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Abstract: (1) Background: The equality of life chances in Germany is often assessed along the lines of
a west/east and urban/rural differentiation in which the latter usually perform worse. One currently
popular proposal for addressing these inequalities is to strengthen cultural and arts education. The
question arises to what extent regional characteristics genuinely influence participation opportunities
and to what extent individual resources still play a decisive role. (2) Methods: Using descriptive anal-
yses and multilevel logistic regression modelling, we investigate the distribution of and participation
in non-formal cultural education amongst German youth. (3) Results: We find that differences are
more complex than a simple west/east or urban/rural divides. Rather, cultural activities must be
considered in terms of their character in order to assess the mechanisms at play. There seem to be
differences in the dependency on district funding between very peripheral and very central districts
that frame the cultural infrastructure. (4) Conclusions: Regional discrepancies are not uniformly
distributed across different fields of education or infrastructure. Simplifying statements that classify
peripheral regions the general losers can be refuted here. Simultaneously, more comprehensive data
could yield significantly more results than we are currently able to produce.

Keywords: non-formal education; cultural education; arts education; out-of-school education; youth;
associations; rural–urban divide

1. Introduction

Cultural and arts education, hereafter referred to as cultural education, have recently
been highlighted as key to the promotion of equal opportunities and social cohesion [1]. It
is also often seen as a panacea for challenges that arise in the context of regional dispari-
ties such as the containment of radicalisation tendencies or the promotion of democratic
culture [1]. However, studies show that access to cultural events and cultural education is
largely determined by socioeconomic and demographic characteristics and thus not evenly
distributed across society. In order to eliminate these disparities, funding programmes have
been launched repeatedly, especially in Germany, over the last 20 years to promote access
to cultural education [1–3]. In debates on demographic change and regional differences in
living conditions, regional aspects of disparities in access and participation are increasingly
becoming part of the provision efforts. A special focus in this context are peripheral rural
regions, as many challenges of global phenomena manifest themselves particularly in these
areas (e.g., ageing and shrinking populations, radicalisation tendencies, etc.). Cultural
education is seen to potentially play an influential role in counteracting these social chal-
lenges. However, it is especially in rural regions that funding of cultural programmes is
often neglected. Moreover, despite the attempt to create equivalent living conditions in
Germany, the educational infrastructure is poorly developed in many places and in some
cases is even being significantly reduced [4].

Furthermore, cultural programmes are currently shifting from the formal education
sector to the non-formal sector. While the share of artistic subjects in the school curricular
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is decreasing, a growing number of programmes in non-formal institutions is taking over
the functions and contents of cultural and arts education [5]. However, as the funding
of non-formal education depends greatly on its character, it is difficult to make general
assessments about the causes and mechanisms of their (in)accessibility. These political-
administrative issues of cultural participation are accompanied by the well-known and well
researched social challenges [6]. Interests, tastes, educational capital and financial resources
are not evenly distributed, but they strongly influence the decision whether an individual
participates in cultural education or not [7]. Consequently, regional characteristics and
their unequal distribution, as well as individual socioeconomic endowments and resources,
have a decisive influence on participation in cultural education.

Against the background of educational equity and peripheralisation theories, we
examine patterns of participation in non-formal cultural education (NCE) programmes
(associations and courses) amongst German youth. Particularly, we aim to examine the ex-
tent to which participation in NCE programmes amongst German youth is limited by their
socioeconomic background as well as regional economic and geographical characteristics.
In doing so, we achieve a differentiated perspective on regional disparities in NCE while
also accounting for factors of composition.

2. Educational Policy and Theoretical Background

People, resources and institutions are distributed over space in one way or another for
very different reasons, and these are not always unjustified disparities [8,9]. One aspect that
fuels debates about equivalent living conditions and highlights the unequal distribution of
resources is the process of peripheralisation and centralisation [10,11]. Spatial centralisation
refers to the accumulation of productivity and infrastructure with a simultaneous disadvan-
tage or peripheralisation of other regions. The processual weakening of economic efficiency
simultaneously brings about a drastic change in the regional settlement structure. These
dynamics reinforce each other and, in combination, produce a dysfunctional social and
technological infrastructure. This is reflected, among other things, in unequal opportunities
for participation in terms of employment and cultural offerings, as well as the dismantling
of educational institutions [10,11]. Even if attempts are being made to counteract these
developments, a general non-identical regional endowment of resources is not always
random or unjust but, in some cases, calculated.

