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Abstract: 
Research reports that women are more likely than men to participate in 
highbrow cultural activities, but we do not know whether this gap 
develops within the family at an early age or is the outcome of economic 
and positional differences between men and women later in life. We use a 
Danish data set to analyze cultural participation among brothers and 
sisters from the same family and report three findings: (1) gender 
differences in highbrow cultural participation are mostly unrelated to 
family-background characteristics; (2) there is little evidence that parents 
engage in gender-specific cultural socialization; and (3) socioeconomic 
position and family obligations account for less than 20 percent of 
brother-sister differences in highbrow cultural participation. Our results 
suggest that gender differences in highbrow cultural participation 
originate in factors outside the family. 
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Introduction 

Research on cultural consumption documents persisting gender differences in cultural 

participation patterns. In particular, research shows that women are more likely than men to 

participate in traditionally highbrow cultural activities such as going to art museums and 

attending classical concerts, operas, live theater, and dance performances (e.g., DiMaggio 

1982, 2004; DiMaggio and Mohr 1985; Cherbo and Peters 1995; Bryson 1996; Katz-Gerro 

and Shavit 1998; Cuadrado and Frasquet 1999; Katz-Gerro 1999; Bihagen and Katz-Gerro 

2000; Dumais 2002; Katz-Gerro and Sullivan 2004; Chan 2010; Christin 2012). Gender 

differences are less pronounced with regard to other aspects of cultural consumption such as 

reading (De Graaf 1991; Prieto-Rodriguez and Fernandez-Blanco 2000; Lopez-Sintas and 

Garcia-Alvarez 2002; Torche 2010). In addition, in some composite measures of cultural 

consumption such as cultural omnivorousness and voraciousness (Van Eijck 2001; Katz-

Gerro and Sullivan 2010), men are more active than women.1 These results point to a 

particular preference for highbrow culture among women, which can then be translated into a 

particular set of cultural competencies and cultural capital (Dumais 2002). 

Previous research has highlighted three explanations that might account for the gender 

difference in highbrow cultural participation. Two explanations of why women attend more 

highbrow cultural events than men include gender-specific cultural socialization and gender 

differences in socioeconomic position. The first explanation, which emphasizes gender 

differences in cultural socialization, argues that girls are raised to be more interested in 

culture than boys. Furthermore, some venues of highbrow culture are perceived as more 

appropriate for women than for men (e.g., DiMaggio 1982; Donnat 2004; Kaufman and 

Gabler 2004; Octobre 2005). The second explanation, which emphasizes gender differences 

in socioeconomic position, argues that women are increasingly likely to exhibit 
                                                           

1 Cultural omnivorousness refers to an appreciation of and engagement in a variety of cultural tastes 
including highbrow, middlebrow, and lowbrow activities (Van Eijck 2001). Cultural voraciousness is 
frequent engagement in a diversified cultural repertoire (Katz-Gerro and Sullivan 2010). 



 

socioeconomic traits such as higher education that are associated with a greater appreciation 

of highbrow culture (Buchmann and DiPrete 2006). A third explanation, which argues that 

women are less likely to engage in highbrow culture than men, argues that women 

traditionally have more family obligations than men and, thus, have less time for participating 

in cultural events (e.g., Bihagen and Katz-Gerro 2000; Christin 2012). 

Although previous research documents that women are more likely to participate in 

highbrow cultural events than men, the data used in previous research is ill-suited for 

identifying the factors that account for this gender difference. This paper extends previous 

research by analyzing new data that enable us to distinguish among the three competing 

explanations described above: gender-specific cultural socialization, gender differences in 

socioeconomic position, and gender differences in family obligations. In addition, this data 

allow us to assess the extent to which these explanations account for observable gender 

differences in highbrow cultural participation. 

Our main contribution relies on the novelty of analyzing gender differences in 

highbrow cultural participation within families. An important limitation in previous research 

is that it relied on cross-sectional data that included only one respondent per family and 

provided only limited information on individual characteristics and family background (an 

exception is Van Eijck 1997). These data make it difficult to control for all of the relevant 

early socialization factors that may account for gender differences in highbrow cultural 

participation. To overcome such problems, we analyze Danish data that include multiple 

siblings from the same family. These data allow us to compare the cultural participation of 

brothers and sisters. Moreover, we have information on the gender composition of the sibship, 

which allows us to address the gender-specific cultural socialization explanation. Our test of 

this explanation builds on the idea that if parents practice gender-specific socialization (for 

example, if girls are taught to be more interested in culture than boys are), we expect less 



 

sibling similarity in highbrow cultural participation in mixed-gender sibships (i.e., families 

with both boys and girls) than in same-sex sibships (i.e., families with only boys or girls). In 

addition, we test the two alternative explanations--gender differences in socioeconomic 

position and gender differences in family obligations--by including observed variables that 

capture the socioeconomic traits and family situation of brothers and sisters. We then analyze 

the extent to which these variables account for residual brother-sister differences in highbrow 

cultural participation. 

