
Journal of Childhood, Education & Society 
Volume 7, Issue 2, 2026, 236-259                                                                                                                          ISSN: 2717-638X 
DOI: 10.37291/jces.721 Research Article 

 

 
©2026 Author.  

Corresponding author: Stine Johansen Utler                                                                                                                                                           This is an open access article under the CC BY- NC- ND license. 

‘If I were prime minister’: Political attentiveness in young children’s 
drawings 

Stine Johansen Utler1 

 

Abstract: The present study investigates how children (6–9-year-olds) express 
political attentiveness through drawings, based on the prompt: What would you decide 
if you were prime minister for a day? The study explores which political issues children 
are engaged with and attentive to, and how they relate to individual versus collective 
concerns. The sample consists of 196 drawings, analyzed thematically, with attention 
to age and gender. The findings show that children display political attentiveness by 
articulating a wide range of decisions, from personal wishes to broader societal issues. 
The most salient variation lay in whether the children’s decisions served themselves, 
a collective, or others beyond themselves. Gender differences were notable: girls more 
frequently emphasized collective well-being and social justice, whilst boys often 
prioritized individual desires and self-empowerment. These findings suggest that 
gendered orientations toward politics may emerge earlier that previously 
documented. Although not necessarily indicating higher political attentiveness 
among girls, the results point to divergent orientation from an early age. 
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Introduction 

Children’s everyday lives are constantly shaped and influenced by politics, but children’s voices are 
rarely heard in politics. Although increasingly recognized as political beings in the present, not merely future 
citizens (Bjerke, 2012; Liebel & Saadi, 2012), children’s perspectives on politics are rarely represented. This 
gap is evident both in public debates and in research, and scholars consistently call for more attention to 
the earliest stages of political socialization, particularly among younger children (Abendschön, 2017; van 
Deth et al., 2011). Insights from different contexts are necessary to understand developments in early 
political socialization, and research from the Norwegian context can be valuable in this regard. Against this 
backdrop, the present study addresses the following research question: “How do children express political 
attentiveness through their drawings?”  

For young children, “political attentiveness” was considered a useful conceptual entry point because 
“attentiveness” is suggested as the first cognitive component of political awareness (Solhaug & 
Christophersen, 2022, p. 37). It precedes the acquisition of political knowledge and understanding, and is 
defined as an individual’s “cognitive attention to and recognition of political objects” (p. 37). In this study, 
“political objects” are interpreted broadly – building on a relational understanding of politics (Kallio & 
Häkli, 2011) , in which the political extends beyond public issues and formal arenas to private and personal 
matters that can be found politically consequential (e.g.Gomart & Hajer, 2002; Isin, 2005; Rancière et al., 
2001; Staeheli et al., 2004). However, the study also investigates children’s attentiveness to public political 
issues – “big-P politics” (Kahne et al., 2013).  

To explore children’s political attentiveness, 206 Norwegian children in second and fourth grade 
(ages 6–9) were invited to respond to the prompt: What would you decide if you were prime minister for a day? 
Drawings were chosen as the primary method of data collection because this is considered a child-friendly 
approach, allowing children to express themselves beyond verbal language (Clark et al., 2005). The prompt 
was designed to elicit what children perceive as meaningful; to see what wishes they hold for society, and 
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to explore their attentiveness to politics and political issues. Exploring children’s decisions in the 
hypothetical role of prime minister offers insight into what “the political” is for young children, and could 
also provide information about which topics from the “adult” political sphere elicit their interest and 
engagement. The study was intended to empower the children (Goul-Andersen, 2004, pp. 23–25), taking 
their political citizenship seriously, by both hearing their voice and giving them the opportunity to express 
their opinions in ways that suit them.  The study was exploratory, as it aimed to present the diversity of 
the decisions that children felt were important, while also examining patterns and variations across age 
and gender, which are considered key variables for political interest and participation.  

Background and Context 

Hearing children’s perspectives on politics is important. Not only because children are worth 
listening to in their own right (Kulynych, 2001; Young, 1997) but also because the development and 
sustainability of democracy are dependent on them (Buckingham, 2000; Kulynych, 2001). Today, future 
generations’ commitment to the democratic ideal we have known since World War II seems more 
important and urgent than ever.  

This study is situated in Norway – a consensual democracy, characterized by high levels of trust and 
low political polarization (Boxell et al., 2024). Globally, Norway is regarded as a leader in gender equality, 
with strong legislation and welfare policies, and was the first Nordic country to have a female prime 
minister (1981) (Culture and Equality Department, 2024). Nevertheless, inequalities remain in pay, labour 
market participation, leadership and representation. Within education, gender gaps is widening as 
women’s attainment of higher education continues to outpace men’s (Culture and Equality Department, 
2024). The Norwegian school system emphasizes children’s participation, democratic engagement, and 
active citizenship (Kunnskapsdepartementet, 2013, 2017). Democracy and citizenship are interdisciplinary 
themes across all subjects, with the subject social science (Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2020) bearing specific 
responsibility for political education, from first grade. From second grade, there are concrete competency 
goals with expectations for social studies knowledge. Presumably, the children in the present study are 
somewhat attentive to politics and political issues. However, Norwegian teachers report uncertainty about 
how to introduce politics at this level, and what to focus on(Utler, 2021). This is consistent with 
international findings showing that many teachers either avoid or simplify political content for younger 
pupils (Barton, 2016). In this light, examining young children’s political attentiveness is timely and 
necessary. As Solhaug & Christophersen (2022, p. 53) note, “the process of becoming politically aware 
begins with a personal interest in issues”. By investigating the hypothetical decisions children would make 
if they were prime minister, this study offers a platform for children’s political voice and shred light on 
young children’s political attentiveness – and thus their interest and engagement. From both research and 
educational perspectives, this knowledge is important because it informs us about political socialization in 
the 21st century and can help strengthen the foundations of early political education, which may be more 
necessary than ever. 

Previous Research 

Empirical research on Norwegian children’s political engagement and attention remains limited – 
some studies have explored Norwegian 8–9-year-olds’ expressions of agency and views of responsibility 
(Bjerke, 2011a, 2011b) and 9–10-year-olds’ views on children’s participation in a parliamentary election for 
children (Lorgen & Ursin, 2021). Current Norwegian studies show that children’s understanding of politics 
develops rapidly in early primary school years, broadening from first to fourth grade, with fourth-graders 
emphasizies political issues when describing “politics”(Utler, 2026). Traditionally, political issues have had 
a central role in political socialization research (van Deth et al., 2011). Early political socialization studies 
found that children fail to see the conflicting nature of politics in general (Hess & Torney, 1967), differences 
of political opinions (Connell, 1971), or public controversies (Moore et al., 1985). Later research, however, 
indicates that children can identify and meaningfully engage with political issues and problems, although 
their expertise is limited to rather general topics (van Deth et al., 2011). Recent studies have focused on the 
questions or problems that children spontaneously mention as topics of concern, and how they assess the 
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importance of various issues and problems. Limited empirical evidence from these studies suggests that 
children are interested in environmental protection, children’s rights, unemployment, and peace. Nuclear 
energy, finance, and feminist policies have also been emphasised (Burdewick, 2003; van Deth et al., 2011).  