Since the German reunification, the creation of equivalent living conditions has been
a declared political objective of the German government. The decisive factor for the
assessment of whether a distribution is just or unjust is usually based on whether minimum
spatial standards or target values are met. In this sense, a certain number of goods or
opportunities should be available for a certain number of inhabitants [8]. In the efforts
to create equivalent living conditions, some goals have already been implemented, while
others are still far from being achieved. Central issues such as the expansion of jobs or
transportation infrastructure, as well as dealing with old district debts, have not been
decided [12].

Youth work, which includes a large part of non-formal education for youth in Germany,
offers the opportunity to respond to current social challenges and to promote equal oppor-
tunities [13]. Since 1990, youth work in Germany has been a legally obligatory offer (SGB
VIII), and most federal states designated the districts to be the responsible local authorities.
Accordingly, it is the responsibility of the districts to identify educational needs as well as
to provide and finance appropriate programmes. However, non-formal educational youth
programmes are still classified as so-called “voluntary services”. With voluntary services,
the municipalities and districts are not actually required to provide these programmes as
public services but encouraged to outsource these services to private non- and for-profit
providers. This background highlights that non-formal cultural education is also a market
for which a certain economic viability can exist.

The Child and Youth Welfare Act includes cultural education (KJHG § 11) as defined
by the Federal Ministry for Family Affairs, Senior Citizens, Women and Youth to enable
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participation in the cultural life of society, develop the ability to deal with art and culture in
a differentiated manner as well as to act in a creative and aesthetic way. This definition thus
refers to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Art. 26), which emphasises cultural
participation as a human right. Against the background of these legal regulations and
administrative structures, the question of implementation inevitably arises. Kraehe’s [14]
multidimensional framework for educational equity provides a theoretical foundation
for the following considerations. Kraehe conceptualises educational justice along six dif-
ferent dimensions: distribution of resources (allocation of material and human assets),
access (existence of available experiences and pathways), participation (attendance and
non-attendance), recognition (valuing of diverse cultural perspectives), effects (output of
educational structures) and transformation (dynamic processes of change). In the context
of our study, we will mainly explore questions of resource distribution, access and partici-
pation. However, it is important to understand that all results should be interpreted within
the broader framework and related to the other dimensions: “Not a single lens can, by itself,
adequately render the complex forces that maintain educational disparities” [14]. This
perspective becomes particularly relevant with respect to the demographic developments
and the German efforts to achieve nationwide equivalent living conditions.

2.1. Regional Disparities in the Non-Formal Education System

In the course of the expansion of education and the efforts to create equivalent living
conditions in all regions in Germany, debates on the character of services of general interest
have become the focus of politics and the public [15]. Although education is clearly also a
component of services of general interest, debates remain about how broadly educational
institutions should be defined and included in the efforts [4].

Despite the expansion of secondary school provision in the second half of the last
century, regional differences in the education sector are complex and vary depending on the
educational field [4]. Although the government’s central objectives and measures to ensure
equivalent living conditions regarding education are directed mainly at expanding and
securing formal educational opportunities, there are also plans to promote extracurricular
institutions, programmes and networks. Education in Germany is the responsibility of
the federal states and depends on their respective budgets. Therefore, a large part of
the public costs of education are borne annually by the federal states and districts, as
complex steering processes are required in the districts to enable the interplay of formal,
non-formal and informal education [12]. Since public non-formal education programmes
within the framework of the Child and Youth Welfare Act are largely financed by the
districts, the responsibility of public non-formal education lies at the local level. In fact,
educational programmes at education centres and music schools are financed in varying
proportions, depending on the federal state, mainly from participant fees, district subsidies
and subsidies from the federal state. Particularly in regions with lower-resource schools,
for example, voluntary programmes can be important complements to the formal school
curriculum. Against the background that external service providers are supposed to
take over responsibilities of non-formal cultural education, the question arises, however,
whether regions with a higher GDP are not fundamentally favoured. Based on these
financing structures, we formulate Hypotheses 1 and 2:

Hypothesis 1a (H1a). The higher the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of a district, the more likely
people are to participate in NCE courses.

Hypothesis 1b (H1b). The less indebted a district is, the more likely it is that people will participate
in NCE courses.