Our empirical results suggest that gender differences in highbrow cultural 

participation are substantial and are not readily explainable by the three accounts presented 

above. First, in addition to non-trivial sibling correlations in highbrow cultural participation, 

we find only little evidence that gender-specific cultural socialization explains women’s 

greater propensity to participate in highbrow cultural events. Specifically, we find that sibling 

correlations in highbrow cultural participation are similar in same-sex sibships 

(brother/brother or sister/sister) and different-sex sibships (brother/sister). Second, we find 

that indicators that capture siblings’ socioeconomic position and family situation account for 

approximately 20 percent of the total gender difference in highbrow cultural participation 

within families. Consequently, the two explanations emphasizing gender differences in 

socioeconomic position and in family obligations account for some, but not a great deal of the 

gender difference in highbrow cultural participation. Together, our results suggest that gender 

differences in highbrow cultural participation are substantial, do not originate in the family of 

origin, and that the explanations of these differences are yet to be theorized. 

 

Theoretical Background 

Several studies indicate that gender differences in cultural consumption are large and exist 

independently of education, occupational class position, age, family status, residential status, 



 

and income (e.g., Bihagen and Katz-Gerro 2000; Lizardo 2006). Still, scholars agree that 

while ample attention has been directed at delineating the contours of cultural stratification 

along the axes of education, economic resources, and age, relatively little consideration has 

been paid to explaining gender differences in cultural consumption patterns (Erickson 1996; 

Lovell 2000; McCall 2001; DiMaggio and Mukhtar 2004; Katz-Gerro and Sullivan 2004; 

Lizardo 2006). Bourdieu’s work, although influential, does not allow for a theory of 

distinction that is linked to gender or other bases of identity (Erickson 1996).  

Gender differences in cultural participation and cultural capital are relevant for a 

number of reasons. First, if men and women compete for economic and cultural capital, and 

women are disadvantaged in the realm of economic capital, they may want to compensate in 

the realm of cultural capital and invest in legitimate culture (DiMaggio 2004). Second, 

because cultural reproduction occurs mainly in the family, understanding the negotiation of 

the patterns of deployment in the gendered division of household labor is critical to 

understanding the process of cultural reproduction as a whole (DiMaggio 2004; Kraaykamp 

and Van Eijck 2010). A third motivation comes from the general framework of studying 

consumption as a gendered process that plays a role in either reproducing or transforming 

gender inequality in access to resources (Costa 1994; de Grazia and Furlough 1996; Lubar 

1998; Katz-Gerro 2006). 

In the following, we discuss the three explanations of gender differences in cultural 

participation that have been proposed in previous research: gender-specific cultural 

socialization, gender differences in socioeconomic position, and gender differences in family 

obligations. Based on this discussion, we explain why we expect highbrow cultural 

participation to be more prevalent among women than among men, and test each explanation 

in the empirical analysis. 

 



 

Gender-Specific Cultural Socialization 

Scholars argue that early socialization processes and gendered expectations about the kind of 

cultural capital that boys and girls should have may account for gender differences in cultural 

participation. Gender-role stereotypes include perceptions of highbrow culture as associated 

more with women. During childhood socialization girls are encouraged more than boys to 

participate in cultural activities (Donnat 2004; Octobre 2005). For example, girls outnumber 

boys in art lessons, music lessons, dance lessons, library visits, concerts, and visits to art 

museums (DiMaggio 1982; Dumais 2002), and venues of highbrow culture are perceived as 

appropriate for women (DiMaggio 1982). Girls rely on artistic lessons to create networks of 

friends (Pasquier 2010), and social network characteristics, especially network diversity, 

emerge as much better predictors of women’s cultural participation than of men’s (Kane 

2004). Finally, scholars also argue that it is more socially acceptable for boys to participate in 

sports, which promote skills associated with masculinity such as leadership and competitive 

or group-oriented behaviors (Ridgeway and Smith-Lovin 1999). Consequently, early 

socialization plays an important part in shaping the aesthetic tastes of boys and girls, which in 

turn may lead to gender differences in cultural participation patterns later in life. 