Few political socialization studies have utilized children’s drawings. A review of the current 
literature, shows that Haug (2013, 2017) used children’s drawings as part of the data material to investigate 
German 8–12-year-olds’ interest in politics, encouraging children to draw their “world of politics.” Ten 
main categories were identified: half focused on war and the environment, followed by political 
institutions, tragedies and accidents, refugees, social inequality, and democracy. Daily news received little 
attention (Haug, 2013, 2017). While the present study drew on Haug’s methodology, it differs in so far as 
it gives insight into the Norwegian context – thereby broadening the empirical foundation for comparative 
research on children’s political socialization.  The study’s focus on political attentiveness shows which 
aspects of adult politics that interest young children and, more importantly, “the political” in young 
children’s lives. It also highlights differences by gender and age, long recognized as key factors in political 
interest and participation. 

Theoretical Analytical Approach 

“Politics” is a contested concept (Barry, 1989), but it is conventionally often linked to public issues 
that are handled by governmental institutions, processes, and elected political representatives (Heywood, 
2013). This study seeks to illustrate what children consider to be important – the issues or problems that 
they are concerned about. Previous research argues for broad, interpretative approaches as a prerequisite 
to understand young people and politics (Bhavnani, 1991; Buckingham, 2000; O'Toole, 2003). Instead of 
delimiting the concept of politics to some predefined categories, or limiting politics to something that 
concerns the actions of politicians or political institutions, Buckingham (2000, p. 34) suggests the need to 
emphasize how young people construct and negotiate meaning socially, rather than “judging” their 
perceptions based on “adult” norms – hence, to engage in young people’s interpretation of politics on their 
own terms. 

Consequently, this study follows a relational understanding of politics (Kallio & Häkli, 2011), where 
the political extends beyond public issues and formal arenas to private and personal matters that can be 
found politically consequential (e.g.Gomart & Hajer, 2002; Isin, 2005; Rancière et al., 2001; Staeheli et al., 
2004). This broader view of politics acknowledges children’s political roles and positions (Kallio & Häkli, 
2011). Looking beyond predefined perceptions of what politics is reveals how phenomena become political. 
What counts as politics is therefore an empirical question, and politics can be found in every question, 
cause, or event that has been politicized by someone at a certain time (2011, p. 31). Thus, children’s political 
attentiveness may not only appear as attentiveness to political issues or problems discussed within the 
public political sphere – “big-P politics” (Kahne et al., 2013) – but also in children’s everyday experiences 
– “little-p politics” (Kahne et al., 2013) – where children act to influence people, discourses, or events that 
they perceive as wrong or unfair, thereby positioning themselves as political subjects. In this sense, children 
live their politics, rather than voting for it (Bartos, 2012, p. 159; Farthing, 2010, p. 189).  

However, not everything that children give meaning to, or emphasize in their drawings, is 
necessarily political. From a political socialization perspective, it is interesting to attempt to identify 
characteristics that distinguish “the political”, or political thought and action, from other forms of thought 
or action, and consequently to examine whether these are present in young children. Drawing on a 
relational understanding of politics as something created in relationships between people (Kallio & Häkli, 
2011) – attempts are made to pinpoint “the political” within human relationships. 

In its essential form, politics is “claims-making activity” (Frödin, 2011). The decision children say 
they would make as prime minister are thus inherently political. However, political claims are made in 
relation to others and imply counterclaims or contestations  (Sheehan, 2006), and is necessarily collective. 
Similarly, Arendt (2005), conceptualizes politics as arising through interaction, where individuals see 
themselves and their actions as part of a collective, and where collective interests and arguments are 
formed. Politics is thus the world that arises between people throug interaction and the aggregation of 
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individual into collectives (Arendt, 2005). This relational view is echoed by Buckingham, describing 
“political thinking” as a socio-cultural phenomenon grounded in seeing oneself in social terms, where 
viewing one’s own experiences as representative of a larger group is a prerequisite for political 
consciousness (Buckingham, 2000, p. 204). Similary, Freeden (2008, p. 198) argues that everyone (including 
children) engages in some form of political thinking as part of their daily life, whereby thinking politically 
refers to a range of thought practices of and concerning collectives. Children can thus be seen as political 
when they think about, confront, argue or discuss different issues or problems considered important by 
others than themselves. These could include formal and informal political issues or problems, and can vary 
in importance, from concerning the very “close” and immediate issues to those that are more distant or 
global. Following Freeden (2008) and Buckingham (2000), one aspect of investigating children’s 
attentiveness to politics is to examine how they relate to collectives in their drawings – i.e., to what extent  
they are “collectively” or “individually” oriented in their topic-emphasis. However, distinguishing 
individual and collective claims or wishes is not necessarily a simple exercise, and in some cases, this 
distinction might be more blurred.  

Compared to older children, young children tend to have less-advanced perspective-taking abilities 
(Selman, 1980) and are more self-focused in moral judgements (Eisenberg et al., 1987). Conversely, recent 
research shows that young children’s moral judgments are often intuitive and emotion-driven rather than 
egocentric, and that perspective-taking abilities increase in early primary grades (Gautam et al., 2023; 
Tomasello, 2018). Consequently, the younger children in this study may focus more topics or 
issues/problemd that reflect their own needs or interests, while the older children may be more collectively 
oriented.  

Regarding gender differences, the individual/collective orientation is especially interesting to 
explore. Studies have repeatedly found that women and adolescent girls have lower levels of political 
knowledge and interest than men and adolescents boys (Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1993; Fraile & Sánchez‐
Vítores, 2020). A gender gap in political knowledge and interest is identified already in early childhood 
(Abendschön & Tausendpfund, 2017; Haug, 2017). One of the theories proposed to explain this is the 
existence of a gendered political socialization process (Bos et al., 2022), ascribing gender differences in 
political knowledge and interest to the learning of different political roles, whereby girls are raised to be 
more home-oriented, caring, and empathetic than boys (Abendschön & Tausendpfund, 2017; Bos et al., 
2022; Orum et al., 1974). Bos et al. (2022) argue that gendered socialization shapes children’s understanding 
of gender-appropriate traits, with implications for political socialization (pp. 484–486). Studying American 
children and young people aged 11–12, 17–18, and 22–25, they find that gender gaps in political interest 
and ambition emerge in childhood and increase with age, with girls consistently less interested in politics 
and political careers than boys. As gender roles become internalized, girls are steered away from politics, 
shaping their perceptions and preferences (Bos et al., 2022, p. 496), which is reinforced by school, media 
and society framing politics as a masculine domain focused on electoral competion (Dittmar, 2015, p. 6), 
and  agnetic rather than communal goals (Schneider & Bos, 2014), signaling that politics is for boys (Bos et 
al., 2022, p. 486).  

