? Propensity Scores and Bias
in the Causal Eﬀects of Education on Participation.” The Journal of Politics 73 (3):
646–658.
Highton, Benjamin. 2009. “Revisiting the Relationship between Educational
Attainment and Political Sophistication.” The Journal of Politics 71 (4): 1564–1576.

12

A. C. WEINSCHENK ET AL.

Hillygus, D. Sunshine. 2005. “The Missing Link: Exploring the Relationship between
Higher Education and Political Engagement.” Political Behavior 27 (1): 25–47.
Jackson, Robert. 1995. “Clarifying the Relationship between Education and Turnout.”
American Politics Quarterly 23 (3): 279–299.
Kalmoe, Nathan, and Martin Johnson. 2021. “Genes, Ideology, and Sophistication.”
Journal of Experimental Political Science. doi:10.1017/XPS.2021.4.
Kam, Cindy D, and Carl L Palmer. 2008. “Reconsidering the Eﬀects of Education on
Political Participation.” The Journal of Politics 70 (03): 612–631.
Kam, Cindy D., and Carl Palmer. 2011. “Rejoinder: Reinvestigating the Causal
Relationship between Higher Education and Political Participation.” Journal of
Politics 73 (7): 659–663.
Klemmensen, Robert, Peter K. Hatemi, Sara Binzer Hobolt, Inge Petersen, Axel Skytthe,
and Asbjørn S. Nørgaard. 2012a. “The Genetics of Political Participation, Civic Duty,
and Political Eﬃcacy Across Cultures: Denmark and the United States.” Journal of
Theoretical Politics 24 (3): 409–427.
Klemmensen, Robert, Peter K. Hatemi, Sara B. Hobolt, Axel Skytthe, and Asbjørn S.
Nørgaard. 2012b. “Heritability in Political Interest and Eﬃcacy Across Cultures:
Denmark and the United States.” Twin Research and Human Genetics 15 (1): 15–20.
Klemmensen, Robert, Sara Hobolt, Peter Dinesen, Axel Skytthe, and Asbjørn
Sonne Nørgaard. 2012c. “The Danish Political Twin Study: Political Traits in
Danish Twins and the General Population.” Twin Research and Human Genetics 15
(1): 74–78.
Klofstad, Casey A. 2011. Civic Talk: Peers, Politics, and the Future of Democracy.
Philadelphia: Temple University Press.
Klofstad, Casey A. 2015. “Exposure to Political Discussion in College is Associated with
Higher Rates of Political Participation Over Time.” Political Communication 32 (2):
292–309.
Lee, J. J., R. Wedow, E. Kong, O. Maghzian, M. Zacher, T. A. Nguyen-Viet, P. Bowers, et al.
2018. “Gene Discovery and Polygenic Prediction from a Genome-Wide Association
Study of Educational Attainment in 1.1 Million Individuals.” Nature Genetics 50:
1112–1121.
Littvay, Levente. 2020. “Genetics and Heritability Research on Political Decision
Making.” In Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Politics, edited by David Redlawsk.
Oxford University Press. doi:10.1093/acrefore/9780190228637.013.1012.
Loewen, P., and C. Dawes. 2012. “The Heritability of Duty and Voter Turnout.” Political
Psychology 33 (3): 363–373.
Luskin, Robert. 1990. “Explaining Political Sophistication.” Political Behavior 12 (4):
331–361.
Luskin, Robert, and John Bullock. 2011. ““Don’t Know” Means “Don’t Know”: DK
Responses and the Public’s Level of Political Knowledge.” The Journal of Politics
73 (2): 547–557.
Mayer, Alexander K. 2011. “Does Education Increase Political Participation?” The
Journal of Politics 73 (03): 633–645.
McGue, Matt, Merete Osler, and Kaare Christensen. 2010. “Causal Inference and
Observational Research: The Utility of Twins.” Perspectives on Psychological
Science 5 (5): 546–556.
McIntosh, Hugh, Daniel Hart, and James Youniss. 2007. “The Inﬂuence of Family
Political Discussion on Youth Civic Development: Which Parent Qualities Matter?”
PS: Political Science and Politics 40 (03): 495–499.

JOURNAL OF ELECTIONS, PUBLIC OPINION AND PARTIES

13

Melby, Janet N, Rand D Conger, Shu-Ann Fang, K. A. S. Wickrama, and Katherine J
Conger. 2008. “Adolescent Family Experiences and Educational Attainment
During Early Adulthood.” Developmental Psychology 44 (6): 1519–1536.
Mondak, Jeﬀrey. 1999. “Reconsidering the Measurement of Political Knowledge.”
Political Analysis 8 (1): 57–82.
Mondak, Jeﬀrey, and Mary Anderson. 2004. “The Knowledge Gap: A Reexamination of
Gender-Based Diﬀerences in Political Knowledge.” The Journal of Politics 66 (2): 492–
512.
Mummolo, Jonathan, and Erik Peterson. 2018. “Improving the Interpretation of Fixed
Eﬀects Regression Results.” Political Science Research and Methods 6 (4): 829–835.
Nie, N., J. Junn, and K. Stehlik-Barry. 1996. Education and Democratic Citizenship in
America. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.
Niemi, Richard, and Jane Junn. 2005. Civic Education: What Makes Students Learn. New
Haven: Yale University Press.
Oskarsson, Sven, Peter Thisted Dinesen, Christopher T. Dawes, Magnus Johannesson,
and Patrik Magnusson. 2017. “Education and Social Trust: Testing a Causal
Hypothesis Using the Discordant Twin Design.” Political Psychology 38 (3): 515–531.
Persson, Mikael. 2012. “Does Type of Education Aﬀect Political Participation? Results
from a Panel Survey of Swedish Adolescents.” Scandinavian Political Studies 35
(3): 198–221.
Persson, Mikael. 2014. “Testing the Relationship Between Education and Political
Participation Using the 1970 British Cohort Study.” Political Behavior 36 (4): 877–897.
Rasmussen, Stig Hebbelstrup Rye. 2016. “Education or Personality Traits and
Intelligence as Determinants of Political Knowledge?.” Political Studies 64 (4):
1036–1054.
Robinson, Darrel. 2020. “Education, Family Background, and Political Knowledge: A
Test of the Compensation Hypothesis with Identical Twins.” Political Studies 68
(2): 350–369.
Rodenburger, Daniel. 2020. “Political Interest and the Decision to Vote: A Self-Selection
Problem.” Journal of Elections, Public Opinion and Parties 30 (2): 244–254.
van Eijck, Koen, and Paul M. de Graaf. 2004. ““The Big Five at School: The Impact of
Personality on Educational Attainment.” The Netherlands’.” Journal of Social
Sciences 40 (1): 24–40.
Weber, C., M. Johnson, and K. Arceneaux. 2011. “Genetics, Personality, and Group
Identity.” Social Science Quarterly 92 (5): 1314–1337.
Weinschenk, Aaron, and Christopher Dawes. 2019. “The Eﬀect of Education on Political
Knowledge: Evidence from Monozygotic Twins.” American Politics Research 47 (3):
530–548.
York, Chance. 2019. “Genetic Inﬂuence on Political Discussion: Results from Two Twin
Studies.” Communication Monographs 86 (4): 438–456.
York, Chance, and Paul Haridakis. 2021. “Exploring Genetic Contributions to News Use
Motives and Frequency of News Consumption: A Study of Identical and Fraternal
Twins.” Mass Communication and Society 24 (2): 162–186.