 

Gender Differences in Socioeconomic Position 

In the past, men tended to be better educated than women, and they also tended to have higher 

paying jobs. Today, this situation no longer prevails. In most countries women are now 

outperforming men in the educational system (Buchmann and DiPrete 2006), and social 

mobility among women has also rapidly increased in past decades. Most research on cultural 

participation documents that education and social class position are key correlates of 

highbrow cultural participation. Therefore, if women are better educated than men, this fact 



 

might account for some of the gender difference in highbrow cultural participation (Katz-

Gerro 2011).  

 

Gender Differences in Family Obligations 

The gender-specific cultural socialization explanation presented above does not pertain to 

boys and girls only in childhood, but also in adulthood. Collins (1988, 1992) provides an 

account of the gendered division of status labor. Women, more than men, are expected to 

have control over cultural consumption in the family for the purposes of status emulation and 

status presentation. While men specialize in the household’s productive responsibilities, 

women are in charge of the family’s status work. A family’s status work involves public self-

presentation, cleanliness of the home, cooking, and consumerism in working class families 

and highbrow cultural activities in upper class families (Collins 1988). Furthermore, within 

the family married women, mothers, and homemakers have less time for leisure than men. 

The dependent labor theory (Shaw 1985) suggests that men’s leisure time is constrained 

mainly by the time devoted to paid work, while women’s leisure time is constrained by paid 

work and housework. Women also have less control over the resources allocated to cultural 

consumption, and their leisure opportunities tend to be concentrated at home (Shaw, 1985, 

1994; Green et al. 1990; Altergott and McCreedy 1993; Robinson and Godbey 1997; Phipps 

et al. 2001). Consequently, more family obligations mean that women would have less time to 

consume highbrow culture than men. 

The theoretical arguments presented above address gender differences in cultural 

participation patterns. However, irrespective of gender, siblings from the same family also 

share a family environment that shapes their preferences and cultural participation. There is 

rich evidence that parents’ cultural and economic capital affects children’s cultural capital and 

preferences (e.g., Kraaykamp and Van Eijck 2010; ter Bogt et al. 2011; Yaish and Katz-Gerro 



 

2012). Similarly, research that uses sibling data finds comparatively high correlations in 

siblings’ cultural participation patterns (Van Eijck 1997). In this analysis we also control for 

the influence of family background factors shared by siblings that affect highbrow cultural 

participation.  

 

Hypotheses 

Based on the theoretical arguments above, and on results from previous empirical research, 

our main hypothesis is that women will engage in highbrow cultural activities more than men. 

Potential explanations of why women participate more than men are gender-specific cultural 

socialization (girls are taught to appreciate highbrow culture, boys less so) and the fact that 

women more often than men exhibit socioeconomic traits, in particular higher education, that 

are associated with highbrow cultural participation. One theoretical explanation works in the 

opposite direction and argues that women’s family obligations lead them to be less active in 

highbrow culture. In the empirical analysis we attempt to distinguish among the different 

theoretical explanations and analyze the extent to which they account for baseline gender 

differences in highbrow cultural participation.  

  

Data 

We analyze data from the Danish Longitudinal Survey of Youth – Children (DLSY-C). The 

DLSY-C includes children born to participants in a long-running cohort study, the Danish 

Longitudinal Survey of Youth (DLSY). The original participants in the DLSY, the parents of 

the respondents whose cultural participation we study, were all born in or around 1954. The 

participants in the DLSY-C, the main respondents in this paper, were interviewed in 2010, 

and the mean age in the DLSY-C sample is 27.1 (the response rate was 81 percent, see Jæger 

2011). We use the DLSY-C because, first, it includes multiple siblings from the same DLSY 



 

family and, second, it includes a battery of questions capturing respondents’ cultural 

participation patterns. Moreover, the DLSY-C includes rich information on individual 

characteristics such as education, family situation, and cognitive ability that might account for 

gender differences in cultural participation. 

We restrict our DLSY-C sample to respondents age 18 or older, which yields a sample 

of 3,303 respondents nested within 2,012 families. Table 1 provides the descriptive statistics 

for all of the variables included in the analysis, as well as some additional information 

discussed below.  