The theory of gendered political socialization with individual/collective orientation is assessed on 
the background of Norway’s high scores on gender equality, where less structural or educational 
conditions  hinder women’s political participation, nor promote politics as a domain primarily for men. If 
the gendered political socialization theory is confirmed, the girls in the present study might be more 
inclined to emphasize the interests of others or a collective, rather than themselves or their own individual 
wishes or needs. However, as suggested by Haug (2013), it might be that girls are not less interested in 
politics but are instead interested in different ways (Haug, 2013, p. 261), whereby a male understanding of 
politics is assumed to conceal women’s real interests (Jacobi, 1991, p. 99). This hypothesis is presented as 
an explanation for women but might just as well be applicable for young children and girls.  

Another aspect of this might be differences in children’s political self-efficacy. “Political self-efficacy” 
– the belief in one’s ability to influence the political process (Campbell et al., 1980; Lane, 1959) – has been 
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shown to develop during secondary school (ages 11–16). Boys’ political self-efficacy is initially higher and 
also increases more during secondary school, whilst that of girls does not (García-Albacete & Hoskins, 
2024). This can also be seen in relation to gender differences in self-confidence. According to Wolak (2020), 
gender gaps in political interest and efficacy are not explained by resources, parental socialization, or 
gender-role attitudes, but by differences in self-confidence, where women’s lower self-confidence partly 
limits their political engagement, making self-confidence a key psychological asset for political interest, 
attention, and perceived competence. Both of these perspectives are relevant to the present study: if a 
gender gap in political self-efficacy exists early on, it could shape how children engage with the task of 
“being prime minister,” whereby those with higher political self-efficacy (or general self-confidence) may 
be more likely to prioritize their own interests or to empower themselves, or also show more attentiveness 
to political issues because they are initially more interested in politics. Hopefully, the broad interpretation 
of politics proposed for this study captures variation in children’s attentiveness.  

Children’s attentiveness to collectives is one dimension of their political attentiveness.  However, it 
is also of interest to investigate children’s political attentiveness to political issues – i.e., their “cognitive 
attention to and recognition of political objects” (Solhaug & Christophersen, 2022, p. 37). This aspect opens 
for exploring children’s attentiveness to political issues that are discussed within the political arena – i.e., 
issues that are currently or frequently discussed by politicians - political issues discussed by adults. Whilst 
the term “political issue” refers to a specific situation considered to be undesirable, it also includes potential 
or suggested alternative actions to deal with the situation. Both aspects – the definition of the situation and 
the actions available – are often debated. These conflicts establish so-called “political issues”, where social 
and political problems are perhaps the most concrete topic to deal with politics (van Deth et al., 2011, p. 
154). The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language (2006) defines a “political issue” as “a 
point or matter of discussion, debate or ‘dispute’ within the political arena.” The present study therefore 
takes starting point in this understanding of a political issue when investigating children’s attentiveness to 
political issues discussed within the political arena.  

Method 

Children’s Drawings as Research Method 

Using drawings as a research method highlights the children’s intentions, the drawing process, and 
the meaning embedded in their representations. Drawing constitutes a form of meaning-making process 
(Cox, 2005; Matthews, 1999; Wright, 2007) and should be interpreted within its social and cultural context 
(including the classroom context), as well as peer and adult interactions (Light, 1985). Particularly for 
younger children with limited literacy skills, drawing facilitates communication beyond verbal language 
and integrates both cognitive and emotional dimensions – conscious as well as unconscious (Schoppe, 1991, 
p. 174). For the present study, drawings were seen as an appropriate approach because they allow children 
to express themselves without being limited by oral or linguistic skills. Also, it was assumed that drawing 
was something the children found more appealing - a more engaging and enjoyable way to participate.  

Given the context-dependent nature of children’s drawings, their interpretation requires close 
attention to the children’s intentions and their own narratives about their drawings (Cox, 2005; 
Einarsdottir, 2007; Haug, 2013). In the present study, children received a drawing sheet (Appendix 1), 
divided into two boxes: one for drawing and one for a description of their drawing. The descriptions were 
statements written by the child (or provided orally and transcribed by me or their teacher if they were 
unable to write on their own) describing the decisions that they would like to make if they were prime 
minister for a day and/or a description of what they had drawn. The children’s descriptions were central 
to the analysis. The visual elements of the drawings, such as objects, use of color, and size, were considered 
of secondary importance, and were analyzed more closely in cases where drawings were difficult to 
categorize or included multiple topics. Typical characteristics of the children’s drawings, such as size, detail 
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or vivid use of colours – can indicate perceived importance (Matthews, 2003, p. 168; Schuster, 2010, pp. 
108–122) – and were therefore reported.  

Possible Disadvantages of Using Drawing as a Method  

Although drawing is often perceived as enjoyable, it is not equally suitable for all children (Fargas-
Malet et al., 2010, p. 183), some feel self-conscious about their drawing ability, others may feel that they 
have outgrown the activity, or may lack drawing experience (Punch, 2002, p. 331). In the present study,  
children who preferred not to draw were given the opportunity to write, as capturing their views was 
prioritized over the drawing itself. Second-graders generally showed greater enthusiasm for drawing, and 
girls – regardless of age – appeared to prefer drawing more than boys. A few children were unable to 
complete their drawing, although they had clear ideas about what they “would decide”. Some chose to 
discard their work at the end, although they had completed their drawings. These children were offered to 
take their drawings home and finish them later, to write, or to withdraw. Only two children chose to 
withdraw, whilst the remaining children chose to write instead.  

Another potential drawback is the issue of anonymity. When created in classrooms, drawings  may 
be visible to peers, teachers, or researchers. In this study, all drawings were produced in class, with the 
children seated individually. Both I and the respective teachers of each class could observe the drawing 
process. This was considered okay, and as a part of the meaning-making process (Cox, 2005). In some cases, 
I or the teacher helped to write their descriptions. Each drawing was anonymized upon submission, only 
marked by gender and grade level. Teachers only viewed those drawings for which they assisted in the 
writing of the description. Given the non-sensitive nature of the drawing task, anonymity concerns were 
deemed minimal*. 