Research shows that there was a significant decline in the number of new associations
founded at the beginning of the millennium and that the variety of associations is still
considerably limited in many regions. Additionally, even though the work in youth
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associations is traditionally based on voluntary support, associations in cities have a higher
proportion of full-time staff than in the smaller districts [16]. It is also found that the
umbrella association in urban regions more often advises youth organisations on legal
issues or provides conference or seminar rooms [16]. Urban youth associations are more
likely to receive funding from higher level institutions while rural association receive
significantly more funding from districts [16]. These findings already indicate that despite
generally available financial resources, rural regions are rather dependent on voluntary
work. At the same time, it can also be deduced that the financial situation of the district has a
greater impact on rural regions, as they more often receive funding from this administrative
level.

Hypothesis 2a (H2a). The higher the GDP of a district, the more likely people are to participate in
NCE associations.

Hypothesis 2b (H2b). The less indebted a district is, the more likely it is that people will participate
in NCE associations.

2.2. Cultural Education and Participation

We use a broad definition of cultural education that includes socio-cultural as well as
artistic-aesthetic aspects of non-formal education to avoid slipping back into the dichotomy
of highbrow (e.g., museum or theatre visits) and lowbrow (e.g., visits to the cinema or
concerts, socio-cultural events) varieties of NCE. Cultural education, in this sense, includes
any learning about, with or through artistic and cultural items or activities [17]. NCE
would be described as all educational activities that do not lead to a formal educational
qualification but are institutionalized, such as theatre or carnival clubs, or extracurricular
cultural education such as music or pottery lessons. We do not include activities that are
practiced alone or with friends outside of institutionalised associations, such as private
band activities, reading or other interpersonal but informal knowledge exchange. In
particular, we consider only non-formal cultural courses and local cultural associations
(“Vereine”; see Section 3 for operationalisation). Cultural associations can, for example, be
musical associations for music, dance or theatre or cultural associations such as literary
societies or art associations, while participation in courses refers to attendance at courses
from education centres (Volkshochschulen) or music schools.

NCE programmes have the potential to supplement formal school education and
expand cultural education programmes beyond traditional offerings [5]. NCE in Germany
has grown substantially in recent years, despite major regional differences. Smaller cities
and rural areas, in particular, face infrastructural shortages and find themselves in a disad-
vantaged position [5]. Regions with manifold cultural infrastructure due to cultural tourism
and their population structure have more opportunities to offer cultural programmes than
rural or peripheral regions in Germany [4,9]. In rural areas in particular, cultural education
is mainly characterised by voluntary commitment, mostly provided by associations and
largely self-financed through membership fees [16,18]. It also shows that the proximity to
educational institutions plays a significant role in questions of participation. Families with
fewer resources are often less able or willing to accept long distances for their children’s
participation, whereas families with a higher social standing are more willing to accept this
extra cost [19,20]. The place of residence therefore has a clear influence on participation
decisions which are additionally related to socioeconomic statuses [21,22]. While in rather
central regions, opportunities of (non-formal) cultural education are more extensive [8,9]
and a commitment to long term group activities less necessary to participate in cultural
education, we hypothesise:

Hypothesis 3a (H3a). The more peripheral a district, the more likely people are to participate in
NCE associations.
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Hypothesis 3b (H3b). The more peripheral a district, the less likely people are to participate in
NCE courses.

However, it is not only the infrastructure of the area that facilitates or hinders par-
ticipation. In addition, the composition of the population is important [23]. According
to Bourdieu [24], one of the most prominent scholars on the function of art and culture
in societies, participation in cultural activities is largely determined by social class. As a
result, members of the higher classes are more likely to participate in highbrow cultural
offerings, while members of the lower classes are more likely to enjoy lowbrow cultural
programmes. Furthermore, latent secondary origin effects influence the perception of
extracurricular activities as meaningful or valuable [25]. These incorporated beliefs and
tastes again promote or hinder participation in cultural activities [25]. Empirical findings
confirm that gender [26,27], education [28], wealth [29], and employment [30] are all di-
rectly connected to cultural participation [29]. In general, the research literature agrees on
the direction of socioeconomic and demographic parameters’ influence on the decision to
attend high-cultural institutions in particular, as well as the frequency of these visits [31].
Individuals in higher social positions are more inclined to engage in highbrow cultural
activities, and these lifestyles are handed down via families through socialization and
education to future generations [32]. Family resources impact participation in highbrow
culture or other cultural education programmes, with children from higher socioeconomic
classes having greater chances and skills to participate in these activities [33]. Children’s
and youth work, on the other hand, is intended to reach a wide range of children and
tries to attract a diverse group of participants by offering grass-root cultural activities.
According to studies, there are no strong socioeconomic differences in participation in
cultural associations, but there are gender differences [16]. In addition to sports clubs and
religious groups, cultural programmes such as singing, music and theatre clubs are most
prominent amongst children. Based on these findings, we hypothesise the following:

Hypothesis 4a (H4a). Girls are more likely to participate in NCE associations than boys.