 

– TABLE 1 HERE – 

 

Variables  

Dependent Variables 

The DLSY-C includes a battery of questions that capture respondents’ cultural consumption 

patterns. In this paper we focus on cultural activities that are typically regarded as highbrow 

in the Danish context (e.g., Prieur, Rosenlund, and Skjott-Larsen 2008; Jæger and Katz-Gerro 

2010). Respondents were asked whether, in the last year, they have gone to (1) the opera, (2) 

a ballet or dance performance, (3) classical concert, (4) theater production, (5) movie in a film 

club or art cinema, (6) art museum, and (7) jazz concert. All items were coded 1 = “yes” and 0 

= “no.”  

We used the seven items to create an aggregate scale capturing highbrow cultural 

participation by summarizing the respondent’s score on the seven items. A Principal 

Component Analysis (PCA) using polychoric correlations shows that the first component 

created from these binary items accounts for 50.2 percent of the total covariance between the 



 

items.1 This result suggests that the seven items can be meaningfully merged into a single 

scale. 

 

Explanatory Variables 

We include a range of variables intended to capture the differences between respondents in 

their socioeconomic position and family obligations. 

 Our basic demographic variables include a dummy variable indicating the respondent’s 

gender (coded 1 for women and 0 for men), age in years, and a dummy variable for being a 

firstborn. 

 Our measure of socioeconomic position includes education, here a dummy variable 

measuring whether the respondent is enrolled in or has completed upper secondary education. 

Upper secondary education is the academic track in Danish secondary education (students 

usually enroll at around age 15-16 and complete their studies by age 18-19) and is the 

exclusive gateway to higher education. Given that the mean age in our sample is only 27.1, 

and that many of the respondents have not yet completed their final education, upper 

secondary education is our preferred proxy for the respondent’s educational attainment.2 In 

addition to educational attainment, we include a variable measuring the respondent’s self-

reported Grade Point Average (GPA) at the end of elementary school (a scale with six 

categories) and their score (0-20) on a measure of cognitive ability that is very similar in 

structure to the Raven Progressive Matrices test. 

 Our measures of family situation include a dummy variable for being married or 

cohabitating and a variable measuring the number of children under the age of 15 currently 

living in the respondent’s household. 



 

 We do not include any measures of family background because, as we explain in more 

detail below, our empirical design implicitly controls for all of the family characteristics that 

are shared by siblings from the same family. 

 

Empirical Design 

The aim of the empirical analysis is to analyze whether men and women differ with regard to 

highbrow cultural participation and if so, to explain this gender difference. Our DLSY-C 

sample consists of 3,303 respondents nested within 2,012 families, and our analytical strategy 

relies on exploiting variation both within and between families. 

We begin by specifying the following regression model for highbrow cultural 

participation 

 

1 2 ,if if if f ify sex x uα β β ε= + + + +  (0) 

 

where ify  is highbrow cultural participation for individual i (i =1,…,N) in family f (f=1,…,F), 

sex is a dummy variable that takes the value 1 for women and 0 for men, and x is a vector of 

individual characteristics (education, marital status etc.). The regression coefficient 1β  

captures the gender difference in highbrow cultural participation, while 2β  captures the 

effects of individual characteristics. Finally, α is a constant, fu  is a family-specific effect and 

ifε  is an individual-specific error term assumed to follow a normal distribution. 

 Our analytical objective is to estimate the baseline gender difference in highbrow cultural 

participation and to analyze the extent to which the three proposed theoretical explanations-- 

gender-specific cultural socialization, gender differences in socioeconomic position, and 

gender differences in family obligations--account for this difference. With regard to these 



 

hypotheses, we capture the gender-specific cultural socialization explanation to some extent 

via the family-specific effect fu . We also capture the explanations emphasizing gender 

differences in socioeconomic position and family obligations by means of the range of 

individual-level explanatory variables summarized in x. 