Data Collection and Selection 

Data was collected in Spring 2021, during the COVID-19 pandemic. The study included ten school 
classes – five second-grade classes and five fourth-grade classes – from four different schools in central 
Norway. A total of 206 children participated. Ten drawings were excluded due to missing content or lack 
of accompanying descriptions. The final sample consisted of 196 children aged 6–9 years old: 95 second-
graders (46 girls, 49 boys) and 101 fourth-graders (45 girls, 56 boys). The recruitment process began with 
an invitation that was sent to the principals of all primary schools in the municipality. Responses varied – 
some replied directly, several did not respond or declined due to the pandemic. Ultimately, four schools 
participated. Due to travel restrictions, the study was geographically limited but it included schools from 
diverse socio-economic areas. Although individual socio-economic data were not collected, the sample 
reflects varied backgrounds through the inclusion of schools serving different communities. Second and 
fourth-graders were selected to represent different stages of Norwegian lower primary education. Second-
graders were prioritized over first-graders due to the presence of defined competency goals in the 
Norwegian social science curriculum and because they already had prior experience of attending school. 
Two different age groups were included as this enabled comparison between age groups.  

The project were introduced in plenary, where the purpose of the study was explained, the voluntary 
nature of participation, and that they could withdraw at any time. Specific political issues was not 
mentioned; instead, children were encouraged to draw decisions they would make if they were prime 
minister, given such decision-making power. In the introductory conversation, the impression was that the 
children had clear ideas about what a prime minister is and does. Also, due to the ongoing pandemic, the 
prime minister was very present in the media, and was probably also visible to the children. It was 
emphasized that the assignment was not a school test, but more like “free drawing,” a familiary activity 
from their everyday school life. This introductory session lasted for 15–25 minutes. The children then went 
to their desks, got their pencils, received the drawing sheet, and had 45-60 minutes to complete the 
drawing. In some classes, individual assistants assisted some of the children in their processes. The children 
were observed  as they drew, contextual information was noted, and it was attempted to document the 
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drawing process continuously, while also being available for questions from the children. Ideally, if the 
drawing had been performed in smaller groups, or one-to-one, speaking with each child as they drew 
would probably have created more data on the drawing process and the children’s meaning-making. 
However, due to time, resources, and pandemic restrictions, a classroom solution was chosen, observing 
the group as a whole.  

Ethics  

As the study concerned children, the provision of extra care and information was emphasized, and 
several procedures were conducted to ensure this. A child-friendly approach was adopted to reduce the 
adult–child power imbalances (Punch, 2002), including conducting the study in familiar classroom settings 
and allowing the children to engage with the drawing on their own terms. Children’s assent, as well as 
parental consent was obtained in advance as the children were under 16 years of age (NESH, 2021), and 
the project was approved by the Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD)**. All drawings were 
anonymized and securely stored after collection.  

Validity and Reliability 

The study was exploratory and based on a limited sample, which makes statistical generalization 
difficult. However, the study still allows for analytical generalizations (Martinussen, 1984). Efforts have 
been made to ensure the validity of the study by the transparent presentation of the data collection and 
selection, as well as how I arrived at my interpretations of the data (Thagaard, 2003). Although the drawing 
task was open-ended, the prompt – inviting children to draw what they would like to decide if they were 
prime minister for a day – likely influenced the themes chosen. Alternative prompts or settings might have 
yielded different responses and should be explored in future research to enhance external validity. As the 
analysis is based on my interpretation of the children’s drawings and descriptions, different analytical 
frameworks and perspectives could provide alternative interpretations. Furthermore, although the sample 
includes socio-economically diverse schools, SES was not systematically controlled for and should be 
addressed in future studies.  

Data Analysis 

The study employed several methodological procedures developed by Haug (2013, pp. 248–250). 
Haug’s analytical approach builds upon Niesyto’s (2006) interpretative framework, originally developed 
for analyzing photos. This framework does not draw upon developmental or psychological models of 
interpretation but instead focuses on content analysis. Before the analytical process started, all drawings 
were scanned and imported into NVivo14. They were then organized into two primary data sets based on 
school grade (second and fourth grade). Each drawing was grouped according to which class it belonged 
to and assigned a variable for gender. The accompanying description and/or title provided by the child 
was also attached to each drawing.  

Although children’s own descriptions (verbal data) formed the starting point for the analysis, the 
drawings (visual data) were also important in the analytical process. Primarily because it was a prerequisite 
for the study that the children could choose ways to express themselves, but also because the combination 
of data types could potentially provide deeper insight into the children’s opinions. Although the 
combination of verbal and visual data made the coding and the analytical process more complex and time-
consuming, it helped to provide deeper insight into the children’s thoughts and often helped to reinforce 
their priorities and opinions, especially in cases where several themes were emphasized. The analytical 
process proceeded as follows. 

First, an initial “first impression” analysis was performed. This involved writing a preliminary 
interpretation of each drawing, including a descriptive account of its visual content. This stage gave a 
comprehensive overview of the data material. In the next step, all drawings – along with their respective 
descriptions – were inductively coded. Descriptive codes were generated to capture the thematic content 
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of each drawing (e.g., “save all animals,” “COVID-19,” “free candy and ice cream”). In the third stage, 
drawing on Haug (2013), a systematic and rule-guided approach for qualitative content analysis was 
applied, which aims at “preserving some methodological strengths of quantitative content analysis and 
widen the to a concept of qualitative procedure” (Mayring, 2000, p. 1). Here, the drawings were coded 
based on the children’s descriptions, as this was considered the “key message” of the drawings. This 
resulted in approximately 150 inductive codes. These were subsequently refined and combined into a set 
of final categories (Table 1). These categories represent “the political” for the children in the present study. 
Each drawing was assigned to one or more of these categories, as many of the children addressed multiple 
topics within their drawings. In the final stage of analysis, the drawings were assessed in terms of whether 
they addressed issues or problems that were perceived relevant to a broader collective (Arendt, 2005; 
Buckingham, 2000; Freeden, 2008; Frödin, 2011; Sheehan, 2006), or individual issues or problems. Drawings 
expressing individual preferences (e.g., “I decide that my house should be made of jelly” or “I decide that 
it rains candy”) were perceived as individually oriented. Drawings that were not perceived as individually 
oriented were then assessed in terms of whether they addressed concerns that were meaningful to the child 
as a member of a wider collective (e.g., “I decide that we build more playgrounds for children”) or if they 
addressed matters of importance to others beyond themselves (e.g., “I decide that Norway should allow 
more immigrants”). Furthermore, to assess the children’s attentiveness to public political discourse, 
drawings were evaluated to determine whether they engaged with themes that were currently or 
frequently debated in the “adult” public political sphere.  

