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SOCIAL PARTICIPATION, EDUCATION
AND HEALTHY AGEING IN ITALY
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In this paper we aim to analyze the relationship between social participa-
tion and education among elderly people in Italy. Social participation, that
is a key dimension of active ageing, is divided into three sub-dimensions:
cultural participation; socio-political participation and social contacts.
Our main research question focuses on the role played by education that
can be linked to social participation in at least two ways: i) education may
directly influence the acquisition of certain lifestyles and cultural tastes
that lead individuals to conduct a more active social life; ii) education can
also have an indirect effect through economic resources and health con-
dition. To answer these research questions, we analyze ISTAT data
(Aspetti della vita quotidiana, 2013-2021) by means of regression (OLS and
logistic) and mediation models. Our findings corroborate our hypotheses
showing that education has a strong influence on social participation and
that the mediation effect is particularly relevant only for social contacts.

Italy; Ageing; social participation

INTRODUCTION

It’s well-known that the Italian demographic dynamic is characterized by high
levels of life expectations at birth (Caselli et al., 2021) and by low fertility (Billari,
2022) that have led to anincrease in the share of elderly population. This change
poses new challenges in terms of active ageing and healthy ageing. Our work
tries to contribute to this literature focusing on social participation - intended
as cultural consumption and socio-political participation — and social contacts,
that can be considered as possible dimensions of active ageing (WHO, 2002;
Principi et al., 2023) as well as social cohesion (Vergolini, 2011). We aim to
contribute to this literature focusing on the role played by education trying to
estimate its total effect as well as the mediating effect of economic resources



and health status. The paper is organized as follows: the next section presents
the hypotheses that will guide our analysis. The second section is devoted to the
description of the data and methods used in the analysis which results are
presented in section 3. The final section provides concluding remarks.

1. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND HYPOTHESES

The aim of this paper is to identify the role played by education in shaping socio-
cultural participation and in reducing social isolation. From a theoretical point
of view, education could have animpact on these outcomes in at least two ways.
Firstly, it can act through a direct channel: education could push to the
acquisition of lifestyles and cultural tastes that lead individuals to conduct a
more active social life (Jensen & Skjgtt-Larsen 2021). In fact, highly educated
people tend to have higher cultural consumption and are more active in social
participation (van Hek and Kraaykamp, 2013). At the same time, having an
active social life will also mechanically increase social contacts, thus reducing
isolation. From this discussion, we can derive our first hypothesis:

H1: educational level is directly and positively related to socio-cultural par-
ticipation and social contacts.

The second channel through which education can work is an indirect one. It has
to be taken into account that social participation is a costly activity and people
have to invest time and/or money to play an active role in community life (Yang
& Konrath 2023). Therefore, education could have an indirect impact through
the attainment of remunerative occupations. Another aspect to consider is the
state of health. Older adults often devote significant time to leisure activities,
like joining organized events and going out, but as people age, chronic health
issuestend toincrease, oftenimplying areduction in sustain social engagement
(Galenkamp and Deeg, 2016). It is known that education has an impact on
health status (Vilhelmsson & Ostergren, 2018), that can be attributed to factors
like the higher incomes typically associated with higher education and greater
general literacy, which enable more educated individuals to make more
informed decisions about their health and to be more active in prevention
(Braveman et al., 2011). From this discussion, we can derive our second
hypothesis:

H2: the impact of education is moderated by economic resources and
health status.
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2. DATA, VARIABLES AND METHODS

2.1. Data and variables

The database comprises several waves (2013-2021) of the ISTAT Aspetti della
vita quotidiana (AVQ) survey, which is conducted annually and is representative
at the regional level. This survey examines various aspects of social life among
Italian households, covering the entire Italian population across all age groups.
For this study, the final dataset was constructed by harmonizing and merging
the cross-sectional waves, focusing solely on individuals aged 55 and over. This
selection yielded an analytical sample of 113,289 statistical units.’

We rely on AVQ survey since it has all the information that we need to test our
hypotheses (see Table 1 for the descriptive statistics). As anticipated in the
previous section, we are interested in the effect of education on socio-cultural
participation and on social contacts. More precisely, our focus is on the
following dimensions: cultural consumption, socio-political participation and
social contacts. For what concerns cultural consumption, we use a set of items
that considers the following activities:
e (Goingto:

o theatre.

o cinema.

o discotheque or dance hall.

o classical music concert, going to a concert of another type of

music.
e Attending sporting events.
e \Visiting a:

o museum or an art exhibition.
o monument or an archaeological site.