 The gender-specific cultural socialization explanation is difficult to test directly. This 

explanation argues that parents treat boys and girls in different ways, which leads girls to 

favoring highbrow cultural activities and boys other forms of culture. In order to test this 

hypothesis directly, we would need detailed information on the extent to which parents treat 

boys and girls differently within the family, and then relate this behavior to children's cultural 

participation in adulthood. We do not possess such data (and we are not familiar with any data 

set that would allow this type of analysis), so we take an indirect approach that exploits 

information on the gender composition of the sibship in each DLSY family. Families with 

two or more children have one of the following gender sibship compositions: mixed-sex 

sibships (boys and girls), girls-only sibships, and boys-only sibships. If parents treat boys 

differently than girls, we expect that the similarity in highbrow cultural participation among 

siblings is lower in mixed-sex (brother-sister) sibships than in same-sex (brother-brother or 

sister-sister) sibships. In order to test this hypothesis, we estimate the model in Equation (1) 

without any explanatory variables (i.e., if f ify uα ε= + + ) for each of the three possible 

gender sibship compositions and decompose the total variance in highbrow cultural 

participation into components that lie within and between families respectively (e.g., Van 

Eijck 1997; Warren, Hauser, and Sheridan 2002). The Intraclass Correlation (ICC) expresses 

the mean correlation in highbrow cultural participation among siblings from the same family. 

Below, we present the empirical estimates of the ICC for the gender composition of each 

sibship, which suggests only little gender-specific cultural socialization in our data. 



 

To test the two alternative hypotheses, we estimate the model in Equation (1) as a 

within-family fixed effect (FE) regression model. The main advantage of the FE approach is 

that it controls for all unobserved, fixed differences between families that may affect cultural 

participation. To see why, we re-arrange Equation (1) into a within-family model by 

subtracting the family means for all of the variables 

 

1 2( ) ( ) ( ) ( ),if f if if f f f if fy y sex x x u uβ β ε ε− = + − + − + −  (0) 

 

which, using a difference operator (∆ ), can be expressed as 

 

1 .if if if ify sex x eβ∆ = + ∆ + ∆  (0) 

 

The FE model in Equation (3) eliminates the family-specific fixed effect fu and is identified 

by differences within families in siblings’ highbrow cultural participation, gender, and other 

individual characteristics (education, family situation, etc.). The FE model controls in a very 

effective way for cultural socialization within the family (although not for gender-specific 

cultural socialization). When estimated in mixed-gender sibships, this model compares the 

cultural participation of brothers and sisters, while at the same time holding constant all the 

family-specific factors that brothers and sisters share (for example, genes, socioeconomic 

characteristics, and cultural socialization).3
 

 

Results 

We present the empirical results in three sections. In the first section we estimate baseline 

gender differences in highbrow cultural participation and sibling similarity in cultural 

participation. In the second section we test for gender-specific cultural socialization by 



 

decomposing the total variance in highbrow cultural participation by gender composition of 

the sibship. In the third section we estimate the within-family FE models and analyze the 

extent to which the three competing theoretical explanations account for the observed gender 

differences in highbrow cultural consumption. 

Table 1 shows the summary statistics for the different cultural consumption items in 

the DLSY-C survey. The table shows that women are much more likely than men to attend 

highbrow cultural events. The only exceptions to this trend are classical concerts and jazz 

concerts. These results are similar to previous research also showing that women are more 

likely than men to attend highbrow cultural activities. 

Table 1 also shows the sibling correlations in the probability of attending each cultural 

event (as measured by the ICC). We find that sibling correlations in highbrow cultural 

participation are in the range of 0.21 to 0.44, which attests to a comparatively high level of 

sibling similarity or, stated differently, a fairly strong effect of family background on 

highbrow cultural participation (Van Eijck 1997). 

Table 2 summarizes information on family size and the gender composition of the 

sibship and the ICCs for our measure of highbrow cultural participation for different gender 

compositions of sibships. We include the ICCs for the different gender compositions of 

sibships to test the gender-specific cultural socialization explanation. As explained above, our 

rationale is that if parents engage in gender-specific cultural socialization, the ICC should be 

lower in mixed-sex sibships than in same-sex sibships.4 The ICC for highbrow cultural 

participation among all DLSY families with at least two children is 0.358. Table 2 shows that 

the ICC in mixed-gender sibships is 0.330, while it is 0.366 for girls-only sibships and 0.399 

for boys-only sibships. Although the ICC is marginally lower in mixed-sex sibships than in 

same-sex sibships, these findings provide little evidence of gender-specific cultural 

socialization in our data. Put differently, we do not find that parents treat boys and girls in 



 

different ways that lead girls to prefer highbrow culture and boys other types of culture. 

Building on this finding, we now investigate whether gender differences in socioeconomic 

position and family obligations account for gender differences in highbrow cultural 

participation. 