Hypothesis 4b (H4b). The more socioeconomically advantaged households are the more likely
individuals are to participate in NCE courses.

We also expect a difference between western and eastern federal states, as cultural
education was understood and handled differently in the old federal states (former Federal
Republic of Germany) than in eastern Germany (former German Democratic Republic) for
a long time [34,35]. While in the West there was always a very clear distinction between
highbrow and popular culture, which was also accompanied by a very clear distinction of
clientele, in the East, the political objective was to make highbrow culture accessible to as
many people as possible. [34,35]. Following this notion, it can be expected that access to
traditionally rather highbrow cultural programmes, such as courses at music schools or
education centres, are more popular in the new federal states than in the old ones:

Hypothesis 5 (H5). Individuals from the new federal states are more likely to participate in NCE
courses than their western peers.

3. Methods and Analyses

In this paper, we used individual data from the German National Educational Panel
Study (NEPS; [36]) as well as regional data from the German Federal Statistical Office and
the Federal institute for Research on Building, Urban Affairs and Spatial Development.
From birth until old age, NEPS tracks six cohorts on educational processes and develop-
ments, returns to education, various educational environments and specific competences.
Within this study, nine waves have been collected since 2010. We decided to conduct
cross-sectional analyses using the eighth wave (2016–2017) of the third cohort of NEPS
because it is the most recent wave with information on cultural education participation. All
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eleventh-grade students at regular or special-needs secondary schools in Germany, as well
as those who dropped out after grades 9 and 10, were targeted. Prior to the analyses, re-
gional data from the databases of the Destatis and BBSR were matched with the individual
dataset using information from the corresponding years.

3.1. Data and Operationalisation

We decided not to aggregate non-formal cultural education, but to look at it in a
differentiated way in order to make different mechanisms visible: Therefore, we divided
NCE into activities in associations and participation in extracurricular courses. In order
to map association activities, information on participation in associations such as theatre
groups, orchestras or carnival clubs was used as an indicator. Any activity in cultural
associations was considered, regardless of membership ([1] yes, [0] No). Participation
in extracurricular courses was operationalised using data on course attendance outside
school in this or the previous school year. Responses were coded 1 if they attended any
cultural classes at music schools, education centres (Volkshochschulen) or youth art schools,
otherwise, they were coded 0. Based on our definition of cultural education, we developed
a coding scheme to classify individual courses as cultural education. Thus, we included all
courses and activities, such as pottery classes, music lessons or woodcraft tutorials without
a direct association with economic performance [23]. Sports activities were not coded as
cultural activities. It is important to note that the data reflect the self-assessed answers of
the respondents. Examples of course activities or cultural association activities were given
in the questionnaire, but the respondents had to assign their personal cultural experience
themselves into the categories.

Based on previous studies, we included gender ([0] male, [1] female), household size,
highest school leaving qualification or current type of school ([0] other, [1] upper secondary
education) and immigration status ([0] no/other, [1] first or second-generation) into our
analyses. As there were no reliable data on income available, we added the Comparative
Analysis of Social Mobility in Industrial Nations (CASMIN; for more information see [37])
of the parents to our analyses as representative of socioeconomic status.

For the small-scale regional analyses, we decided to analyse the data at the district
level. We choose so for three reasons: Firstly, many important decisions are made at this
level for the provision of infrastructural facilities that are closely linked to the use of cultural
services. Furthermore, the most comprehensive regional data in Germany are collected
at this level. Important indicators such as GDP or the location of settlements can only be
operationalised at the district level. Likewise, merging individual and regional data is only
feasible at the district level for reasons of data protection. For the same reason, we modified
the data and categorise metric variables. Based on previous studies, we include GDP in
deciles, dept per capita ([1] relatively low to [4] relatively high) and level of periphery
([1] very central to [4] very peripheral) as the potentially most important indicators in the
context of our analyses. After data preparation, the dataset consisted of 1803 individuals in
202 districts across all 16 federal states of Germany with an average of 8.9 observations per
district.