These items are all measured on a scale of the frequency with which the
indicated behaviour was carried out during the last 12 months. This scale ranges
from 1 (‘never’)to 5 (‘more than 12times’). To derive a synthetic index of cultural
consumption?, we employ a factor analysis to compute factor scores.

Socio-political participationis measured according to the following set of items:

1 These are the individuals for those we observe all the variables co nsidered in the analySiS.
2 The Cronbach'’s alpha for these items is 0.607.
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e Participation in:
o political party meetings.
trade union meetings.
voluntary associations.
ecological or civil rights associations.
cultural or recreational associations.
professional associations.
political public speech.
o political parade.
e Listeningto a political debate.

0O O O O O O

These nine items concern the performance of activities pertaining to the sphere
of participation in the political life of one’s own community and, more generally,
participation in social activities (cultural, civil rights, professional associations,
etc.). All these items are dichotomous, taking value ‘1’ when that certain
behaviour has occurred in the last 12 months, and value ‘0’ otherwise. Also in
this case, we apply a factor analysis to compute a synthetic index of socio-

cultural participation.?®

Tab. 1. Descriptive statistics (N=113,289). Source: Aspetti della vita quotidiana (2013-2021).

Outcomes

Mean Std. dev.
Cultural consumption (standardized) 0.000 1.000
Socio-political participation (standardized) 0.000 1.000
Social contacts (meet) 0.498 0.500
Social contacts (count on) 0.599 0.490
Main independent variables
Education %
No title 6.2
Primary 30.1
Lower secondary 28.2
Upper secondary 26.0
Tertiary 9.5

3The Cronbach’s alpha for these items is 0.794.
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Economic resources %

Good 63.3
Insufficient 36.7
Health status %

Good 87.6
Bad 12.4

Social contacts are measured exploiting two variables: the frequency of meeting
friends and the existence (or not) of friends you can count on. In the first case,
the frequency of meeting friends is measured by a scale ranging from 1 (‘I meet
friends every day’) to 7 (‘I have no friends’). It has been coded as a dummy
variable turning values from 1 to 3into ‘1’ and values from 4 to 7 into ‘0’. As far
as the variable friends | can count on is concerned, it is basically already
dichotomous, except for the possibility of the answer option ‘I don’t know’,
which we considered equivalent to the negative answer.

Our mainindependent variable is the educational level coded in five categories:
‘no title’, ‘primary school’, ‘lower secondary school’, ‘upper secondary school’,
‘tertiary degree’. The other main independent variables are those that could play
a mediating role: the economic resources available to the household and the
self-perceived health status. Regarding the first variable, it measures the
availability of economic resources for the family with reference to the last 12
months, by means of a 4-category scale ranging from 1 (‘very good resources’)
to 4 (‘absolutely insufficient resources’). We dichotomised this variable by
combining the first two categories (1-2=‘good economic conditions’) and the
lasttwo (3-4=‘bad economic conditions’). Similarly, self-reported health status,
initially on a 5-point scale (1=‘very good’ to 5=‘very bad’), was recoded as
dichotomous by merging the first three categories (1-3=‘good health’) and the
last two (4-5=‘poor health’).

2.2. Methods

The analytical strategy of the paperis based on a two-step analysis. The first step
is the estimation of the total effect of education on the outcomes (i.e., cultural
consumption, socio-political participation and social contacts). As for
statistical computations, we opted for two different models that relate the
educational level to variables with different measurement scales. In the first two
cases, those relating, respectively, to the indexes of cultural consumption and
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socio-cultural participation we used an Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) model
since these variables are quantitative. In the other two cases, those relating
respectively to the variables meeting with friends and friends you can count on,
which are dichotomous variables, we used a logit model and to facilitate the
comparisons we present average marginal effects (Mood, 2010). We use the
same set of control variables that include gender, age, marital status,
employment status, citizenship, living alone, size of the city, region and the year
the survey was conducted.

The second step of our analysis involves the attempt to identify the mediating
role played by economic resources and self-perceived health. To do this we
employ structural equation modelling (Cain, 2021) to estimate the indirect
effect, that is interpretable as the share of the total effect of education that is
mediated by economic resources and health status.