To ensure the validity of the categorization, external coders (teacher students) were asked to 
categorize 10% of the drawings according to the criteria outlined for each category, as a part of their 
teaching in methods. Their categorization was consistent with that which had been previously performed. 
The number of drawings within each category was then quantified and analyzed according to grade level 
and gender.  

Table 1 
Themes/Issues Adressed in Children's Drawings 

Category Description 

“Myself, my everyday 
life/school life” 

Individual (personal) wishes: 
For everyday life: e.g., to eat unlimited candy, access money, play computer games, engage in 
adult privileges (e.g., to decide as much as adults, to drive a car, etc.) 
For everyday school life: more or no school, less homework, pool in the classroom, more of 
certain equipment, etc. 

“A good, ‘right’ society/life” 

Ideas about how society ought to be, how people should behave and treat each other, normative 
assessment of a “good”/“right” way of life. Norms, kindness, behavioral rules, prohibitions, 
animal welfare 
Socially/collectively oriented 

“Prime minister forever” 
Empowerment. Providing oneself with political power forever (either as prime minister, 
president, or constant power) 
Individually oriented 

“New inventions, fantasy 
figures or machines” 

Individual fantasies: creation, innovation, or self-enhancement through imagined abilities. New 
machines or robots 

“COVID-19” 
Preferences or solutions related to different aspects of the pandemic (tightening or easing 
restrictions, vaccines, closing/opening schools) 
Individually/collectively oriented 

“The environment/the 
climate” 

Addressing climate and environmental concerns, offering solutions/practices 
Collectively oriented 

“Social equality” 
Issues/aspects related to social equality: economic, gender, racism 
Collectively oriented 

“Wolves and sheep” 
Opposition to wolf-hunting 
Collectively oriented 

“Immigration” 
Opinions on immigration policy: general and case-specific 
Collectively oriented 

“Peace and international 
organizations/cooperations” 

Addressing international politics, organizations, global economic actors, or world peace 
Collectively oriented 
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Results 

The following presentation is structured according to the categories in Table 1. The children 
addressed a range of issues in their imagined roles as prime minister. While many children seized the 
opportunity to express personal wishes - a substantial number also demonstrated a concern for a broader 
collective, or engagement for someone else other than themselves, as well as attentiveness to political issues 
discussed within the political arena. In total, 125 of the 196 drawings addressed topics that were evident 
within the public political discourse, thereby indicating a notable degree of political attentiveness. Except 
for five, all children “claimed” something in their drawings – thus, their drawings were inherently political 
(Frödin, 2011). Table 2 presents the thematic categories of the children’s drawings and the distribution of 
drawings within each category. These categories reflect the children’s attempts “to articulate, to affect social 
change or to maintain status quo” (Sheehan, 2006, p. 3). However, few drawings advocated for maintaining 
the status quo; most expressed a desire for change or some sort of action. Similar to previous research, 
children’s engagement and concerns were mostly related to general topics (Burdewick, 2003; Haug, 2013; 
van Deth, 2007). However, there were differences in terms of whether the children focused on issues 
extending beyond themselves, whether their claims were individually or collectively oriented (Arendt, 
2005; Buckingham, 2000; Freeden, 2008), and the extent to which they were attentive to political issues 
being debated in the public sphere (Solhaug & Christophersen, 2022), including in terms of which issues 
they showed attentiveness toward. Gender and age have an impact here. Several of the drawings 
emphasized multiple issues/themes, expressing both individual preferences and issues of importance for 
others than themselves, or a broader collective. The following sections outline the identified thematic 
categories, before discussing the children’s individual/collective orientation and their attentiveness to 
political issues. 

Figure 2 

Topic Distribution. 

 
Myself, My Everyday Life 

Of the 196 drawings, 103 (49 second-graders and 54 fourth-graders, 68 boys and 35 girls) expressed 

103

28
45

35

4
6
5
7

39
7

Topic/Issue Distribution 

My self, my everday life/school life A good, "right" society/life

The environment/the climate Social equality

Peace, international organizations Sheep-wolves

Immigration Prime minister for ever

Covid-19 New inventions or fantasy figures/machines
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individual wishes for the child’s everyday life or school life, such as more leisure time, going to the 
swimming pool, access to computer games, or more public playgrounds. Yet, most of the drawings within 
this category focused on “free” or “unlimited” candy, food, ice-cream, or drinks. Several drawings also 
reflected aspirations to engage in adult privileges, such as driving, accessing parental money, or having 
equal decision-making power, all indicating wishes for empowerment. Still others conveyed school-related 
wishes (e.g., more school, more of certain subjects, no homework, banning or closing school, or more 
playground equipment). This category was the largest thematic category. Although it could have been 
divided into subcategories, all drawings shared the common feature of communicating personal, 
individual desires or preferences. The drawings often depicted cheerful figures, usually intended to 
represent the child themselves, enjoying what was being wished for (e.g., eating candy, swimming in a 
pool in the classroom, etc.). Most of these drawings were done by boys, which could indicate a greater 
individual orientation among the boys. There were no clear grade-level patterns, although fourth-graders 
more frequently expressed preferences concerning school, or school subjects, with fourth-grade boys more 
often suggesting the closing of schools. In contrast, second-graders tended to portray more imaginative 
school scenarios, such as classrooms with trampolines and disco lights. 

“There is free candy in the shop and no school” 
(Boy, 4th grade) 

 

  “I would like to go home from school” 
(Boy, 2nd grade) 

 

“I would decide that we got a bubble bath in the 
school yard and a disco light"(girl, 2nd grade) 

 

Prime Minister Forever 

When presented with the hypothetical role of being “prime minister for a day,” seven fourth-grade 
boys seized the opportunity to secure themselves the role as “prime minister forever.” Thus, again, gender 
and age appears to influence how the children responded to the task.  – where boys appeares to be more 
inclined to empower themselves. The significance of these specific drawings should not be overstated – 
they could just as well be a result of a spontaneous idea, lack of task engagement, or humor. However, it is 
still notable that this emerged exclusively among boys, and only among fourth-grade boys. Another 
plausible explanation for these drawings could be that these boys recognized power as a feature of politics 
– that it entails having or taking power. The drawings within this category typically depicted a person 
(apparently meant to illustrate themselves), larger in size than other elements within the drawing, often 
giving commands or a message.  
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“I want to be prime minister forever” (Boy, 4th grade) 

 
 

New Inventions, Fantasy Figures or Machines  

Seven drawings (6 boys and 1 girl, all second-graders) presented imagined inventions or machines, 
while others illustrated fantasy scenarios, such as turning the Earth into a gingerbread planet. Two children 
depicted themselves as robots with superpowers. These drawings did not express explicit “decisions” or 
“claims,” nor did they refer to a larger collective; rather, the reflected individual fantasies centered on 
creation, innovation, or self-enhancement through imagined abilities. Again, it appears that gender and 
age were decisive for emphasis. There were few common features of these drawings as they all represented 
a fantasy or invention of the individual child. 