3.2. Analyses

For the combined analyses with the individual and regional data, we successively
carried out logistic multi-level analyses [38,39]. In order to be able to describe the different
formats of cultural education and their mechanisms more precisely, we have carried out all
regression analyses for NCE in courses and activities in associations separately.

3.2.1. Associations

Our analyses showed that the log-odds of participating in NCE in associations in an
“average” district are −1.8 with a variance in the random effect of 0.37. A Likelihood-Ratio
(LR) test confirmed that using a multilevel model fits the data better than a simple logistic
regression model (MA1: χ2(1) = 20.92, p = 0.0000). The test statistic therefore indicated that
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the between-district variance is non-zero and relevant for our analyses. The relevance of
interclass correlation (ICC) is also displayed in the ICC values in Table 1. The plot (Figure 1)
shows the district effect or estimated residuals for all 202 districts in the sample, with the line
at zero representing the mean log-odds of participating in cultural associations. For a small
number of districts, the 95% confidence interval does not overlap the horizontal line at zero,
indicating that the uptake of NCE in associations in these districts is significantly above
average (above the zero line). Due to the small sample size per district, the standard errors
are quite large, leading to wider confidence intervals. A closer look into the top 23 districts
shows that they have a smaller dept per capita (2.0 vs. 2.5) and a slightly less central
location (2.3 vs. 2.1). Table 1 shows that adding the regional variables (MA2) significantly
reduces the variance between districts. Variance is even further reduced when adding the
individual variables (MA3). However, an LR Test (χ2(1) = 0.73 p = 0.3933) indicated that
including random slopes into the equation is not necessary. For an individual living in
peripheral settlements with little dept per capita (MA2), the log-odds of participating in
NCE associations range from −1.6 to −0.6, depending on the district they live in. This
translates to a range in probabilities of exp(−1.6)/[1 + exp(−1.6)] = 0.17 to exp(−0.6)/
= 0.35. If that peripheral district had more dept, the probabilities of participating would
decrease to a range from exp(−1.72)/[1 + exp(−1.72)] = 0.15 to exp(−1.45)/[1 + exp(−1.45)]
= 0.19. Individuals in very central districts, however, are significantly less affected by
the level of dept per capita as the probability to participate in NCE associations lies in
both extreme estimations between 0.06 and 0.17. These results already show that the
financial burden of the peripheral districts has a significant influence on the participation
of individuals in less central regions. Cultural participation in associations in central
regions seems to be relatively unaffected by this mechanism, as the differences in the
impact of debt per capita are negligible. However, these differences show no significant
effect when tested in MA4/5 (Table 1). We further see that the level of periphery has the
strongest significant influence on participation in cultural associations across the analyses.
Remarkably, the results also support the impression from the descriptive analyses: There
are no significant differences in participation in NCE associations between the two extreme
regional categories “very central” and “very peripheral”. When we controlled for individual
characteristics, individuals in peripheral districts are more than twice as likely (exp(0.93)
= 2.5) to participate than their peers living in very central districts. Even individuals in
central districts are still almost twice as likely (exp(0.558) = 1.7) to participate in NCE
associations than the reference group. Even though the other regional variables do not have
an independent statistically significant influence on the dependent variable, a dependency
is shown when the interaction between debt and the level of periphery is included. Now,
in MA3, the opportunities for participation have changed greatly. We see that individuals
in low-indebted peripheral regions are four times more likely (exp(1.5) = 4.6) to participate
in NCE associations than their peers in low-indebted very central regions. We also see that
the inclusion of the individual variables does not reduce the effect of the regional variables.
Thus, they have no explanatory share in the influence of the regional variables. Among
the individual variables, it is girls rather than boys as well as religious individuals and
individuals from larger families who are more likely to participate in cultural associations.