3. EMPIRICAL RESULTS

3.1. Does education matter?

Table 2 shows the results of the first step of our analysis (i.e., the identification
of the total effect of education). All the models present average marginal effects
using

the tertiary level of education as a reference category.* In general, lower levels
of education are associated with significant reductions in cultural engagement
and socio-political participation, with effect sizes increasing as educational
attainment decreases. The effects of education appear more pronounced for
Cultural consumption than for Socio-political participation. Across all
educational levels below tertiary, the coefficients for cultural consumption are
larger in magnitude than those for Socio-political participation, indicating that
lower educational attainment has a stronger negative impact on cultural
engagement than on socio-political involvement. For example, having only
primary education, as opposed to tertiary, is associated with a reduction of
1.034 standard deviations in Cultural consumption, compared to a 0.565
standard deviation reduction in Socio-political participation. This pattern
suggests that education level influences cultural engagement more strongly
than socio-political participation, potentially highlighting a greater dependency

4 The first two outcomes are quantitative variables that have been standardized, meaning
that the coefficient can be interpreted in terms of standard deviations. The other two
outcomes are dichotomous variables, and the coefficients are then interpretable in terms of
percentage points (pp) differences.
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of cultural activities on educational attainment.

Regarding social contacts, lower education levels are associated with higher
social isolation. For example, individuals with no formal education have a 13.7
pp lower probability of meeting friends compared to those with tertiary
education, while this reduction amount to 25.2 pp in the likelihood of having
someone to count on. Moreover, the emerging pattern suggests that lower
educational attainment has a greater negative impact on the availability of
reliable social support (count on) compared to simply meeting friends or
acquaintances.

All in all, these results bring sound empirical evidence in support of our first
hypothesis: education is a strong driver of social participation and help people
in maintaining durable social connections.

Tab. 2. OLS (cultural and social participation) and logistic (isolation) regression models to esti-

mate the role played by educational level. Source: Aspetti della vita quotidiana (2013-2021).
Cultural Socio-political Social contacts ~ Social contacts
consumption participation (meet) (counton)

Coeff. S.E. Coeff. S.E. Coeff. S.E. Coeff. S.E.

Tertiary (ref.)

Upper - 001 - 0.01 - 0.00 - 0.00
secondary 0.572"" 7 0.292"" 4 0.027"" 7 0.070"" 6
Lower - 0.01 - 0.01 - 0.00 - 0.00
secondary 0.906™" 6 0.493"" 4 0.022"" 7 0.122"" 6
. - 0.01 - 0.01 - 0.00 - 0.00
Primary
1.034 6 0.565 4 0.058 7 0.183 6
) - 0.01 - 0.01 - 0.01 - 0.00
No title
1.037 7 0.590 4 0.137 0 0.252 9
N 113,289 113,289 113,289 113,289
R%/pseudo-R2  0.194 0.107 0.038 0.038

3.2. The medidtion effect of economic resources and health status

Table 3 reports the mediation effect of economic resources and health status.
Our findings show that the mediation effects of both economic resources and
health status are relatively modest for both cultural and social participation.
This suggests that while economic resources and health do play a role, they are
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not major pathways through which education influences participation in
cultural and social activities. This might indicate that education’s impact on
these types of participation is more direct or mediated by other factors, such as
personal interests, social norms, or intrinsic motivations related to educational
level.

In contrast, economic resources and health status have a far stronger mediating
effect on contacts, particularly in the context of meeting with social contacts (38
pp for economic resources and 20.3 pp for health) and, to a lesser extent, on
relying on social contacts (14.7 pp for economic resources and 3.5 pp for
health). This indicates that economic and health resources are more crucial for
maintaining and relying on social contacts, likely because these relationships
may demand more resources—both financial (for travel, social activities) and
health-related (physical ability to engage socially).

The evidence shown so far only partially corroborates our second hypothesis
since a relevant mediating effectis in act only for social contacts.

Tab. 3. Mediation effect of economic resources and health status (N=113,289). Source: Aspetti
della vita quotidiana (2013-2021).

Cultural Socio-political  Social contacts Social contacts
consumption participation (meet) (counton)
Economic resources 3.7% 2.4% 38.0% 14.7%
Health status 0.7% 0.9% 20.3% 3.5%

4. CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

In this paper we have analyzed the role played by education in shaping socio-
cultural participation and social contacts of elderly people in Italy. Our results
emphasize the positive role of education and show how it is mediated by
economic resources and health status. In particular, cultural and social
participation appear less dependent on economic and health resources,
perhaps because they can be pursued individually or in more accessible,
community-based contexts. In contrast, maintaining social contacts, especially
face-to-face meetings, relies heavily on the availability of both financial and
health resources. This distinction implies that educational attainment might
facilitate social integration differently: it promotes cultural and social
participation through pathways other than financial and health resources, while
it supports social contacts more significantly through these resources.
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