“A flyfish airplane and a car you have to run 
in” (Boy, 2nd grade) 

 

“The Earth is made of gingerbread” (Boy, 2nd 
grade) 

 

“That everyone can shoot lasers and 
flames and water out of their arms and 

fly” (Boy, 2nd grade) 

 

COVID-19 

Twenty-nine drawings (11 second-graders and 18 fourth-graders, 13 girls and 16 boys) addressed 
the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. The drawings either focused on tightening or easing restrictions, 
eliminating the virus, developing or distributing vaccines, reopening or closing schools and borders, or 
expressing preferences for homeschooling. There were no significant age-related differences within this 
category, but there were some gender differences: boys, regardless of age, tended to express more 
aggressive or assertive responses (in their descriptions), such as “I would kill everybody with corona” or 
“kill COVID-19”. The drawings often depicted masked figures, vaccine administration, or representations 
of the virus, often marked with a large X. 
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“No corona, little vacation" (Boy, 2nd 
grade) 

 

“That COVID is over, that we have a 
vaccine, and that everybody should 
wear facemasks" (Boy, 2nd grade) 

 

“I decide that Pfizer and Astrazeneca 
(COVID vaccines) should be provided 

to everyone” (Girl, 4th grade) 

 

The Environment/the Climate 

A total of 45 drawings (21 second-graders and 24 fourth-graders, 29 girls and 16 boys) addressed 
climate and environmental concern, indicating an engagement for this topic across both age groups. 
However, second and fourth-graders differed in terms of what they focused on and to whom they 
addressed their concerns. Second-graders focused primarily on pollution and plastic waste, particularly in 
oceans and forests; their drawings often illustrated correct and incorrect disposal practices among 
individuals, as within other drawings, often indicated using X and V (check-marks). Positive actions were 
typically depicted in bright colors with happy people, animals, and flourishing nature. In contrast, fourth-
graders emphasized more systemic concerns, such as reducing CO2 emissions, electrifying cars, and 
promoting public transportation. Their self-descriptions often invoked collective pronouns such as “we” 
or “the people,” suggesting a broader societal/collective orientation, whilst second-graders emphasized 
individual behavior and responsibility. 

“No garbage in nature, the one with V is 
right, the one with X is wrong” (Girl, 2nd 

grade) 
 

 

“I would make a rule that said that it was 
not allowed to dispose of plastic” (Girl, 2nd 

grade) 

 

“We should not use the car, use the car only 
if you are going far” (Boy, 4th grade) 

 

 

 

Social Equality 

Thirty-five drawings (19 second-graders and 16 fourth-graders, 23 girls and 12 boys) addressed 
issues related to social equality. Economic equality was the most prominent theme, expressed through 
statements such as “the rich should give money to the poor,” “everyone should earn the same,” or “leisure 
activities and school/dental care should be free.” Such emphasis was seen in 24 drawings (13 girls and 7 
boys). The second-most frequent theme was gender equality, with statements such as “women should earn 



‘If I were prime minister’: Political attentiveness in young… 

248 

the same as men” or “girls should be allowed to go to school.” Only one of the nine drawings emphasizing 
gender equality was drawn by a boy, and only two second-graders emphasized this topic. The final 
subtheme within this category was racism (4 drawings), often conveyed through statements such as “stop 
racism” or “don’t discriminate.” Only girls emphasized this aspect – one second-grader and three fourth-
graders. Many of the drawings within this category illustrated harmonious conditions, such as happy 
people, exchanging money, or holding hands. The use of Xs was common here too, to indicate something 
that should be changed or abolished. Some of the drawings also included protests signs, illustrating people 
protesting against something, such as racism. 

“The poor should get more money from the 
rich” (Girl, 2nd grade) 

 

 

“Women should get paid as much as men, 
don’t bully” (Girl, 2nd grade) 

 

 

“Ban racism” (Girl, 4th grade) 
 

 
Wolves and Sheep 

These drawings reflect a rural–urban political divide in Norway – the contested issue of wolf-
hunting. Whilst the “wolf–sheep” debate is more salient in rural farming regions of Norway, it was 
somewhat unexpected that six children (4 fourth-graders and 2 second-graders, 4 girls and 2 boys) from 
this sample showed attentiveness to it. The drawings expressed opposition to wolf-hunting, stating things 
as “the shooting of wolves should be stopped” or “forbidden.” Thus, the children appeared to have an 
“animal welfare perspective” on this issue. The issue does not seem to have any personal importance but 
is rather something that engaged them because they were concerned with animals. At the time of data 
collection, this issue was not currently being debated in the media, so media coverage does not seem to 
explain the children’s emphasis on the matter. The drawings often contained illustrations of someone 
shooting wolves, often reinforced with a bright red color that indicated blood. X was also common here, 
showing that the killing of wolves should not be allowed to happen.  

“Don’t be racist to others, don’t say boys’ things and girls’ things, 
our planet does not need plastic and you don’t need to shoot wolves 
when you bring your sheep to the mountains where they naturally 

don’t belong and get killed” (Girl, 4th grade) 

 

“I draw that Mustafa should stay in Norway, and that we should 
treat animals better, don’t kill wolves, and higher interest rates” 

(Boy, 4th grade) 
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Immigration  

Another issue identified within the sample concerned immigration policy. Five drawings addressed 
this (2 second-graders and 3 fourth-graders, 3 girls and 2 boys). Three of these expressed general support 
for more-inclusive policies, such as “letting more immigrants stay in Norway” or “Norway should help 
more immigrants.” Two fourth-graders specifically referred to a specific political immigration issue that 
was current in Norway at the time, “the Mustafa case,” whereby they urged the prime minister to let him 
remain in Norway, stating for example that: “Erna (the prime minister of Norway at the time) has to 
understand that Mustafa has to stay, Mustafa should get to stay in Norway.” These drawings illustrate 
fourth-graders’ attentiveness to not only general political issues but also current political issues. It is also 
interesting that when they showed concern for a specific case within Norway, these children addressed the 
actual prime minister in their descriptions, and did not speak on behalf of themselves as prime minister. 
Visually, the drawings within this category often depicted emotional appeals, with one or several people 
standing in front of another person (usually drawn in bigger size), seemingly meant to illustrate the prime 
minister. The people standing in front commonly had sad faces, whilst the prime minister seemed to be 
smiling at them. 