 

– TABLE 2 HERE – 

 

Table 3 shows the results from our main regressions of highbrow cultural consumption 

on gender and individual characteristics. We display results from two model specifications: 

Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) Regressions and within-family FE Regressions. The difference 

between these two model specifications is that the OLS model relies on variation both within 

and between families, while the FE model relies exclusively on variation within families. 

Thus, the OLS models serve as benchmark models that do not control for family-background 

characteristics. 

 

– TABLE 3 HERE – 

 

The first column shows our baseline OLS estimate of the gender difference in 

highbrow cultural consumption. This estimated gender difference is 0.357 and is highly 

significant, demonstrating that women participate much more in highbrow cultural activities 

than men (the difference between men and women is equivalent to 0.23 standard deviations in 

the distribution of the scale measuring highbrow cultural participation). In the second column 

we add the variables measuring individual characteristics such as age, education, and family 

situation. By including these variables, we reduce the gender difference in highbrow cultural 

participation from 0.357 to 0.240, which is equivalent to a reduction of about one-third. In 



 

other words, in the OLS model we can account for some – but not a great deal – of the gender 

difference in highbrow cultural participation. 

Columns 3 and 4 show the results from four within-family FE models. The crucial 

difference between these models and the OLS models is that they compare brothers and 

sisters from the same family. Thus, these models disregard all between-family variations in 

the data and, in doing so, they control for all family-background factors shared by siblings. 

Surprisingly, our baseline FE estimate of the gender difference in highbrow cultural 

participation (which compares brothers and sisters) is almost identical to the one obtained 

from the OLS model (which compares random men and women) (0.357 vs. 0.352). This result 

is interesting and suggests that, even after we control for all of the family-background factors 

brothers and sister share (for example genes, resources, and socialization), a large and 

statistically significant gender difference remains with regard to highbrow cultural 

consumption. With regard to our theoretical explanations, this result shows that (non-gender) 

cultural socialization within the family accounts for almost none of the observed gender 

difference in highbrow cultural participation. 

Column 4 shows estimates from a FE model in which we also include variables 

capturing the socioeconomic and family characteristics that vary among brothers and sisters. 

We find that including these variables reduces the gender difference in highbrow cultural 

participation from 0.352 to 0.293 (a reduction of approximately 17 percent). Again, our 

results suggest that, at least with the selection of variables that are available to us, we are able 

to account for less than one-fifth of the gender difference in highbrow cultural participation.5  

We find that the variables intended to capture differences in siblings’ socioeconomic 

position and family obligations matter to some extent. First, having completed upper 

secondary education is associated with greater participation in highbrow cultural 

participation. Furthermore, because sisters are more likely to complete upper secondary 



 

education than their brothers (Table 1 shows that 76 percent of the women in our sample have 

completed upper secondary education while this is the case for only 54 percent of the men), 

differences in educational attainment within families account for some of the gender 

difference in highbrow cultural participation.6 One’s GPA in elementary school (Table 1 

shows that women also have a higher mean GPA than men) yields similar results. Together, 

these findings indicate that differences in socioeconomic position (particularly in educational 

attainment) account for some of the gender difference in highbrow cultural participation. 

Second, we find that being married does not affect highbrow cultural participation, but 

having children has a statistically significant negative effect on highbrow cultural 

participation. Our result for having children is in line with the hypothesis that parenthood 

makes it more difficult for women to participate in highbrow cultural events than men. 

Consequently, sisters who have children participate less in highbrow cultural activities than 

their brothers who do not have children. However, sisters who are married do not participate 

in such events less than their brothers. 

In summary, our analysis shows that we are able to account for only little of the 

baseline gender difference in highbrow cultural participation. Gender-specific cultural 

socialization explains little of this difference, as does (non-gendered) cultural socialization 

within the family. The variables intended to capture explanations about gender differences in 

socioeconomic position and family obligations account for less than 20 percent of the 

remaining gender difference in highbrow cultural participation. Consequently, despite the 

innovative research design of our study, most of the reasons why men and women differ with 

regard to highbrow cultural participation remain unexplained in our analysis.  

  



 

Discussion 

Why is it that women are more prone than men to consuming highbrow culture? Is this gender 

difference mainly due to family socialization that shapes girls’ and boys’ preferences, or is it a 

result of different positions men and women occupy in the social structure? We investigate 

this question by using data with information on the cultural participation patterns of siblings. 