3.2.2. Courses

A Likelihood-Ratio Test (MB1: χ2(1) = 10.40 p = 0.0000) confirmed that a multilevel
model fits the data better than a simple logistic regression model. The relevance of interclass
correlation (ICC) is also displayed in the ICC values in Table 2. The plot (Figure 2) shows
the estimated residuals for the districts in the sample. Here, too, for a small number of
districts, the 95% confidence interval does not overlap the horizontal line at zero, indicating
that the uptake of NCE in courses in these districts is significantly above the mean log-odds
of participating. A closer look into these districts demonstrates that they score remarkably
higher on average GDP (7.2 vs. 6.2) and have a smaller dept per capita (2.1 vs. 2.5).
Depending on the district, individuals’ probabilities of participation in NCE courses range
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between exp(−3.1)/[1 + exp(−3.1)] = 0.04 to exp(0.73)/[1 + exp(0.73)] = 0.68 with the
confidence intervals in very central and very peripheral districts. The data also show that
especially in districts with a rather small GDP, confidence intervals decrease to the lower
end when the debt is increasing. These figures already indicate that financial resources are
essential when talking about participation in NCE in general.

Table 1. Multilevel logistic Regression on NCE participation in associations. Own presentation based
on NEPS C8 W8 Data.

MA1 MA2 MA3 MA4 MA5

Level of Periphery (ref. Very Central)
Central 0.524 * 0.558 * 1.078 * −0.216

(0.228) (0.217) (0.454) (0.871)
Peripheral 0.849 ** 0.926 *** 1.525 ** 1.070

(0.283) (0.273) (0.557) (0.856)
Very Peripheral 0.728 0.796 1.542 0.964

(0.482) (0.464) (1.211) (1.114)
Dept p.c. −0.131 −0.143 −0.0115 −0.132

(0.081) (0.078) (0.117) (0.077)
GDP 0.004 −0.000 0.002 −0.029

(0.041) (0.039) (0.0391) (0.0853)
East (ref. West) −0.206 −0.162 −0.162 −0.174

(0.211) (0.211) (0.212) (0.212)
Female (ref. Male) 0.642 *** 0.644 *** 0.645 ***

(0.140) (0.140) (0.140)
Upper Secondary (ref. Other) 0.045 0.023 0.023

(0.164) (0.164) (0.164)
CASMIN 0.062 0.064 0.062

(0.040) (0.040) (0.040)
First/Second Gen. Immigrant (ref.

Other) 0.207 0.184 0.199

(0.263) (0.263) (0.262)
HH Size 0.134 ** 0.134 ** 0.135 **

(0.045) (0.045) (0.045)
Religious (ref. No) 0.423 * 0.419 * 0.394 *

(0.192) (0.192) (0.192)
Central # Dept p.c. −0.213

(0.173)
Peripheral # Dept p.c. −0.247

(0.212)
Very Peripheral # Dept p.c. −0.280

(0.421)
Central # GDP 0.104

(0.102)
Peripheral # GDP −0.054

(0.110)
Very Peripheral # GDP −0.087

(0.209)
Constant −1.840 *** −1.945 *** −3.634 *** −3.997 *** −3.366 ***

(0.0982) (0.475) (0.577) (0.626) (0.910)

Random-Effects Parameters
var(Constant) 0.374 0.270 0.186 0.164 0.157

(0.134) (0.113) (0.101) 0.098 (0.097)

Observations 1803 1803 1803 1803 1803
ICC 0.102 0.075 0.053 0.047 0.046

Standard errors in parentheses, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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First/Second Gen. Immigrant 
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  0.207 0.184 0.199 
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Figure 1. Ranked districts’ estimated residuals with 95% CIs (Associations). Own presentation based
on NEPS C8 W8 Data.

Table 2. Multilevel logistic Regression on NCE participation in courses. Own presentation based on
NEPS C8 W8 Data.

MB1 MB2 MB3 MB4 MB5

Level of Periphery (ref. Very Central)
Central 0.0171 0.360 −0.123 −0.586

(0.311) (0.274) (0.566) (0.990)
Peripheral −0.292 0.134 0.406 0.107

(0.400) (0.366) (0.736) (0.986)
Very Peripheral −0.412 −0.077 −1.642 −2.161

(0.697) (0.600) (1.718) (1.491)
Dept p.c. −0.069 −0.055 −0.120 −0.077

(0.110) (0.098) (0.136) (0.0981)
GDP −0.009 −0.004 −0.009 −0.064

(0.055) (0.051) (0.051) (0.094)
East (ref. West) 0.472 * 0.476 * 0.462 * 0.479 *

(0.197) (0.205) (0.205) (0.205)
Female (ref. Male) 0.774 *** 0.766 *** 0.768 ***

(0.150) (0.150) (0.150)
Upper Secondary (ref. Other) 1.815 *** 1.832 *** 1.842 ***

(0.266) (0.267) (0.268)
CASMIN 0.351 *** 0.351 *** 0.349 ***

(0.049) (0.049) (0.049)
First/Second Gen. Immigrant (ref.