“Erna has to understand that Mustafa has to stay, Mustafa should 
get to stay in Norway, homework every other week” (Girl, 4th grade) 

 

“There should come more immigrants from other countries so they 
can get help” (Girl, 4th grade) 

 

 

Peace and International Organizations/Cooperations  

The final category of drawings (3 fourth-grade boys and 1 fourth-grade girl) did not address a 
specific issue but rather demonstrated attentiveness towards international politics, organizations, and 
global economic actors. Two drawings stated “world peace,” whilst another advocated for donating money 
to the UN, indicating recognition of international institutions and economic inequality. The final drawing 
within this category stated that “Jeff Bezoz has to give half of his income to Norway.” This boy was clearly 
knowledgeable of who Bezos is, and his fortune. Although the drawing does not indicate attentiveness to 
a specific political issue, it can be argued that it indicates the boy’s attentiveness to money dirtribution, 
taxation, or economic equality. Nevetheless, it is interesting that this is information exhibited by a 
Norwegian fourth-grade boy. At the time of data collection (2021), Bezos was not a very well-known name 
in Norway. The same boy also advocated for “neutere toilettes” – presumably referring to gender-neutral 
toilets, which can be used by everyone regardless of gender and identity. Although this emphasis might 
indicate that this boy had awareness of issues related to inclusion and/or discrimination related to gender 
indentity, the boy did not elaborate on this statement, and in his description of the drawing, he emphasized 
that he had drawn Jeff Bezos giving money to Norway. Therefore, its is not any information that could 
confirm the boy’s thoughts behind “neutere toilettes.” Children’s choice of emphasis within this category 
does indicate attentiveness to international political relations, but it can also be interpreted as reflecting a 
social equality perspective, as indicated by the emphasis on distributing wealth between “the poor” and 
“the rich.” 
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“Everyone should donate some money to the UN” (Boy, 4th grade) 

 

“Neutere toilettes and Jeff Bezos has to give half his income to 
Norway” (Boy, 4th grade) 

 

Discussion 

“The Political” of Children  

In 103 drawings, children promoted individual wishes concerning their everyday lives, also 
expected given the opportunity to access resources or experiences normally restricted to them. However, 
several also emphasized issues that were of importance to a greater collective – to others than themselves 
– as well as showing attentiveness to political issues discussed within the political arena. Children’s 
articulation of individual wishes does not imply  “non”-attentiveness to politics, but suggests that decisions 
were often grounded in personal meaning and self-interest, consistent with previous research (Haug, 2017). 
Interestingly, gender differences were evident: boys were more inclined to promote self-oriented decisions, 
whereas girls more often emphasized collective or the interests of others. As for promotion of children’s 
agency, this was explicitly addressed in 7 drawings, arguing for children to have the same rights and 
possibilities as adults (e.g. “deciding as much as adults,” or “voting rights for children”), or for children’s 
right to privacy. Twenty-nine of the individual-oriented drawings expressed a preference regarding school. 
This included preferences for less homework, shorter school days, alternative schooling arrangements, 
more of certain school subjects, access to playground equipment, or a pool/disco lights in the classroom. 
Although these drawings expressed individual preferences regarding the school – with some seeming 
somewhat utopian – certain wishes appear repeatedly. Issues such as homework-free schools and the 
length of the school day are also questions of ongoing political debate in Norway. Although these drawings 
emphasize individual preferences, they also reveal key political dimensions of children’s everyday lives  
(Buckingham, 2000), in which children’s perspectives on their everyday school life should be heard in 
policy-making processes. Furthermore, the articulation of such individual preferences is important as it  
may also represent an early step toward developing a collective awareness and collective opinion 
formation (Arendt, 2005; Young, 1997).  

Within the category “A good/‘right’ society/life,” there are drawings that are distinct from the 
drawings discussed above. Although these drawings do not explicitly express opinions of specific political 
issues or demonstrate attentiveness to “big-P politics,” they do reflect children’s emerging social and 
collective awareness. Here, children emphasized norms, values, and social conditions that facilitate 
coexistence within larger communities, thereby underscoring ideas of appropriate behavior and mutual 
responsibility. The drawings within this category often conveyed empathy and concern for others – 
including animals. No clear age-differences appeared, (16 second-graders and 12 fourth-graders), although 
a notable gender difference was evident (19 girls and 9 boys). This points to the fact that girls, to a greater 
extent than boys, are more socially, collectively, and care-oriented from an early age, and thus indicates 
that girls and boys are attentive to and inclined to emphasize different aspects from early childhood. 
Whether this is evidence of gendered political socialization process (Bos et al., 2022) or the fact that boys 
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and girls are simply differently oriented and attentive, remains open.  

Attentiveness to Political Issues  

Despite their young age, a significant number of children (127 of 196 drawings) demonstrated 
attentiveness to politics. Approximately 65% cent, 127 of 196 drawings addressed issues discussed within 
the political arena. Not surprisingly, many of these displayed collective or societal concerns, such as climate 
policy, social equality, and immigration, and a large proportion addressed aspects related to the COVID19 
pandemic. Consistent with previous research, the children in the present study addressed a limited number 
of issues, and most appear to possess only general knowledge about the issues raised (Burdewick, 2003; 
Haug, 2013; van Deth, 2007). Therefore, children’s engagement in political issues seems to be emotionally 
– and personally – grounded, not ideologically founded, which is also expected given the study’s intention 
of exploring political attentiveness.  

Differences Related to Age  

Overall attentiveness to political issues did not differ significantly between second- and fourth-
graders, however, how the children framed the issues varied notably by age. Second-graders were 
individually oriented, focusing on behavior-based or moral aspects, whereas fourth-graders more 
frequently expressed systemic or structural understandings. For instance, in the climate/environment 
category, second-graders highlighted actions on the individual level, such as littering or using less plastic, 
whilst fourth-graders more often suggested policy-level solutions, such as electrification of cars or 
increased public transport. A similar pattern appeared in the drawings emphasizing aspects related to 
social equality. Second-graders often appealed to the need for fairness (e.g., “the rich should give money 
to the poor”), whilst fourth-graders showed more issue-specific knowledge and offered policy-oriented 
solutions (e.g., “Dentist should be free for everyone” or “People with higher income should pay more 
taxes”). Fourth-graders demonstrated increased knowledge, and engagement was evident within the issue 
of wolf-hunting and by explicitly referring to the “Mustafa case,” which was not mentioned by second-
graders. Regarding the hunting of wolves, second-graders simply stated that wolves should not be shot, 
whereas some fourth-graders provided justifications for their claims (e.g., “that the sheep don’t naturally 
belong in the mountains”). Moreover, attentiveness to international organizations and relations was only 
seen among fourth-graders, who addressed the UN and global monetary policies, as well as addressing 
internationally powerful actors, such as Jeff Bezos. Interestingly, this only applied to boys, which could 
indicate that differences in interests might lead to unequal possession of information and knowledge from 
an early age (Bos et al., 2022; Orum et al., 1974).  

