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ABSTRACT / Although political knowledge is a crucial resource linked to the ability of citizens to 

participate effectively in politics, the evidence portrayed by previous research is that the average citizen 

is poorly informed about political institutions, processes, and substantive policies. How much of these 

findings are contingent on survey instruments? 

The majority of previous studies draw their conclusions from a single or a handful of countries, using 

narrow batteries of survey items. Using a pooled data set encompassing 106 post-election surveys in 47 

countries between 1996 and 2011 (Modules 1-3) from the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems 

(CSES) - boasting the most extensive collection of political knowledge items and broadest country 

coverage to date - we investigate whether the content, format, and/or object of the items used to measure 

knowledge influence both overall levels and the magnitude of the gender gap in political knowledge. Our 

findings show that these features are influential. Levels of political knowledge are highest when questions 

about party politics, and political actors, using a true/false closed format, and whose object is a name, are 

fielded in surveys. By contrast, question quizzing about specific policies or international politics, with 

open-ended formats and whose objects are numbers generate significantly lower levels of political 

knowledge. We also find large and persistent gaps between women and men. These differences are most 

pronounced with items tapping into party politics and government’s policies. The gender gap decreases 

for questions using multiple-choice answer formats. 

 BIO / Marta Fraile is permanent research fellow at CSIC, currently on a special leave for research and 

working as researcher at EUI where she coordinates the Data and Methods Clinic. She has previously 

thought at UPF (Barcelona), UAM (Madrid), Juan March Institute (Madrid) and Scuola Superiore 

Sant’Anna (Pisa). Her substantive interests include public opinion, gender inequalities in politics, media 

effects, political knowledge and participation. Her work has appeared (among others) in: British Journal 

of Political Science, Electoral Studies, European Journal of Political Research, European Union Politics, 

International Journal of Press Politics, Political Research Quarterly, Political Studies, Social Politics. 
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