By looking at the cultural practices of brothers and sisters who grew up in the same family 

context, we can ascertain whether differences between women and men can be explained by 

different expectations and socialization provided at an early age. Furthermore, by controlling 

for educational attainment and family situation we can determine whether the gender 

difference in highbrow cultural participation is related to the homology between social 

position and cultural position.  

Our overall conclusion is that the baseline difference between men and women with 

regard to their highbrow cultural participation does not originate in the family. Furthermore, 

we are able to account for only a minor share of this baseline gender difference. We support 

these conclusions with several empirical findings. First, we replicate previous research by 

identifying a substantial gender gap in highbrow cultural participation in favor of women. 

Second, we demonstrate that this gap cannot readily be explained by gender-specific cultural 

socialization practices. Third, we also show that cultural socialization within families does not 

account for the gender difference. Finally, we demonstrate that differences between brothers 

and sisters with regard to their educational attainment and family obligations account for 

some, but not a great deal, of the gender difference in highbrow cultural participation. 

Research on gender and cultural consumption consistently reports significant 

differences between men and women on a number of cultural consumption indicators. The 

reasons for these differences have not been systematically identified, but various connections 

to class position, family status, and educational attainment have been posited. We contribute 



 

to this body of knowledge by demonstrating that there is little evidence that girls and boys 

start following different paths in their cultural preferences at an early age. The question for 

future research remains: is it socialization in adulthood or other mechanisms that account for 

the gap in highbrow cultural participation? For example, one significant factor that is linked 

to gender differences in cultural participation and merits attention in the future is the effect of 

spouses on each other. If there are systematic differences between men and women in cultural 

consumption, we can ask whether they influence each other when they share households and 

lifestyles. Some studies show that a spouse’s artistic and social background influences the 

participation in the arts of his or her partner (Upright 2004; Silva and Le Roux 2011). Thus, 

individuals with a spouse with high levels of arts socialization and educational attainment are 

more likely to attend arts events. Moreover, Upright reports that the educational attainment of 

wives is often a better predictor of their husbands’ cultural participation in the arts than their 

husbands’ own education and arts socialization (Upright 2004: 139). These results are heavily 

shaped by marital homogamy.  

Another feature in our analysis that needs improvement is the fact that the respondents 

in our sample are fairly young, so we cannot observe income and class gradients. This 

limitation means that we do not fully test whether differences in socioeconomic position and 

family obligations account for gender differences in highbrow cultural participation. We were 

also unable to control for participation in arts classes at an early age (Christin 2012). 

This paper aimed at extending research on cultural stratification by linking gender as a 

social boundary to cultural participation as a symbolic boundary. This link is important 

because it helps us identify the mechanisms through which inequality, hierarchy, and 

exclusion, as well as identity, solidarity, and inclusion are created and maintained. If we 

thought that this process takes place in the context of the family – we were wrong, at least 

according to the findings reported here. Theoretical explanations of the gender gap in cultural 



 

consumption are elusive because some scholarship argues that women are expected to engage 

in highbrow cultural consumption for status emulation reasons (Bihagen and Katz-Gerro 

2000; Lizardo 2006), while other scholarship emphasizes the constraints of time, material 

resources, and legitimacy that women face (Jackson 1988; Jackson and Henderson 1994). 

Thus, more research is needed to determine the causes of gender differences in cultural 

participation.  



 

Table 1. Summary of Descriptive Statistics, Gender Differences in Cultural Participation, and 
Sibling Correlation in Cultural Participation 

 Descriptive 
Statistics 

… by Gender T-test on 
difference  

ICCa 
 

 Mean SD Women Men Diff  N 
Opera 0.07 0.26 0.09 0.06  0.03** 0.44*** 3,303 
Ballet or dance 0.13 0.34 0.17 0.10  0.07*** 0.26*** 3,302 
Classical concert 0.09 0.29 0.09 0.10  0.01 0.35*** 3,303 
Theater (play) 0.37 0.48 0.42 0.32  0.10*** 0.21*** 3,302 
Movie in film club/art cinema 0.16 0.36 0.17 0.14  0.03# 0.26*** 3,300 
Art museum 0.49 0.50 0.54 0.44  0.10*** 0.26*** 3,303 
Jazz concert 0.19 0.39 0.19 0.19  0.00 0.37*** 3,302 
Highbrow cultural participation 1.51 1.53 1.67 1.33  0.34*** 0.32*** 3,297 
        
Sex (woman) 0.52 0.50     3,303 
Age 27.80 5.09 27.89 27.70  0.19  3,303 
Firstborn 0.42 0.49 0.44 0.41  0.03  3,303 
Upper secondary education 0.66 0.47 0.76 0.54  0.22***  3,303 
GPA in elementary school 4.13 0.97 4.27 3.97  0.30***  3,139 
Cognitive ability 9.59 3.34 9.57 9.62  0.05  3,241 
Married 0.57 0.49 0.62 0.52  0.10***  3,303 
Children 0.62 0.95 0.72 0.50  0.22***  3,303 

Note: *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, # p < 0.10. ICC = Intraclass Correlation. Probability 
of attending each cultural event modeled as a binary logistic regression model. 