No/Other) 0.356 0.366 0.357

(0.285) (0.285) (0.285)
HH Size −0.010 −0.008 −0.009

(0.053) (0.053) (0.053)
Religious (ref. No) 0.293 0.298 0.261

(0.201) (0.201) (0.201)
Central # Dept p.c. 0.209

(0.215)
Peripheral # Dept p.c. −0.160

(0.289)
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Table 2. Cont.

MB1 MB2 MB3 MB4 MB5

Very Peripheral # Dept p.c. 0.577
(0.571)

Central # GDP 0.120
(0.118)

Peripheral # GDP −0.049
(0.136)

Very Peripheral # GDP 0.452
(0.282)

Constant −2.068 *** −1.848 ** −6.226 *** −6.017 *** −5.612 ***
(0.142) (0.641) (0.760) (0.793) (1.047)

Random-Effects Parameters
var(Constant) 1.011 1.022 0.552 0.525 0.504

(0.283) (0.288) (0.192) (0.185) (0.180)

Observations 1803 1803 1803 1803 1803
ICC 0.235 0.237 0.143 0.138 0.132

Standard errors in parentheses, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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Figure 2. Ranked districts’ estimated residuals with 95% CIs (Courses). Own presentation based on
NEPS C8 W8 Data.

Different from the models on NCE associations, the between-district variance did not
reduce when we added regional variables. Only when we added individual-level variables
did variance decreased significantly by half, indicating strong differences in the variables
between districts. However, the LR tests (χ2(1) = 0.74 p = 0.3889) that were conducted
with the relevant variables in order to test for the necessity of random sloped returned not
significant. The individual variables may therefore vary between districts but not enough to
include random slopes into our estimations. The results illustrated in Table 2 also show that
the only statistically significant regional variable having an effect on participation in NCE
courses is the indicator for districts in eastern Germany. Across all models, Individuals
living in East German districts are twice as likely to participate in NCE courses than their
Western peers. In these models, the educational variables are significant and strong in
their effects. Thus, across all models, upper secondary education has by far the strongest
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influence on participation in NCE courses. Individuals in upper secondary education are
six times more likely to participate than individuals in other types of school.

In addition, the chance of participation in NCE courses increases by 1.5 with each
step on the CASMIN scale. Children with parents that completed a university degree
have therefore about 12 times the chance of participating than children from families with
parents who have not completed their schooling and vocational training.

4. Results

Our analyses showed that participation in non-formal cultural programmes is very
diverse and cannot be generalised across all types of cultural education. Girls, people in
upper secondary education and people with higher educated parents were more likely
to participate in non-formal cultural courses (H4b). At the same time, participation in
cultural associations tended to be characterised by space. Thus, while on average girls were
also more likely than men to participate (H4a), people in moderate peripheral or central
districts as well as people from larger households and with more religious affiliations
were more likely to participate in cultural associations. For a few of our hypotheses,
first, positive indications were already found in the descriptive analyses but were not
conclusively evident in the inferential statistical analyses (H1a/b, H2a/b). People from
higher GDP (H1a/H2a) or lower debt per capita (H1b/H2b) districts did not participate
significantly more often in cultural courses or associations than their peers from lower
income districts. The linear assumptions, that with increasing level of periphery individuals
are more (H3a) or less (H3b) likely to participate was not reflected in our data. However, in
case of NCE associations, we saw that it is the intermediate categories in particular where
significant differences with the extremes can be found. Nonetheless, in accordance with our
hypothesis, participation in cultural associations did not show any significant differences
between Western and Eastern Germany, whereas a difference could be found in the case
of cultural courses (H5). It is to be expected that, upon examination, we would discover
interaction effects showing that the educational background in the new federal states is
significantly less decisive for participation than in the old ones.

Overall, our results highlighted the advantages of looking on NCE in a differentiated way.
Apart from gender, participation in cultural clubs had no common predictors with non-formal
cultural courses. In accordance with the literature and previous findings [26,27], gender was
the most constant and robust factor in explaining cultural participation in general.