  



 

 
Table 2. Family Size, Gender Composition of Sibship, and Interclass Correlation (ICC) in 
Highbrow Cultural Participation 
 Marginal 

distribution 
Number of 

observations 
Gender composition of sibship 

Family size   % mixed 
gender 

% girls 
only 

% boys 
only 

1 29.5 973 - - - 
2 49.6 1,638 49.3 28.8 21.9 
3 17.7 585 71.3 15.4 13.3 
4 2.3 76 89.5 5.3 5.3 
5 0.7 25 100.0   
6 0.2 6 100.0   

Total 100.0 3,303    
      

ICC for highbrow cultural participation  0.330 0.366 0.399 
N individuals/ 

N families 
  1,323 

566 
565 
267 

440 
206 

Note: Includes DLSY-C respondents age 18 and older.  



 

Table 3. Regressions of Highbrow Cultural Participation. Parameter Estimates, Standard 
Errors in Parentheses, and Standardized Effects in Square Brackets 

 Between-Family  Within-Family 
  (1)  (2)    (3)  (4) 
Sex (woman)  0.357 

(0.067)*** 
[0.230] 

 0.240 
(0.064)*** 
[0.157] 

  0.352 
(0.075)*** 
[0.230] 

 0.293 
(0.075)*** 
[0.192] 

Age  -0.012 
(0.009) 

   0.008 
(0.016) 

Firstborn   0.146 
(0.068)* 

  -0.057 
(0.105) 

Upper secondary education   0.497 
(0.070)*** 

   0.380 
(0.121)** 

GPA in elementary school   0.299 
(0.036)*** 

   0.173 
(0.058)** 

Cognitive ability   0.004 
(0.009) 

  -0.020 
(0.016) 

Married  -0.227 
(0.077)*** 

  -0.146 
(0.106) 

Children  -0.284 
(0.038)*** 

  -0.194 
(0.064)** 

      
R2  0.013  0.170   0.013  0.139 
N  2,187  2,187   2,187  1,249 
Note: *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05. OLS standard errors adjusted for clustering of 
respondents within families. Models estimated for families with sibship size 2 or larger. 
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Notes 
                                                           

1 Cronbach’s alpha for the scale, although not strictly valid with binary items, is 0.647. 

2 The DLSY-C includes a variable measuring the respondent’s monthly gross income and a variable 

measuring social class position using the Erikson-Goldthorpe-Portocarero (EGP) scale (for those who 

report an occupation). However, none of these variables are related to highbrow cultural consumption 

in a statistically significant manner, probably because the respondents in our sample are still quite 

young. 

3 The FE model can be conceptualized as a regression model that includes an intercept for each family. 

In this model, we can identify the effect on highbrow cultural consumption of characteristics that vary 

across siblings (for example, gender and education), but we cannot identify the effect of family 

characteristics that do not vary within families (for example, parents' education). However, by 

including an intercept for each family, we control much more thoroughly for the effect of family 

background than by including a limited range of observable family-background variables (as is done in 

most previous research). 

4 The gender composition of the sibship is completely unrelated to the respondents’ family background 

characteristics such as parents’ education and income. 

5 The DLSY-C also includes information on respondents’ personality traits (self-esteem and locus of 

control) and risk attitudes (risk aversion and time discounting preferences). We have experimented with 

including these types of variables (which are known to vary by gender) in our models, but none were 

found to have any impact on highbrow cultural participation.  

6 The gender differences in the explanatory variables listed in Table 2 pertain to the full DLSY-C 

sample. FE regressions of gender differences in these variables within families show that sisters are 

more likely than their brothers to have completed upper secondary education, to be married, to have 

children and to have a higher GPA. By contrast, there are no gender differences within families with 

regard to mean age, birth order, and cognitive ability. 
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