5. Discussion and Conclusions

The objective of this study was to analyse the extent to which contextual variables at
the district level affect young people’s participation in non-formal cultural activities and the
extent to which socioeconomic characteristics play a role in participation. The results show
that participation in cultural formats is not based on one general mechanism, being that
economically advantaged and urban-living individuals are much more likely to participate
due to their socialization and proximity to respective institutions. Rather, cultural activities
must be considered in terms of their character in order to assess the mechanisms at play.
Peripheral or financially disadvantaged districts do not automatically hinder participation.
Instead, there seem to be differences in the dependency on district funding between very
peripheral and very central districts that frame the cultural infrastructure. Based on the
theoretical and empirical considerations, we can assume that central and more urban areas
have greater flexibility in establishing non-formal cultural programmes with third-party
funds, while rural regions are more dependent on public sponsorship by the district.

Our study connects to other predominantly qualitative research, which deals inten-
sively with the forms and the provision of cultural education in rural areas [40] but also
with classical sociological lifestyle research [6]. Thus, it holds a bridging position at the
intersection of two research fields. Our analyses suggest, in accordance with previous
findings [40,41], that participation in NCE in rural and peripheral areas takes place in other
forms and based on other resources, e.g., volunteer work, than in rather urban or central
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regions [40]. Even though these NCE programmes, which are based on volunteer work and
association structures, are central to cultural life in many financially disadvantaged or pe-
ripheral regions, they are often overlooked in academic research. Research that investigates
the consequences of cultural education for social and political participation should therefore
not only look at high-cultural programmes but also take into account the programmes
that predominate in rural areas or at least allow these programmes to be included in the
analyses [23]. With this approach, the article addresses a currently little considered but
very central aspect of education and its regional accessibility. This study therefore makes
an important contribution to diversifying the research on cultural and arts participation
as well as destigmatising rural and peripheral areas. Even though we were able to show
that regional differences in non-formal cultural education are less linear than expected, we
cannot make any statements about the quality or diversity of these programmes. Associa-
tion activities have a long tradition in Germany and in many places are deeply anchored
in the village community and can take on diverse orientations. These informal structures
could also be a reason for our inconclusive results. Studies show that a large proportion
of the work with and in associations is carried out by volunteers. In addition, some clubs
could offer courses that are also supported or offered by volunteers [42,43]. These volunteer
structures would exist quite independently of financial subsidies and correlations would
not show in the data. Unfortunately, we cannot reconstruct these volunteer structures or
arrangement of activities with the data.

Another finding of our study in line with related research [6,31] is that the funding
programmes of the last 20 years may have improved the situation but have not yet been
able to eliminate the social and regional differences in cultural and arts participation [3].
Notably, only because we do not find significant differences in participation in non-formal
cultural courses or associations between very central and very peripheral regions, this
does not mean that the conditions for participating in NCE are identical. Rather, it is to
be expected that in urban and central regions there are many opportunities for short-term
cultural education—for example, by visiting museums, theatres or cinemas. Since we
only consider two partial aspects of NCE in our analyses, we cannot make any statements
about all types of cultural education. We have also limited the analysis to two divides,
namely, the west/east divide and the centre/periphery divide. These divides have been
considered because of current issues regarding peripheral regions. At the same time, it is
important that further studies are open to other boundaries, use other scales and refrain
from understanding these scales as something natural [44,45].

The framework for educational equity offers useful points of reference for an analysis
of existing cultural education programmes aiming to understand the different aspects
of participation as well as the intertwining of inequality dimensions. Future research
could connect to this and trace the challenges of cultural education along the individual
dimensions. By doing so, a comprehensive understanding of the state of educational
equity could gradually be developed. However, the scope of these considerations also
prevents us from covering all aspects of educational equity in our analysis. We do not
claim to provide a comprehensive overview of cultural educational equity in Germany.
Instead, we show the diversity of aspects of resources, access and participation that can be
used to trace educational equity. However, our research also shows that the data base in
Germany for understanding cultural education programs, especially outside of densely
populated areas, is rather poor. Due to the small number of observations per district, the
statistical parameters are often too rough to make significant statements. Even though this
study focused on Germany, it would be interesting to examine parallels and differences
between countries, not least to identify best practice examples. Depending on the data base,
mixed-method studies could be used that create a close-knit research design in case studies
to consider all relevant aspects of cultural participation in education. Last but not least,
current societal trends, such as the impact of the Coronavirus pandemic or climate change
on (inter-)national migration movements, will keep studies on educational equity relevant
in the coming decades.
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