Previous studies have reported that interest in specific political issues does not vary significantly 
between younger and older children (Haug, 2017; van Deth et al., 2011), which is also evident here, 
although the findings do indicate age-related differences in how children articulate and frame these issues. 
Whilst second and fourth-graders highlight similar overarching issues/topics, there are differences in the 
level of abstraction and in terms of to whom they refer. These differences likely reflect developmental 
changes in perspective-taking and abstract reasoning (Eisenberg et al., 1987; Gautam et al., 2023; Selman, 
1980; Tomasello, 2018). The findings in the present study suggest that the individual vs collective 
orientation of children could have an impact on what they perceive as politically important and interesting; 
it thus appears as important in the development of political thinking and should be considered a 
foundation in children’s emerging political understanding (Arendt, 2005; Buckingham, 2000; Freeden, 
2008). Seeing one’s own individual preferences and opinions in relation to a larger collective therefore 
seems essential to the development of political awareness, in which political attentiveness (initially 
individually oriented) might be the first step on that path.  

Differences Related to Gender 

Clear gender differences emerged. Within the topics of “a good ‘right’ society/life” (19 girls and 9 
boys) and “social equality” (23 girls and 12 boys), girls were overrepresented, whilst only boys were 
represented in the category of “prime minister forever” (7 boys). In the category of a “good or ‘right’ 
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society/life,” girls promoted kindness, good behavior, empathy, and consideration for others, whilst the 
boys were more concerned with prohibitions, such as “stealing/tagging is not allowed”. Only girls argued 
for animal welfare and health-related claims, perhaps indicating early internalization of gendered health 
norms, empathy, and care. In contrast, seven boys (all fourth-graders) claimed indefinite power. These 
patterns may reflect an early expression of ambitions, self-empowerment, or perhaps earlier political self-
efficacy (García-Albacete & Hoskins, 2024) among boys. Another possible interpretation is that such 
patterns reflect broader patriarchal values and power structures, whereby men/boys are more often 
encouraged toward agency, autonomy, and power, whilst women/girls are socialized into care-oriented, 
relational, and responsibility-driven roles (Connell, 2005; Ridgeway & Correll, 2004; West & Zimmerman, 
1987). Perhaps it is precisely this observed early difference in attentiveness and orientation among girls 
and boys that also contributes to the development of a gendered political socialization. That boys and girls 
initially differ in their propensity to emphasize or promote themselves vs a collective or others, and that 
girls’ orientation toward others, or care may “inhibit” their attentiveness or interfere with the development 
of their political self-efficacy. Given the social, - political, - and educational context that the children in this 
sample grow up in, I would ascribe more explanatory power to the latter. 

Girls were overrepresented within the categories representing political issues frequently discussed 
within the political arena. Girls’ drawings appeared more frequently in the categories “the climate/the 
environment” (29 girls and 16 boys) and “social equality” (23 girls and 13 boys). Only girls addressed 
gender equality explicitly. The emphasis on “immigration” (3 girls and 2 boys) and the “wolf- sheep” 
debate (4 girls and 2 boys) showed a relatively balanced distribution of attention. “COVID-19” showed no 
major gender imbalance, although boys’ descriptions  were more hard or extreme – e.g., stating “I would 
kill everybody with corona” – illustrating a different form of expression, rather than attentiveness. 

Based on the findings, it may seem that girls are more attentive to politics than boys, although this 
is not necessarily the case. One explanation might originate in how politics is defined here, in which the 
collective vs individual dimension used in the study, perhaps has made girls’ political attentiveness more 
apparent than seen in earlier studies. Also, the use of the collective vs individual dimension has highlighted 
clear gender differences in attentiveness, orientation, and interest from an early age, in which girls’ and 
boys’ attentiveness is oriented toward different dimensions of political and social life. This pattern give 
support to the argument that women are not less interested than men, rather they are interested in another 
way (Jacobi, 1991, p. 99). While the overrepresentation of girls in the categories of political issues discussed 
within the political arena could indicate that boys are less attentive to politics than girls, another argument 
could steam from boys’ and girls’ different perceptions.  

How boys and girls perceive expectations to them, and also how their self-confidence (Wolak, 2020) 
influences how they approached the drawing-task. A significant majority of the boys are represented in the 
“myself, my everyday life” category (68 of the 103 drawings). However, many of them combined personal 
and collective concerns, although many drawings were also exclusively self-oriented. Perhaps the boys 
simply approached the task with a different mindset – maybe they were not as seriously engaged, or 
alternatively, they allowed themselves more freedom to express personal desires. Conversely, the girls may 
have been more inclined to produce what they perceived to be “appropriate” responses - drawing what 
they believed was expected from them. Generally, girls are more conscientious, responsive to expectations, 
and motivated in school, with stronger self-regulation from early childhood, which supports higher 
achievement and adherence to norms (Ministry of Education and Research, 2019 ; OECD, 2015). Boys, on 
the other hand, are more concerned with peer acceptance and societal norms from early age, often 
discouraging academic interest – contributing to declining motivation (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Rubin et 
al., 1998). Together, these factors can help explain how girls and boys initially evaluated the importance of 
the drawing task, as well as variations in their level of engagement.   

The findings should not be interpreted as a lack of political attentiveness among boys, but rather as 
an indicative of differing expressive orientations shaped by gendered socialization patterns. The findings 
give support to the hypothesis of a gendered political socialization process (Abendschön & Tausendpfund, 
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2017; Bos et al., 2022; Orum et al., 1974). Nevertheless, there is no evidence that can ascribe this to 
differences in the children’s political socialization, in the sense that politics is presented as a male domain, 
or that educational or structural conditions in Norway systematically hinders women (and girls’) political 
participation. The observed gender differences in children’s attentiveness and interests should be 
attributed to variations in orientations, self-confidence, and measurement, rather than to genuine 
differences in underlying political socialization and political engagement. In contrast to previous studies, 
the findings suggest that girls were more attentive than boys to political issues discussed within the 
political arena. Thus, the girls in the preset study were not less interested in politics, but were interested in 
a different way (Haug, 2013, p. 261; Jacobi, 1991), whereby their early collective orientation may come into 
conflict with promoting individual political opinions and engagement, and later political self-efficacy. 

Conclusion 

When asked what they would decide as prime minister for a day, children articulated diverse wishes 
and concerns. The key variation concerned whether children’s decisions primarily served themselves, a 
broader collective, or others beyond themselves. Children who addressed the needs or concerns of a greater 
collective also demonstrated political attentiveness. 

Consistent with prior research (Burdewick, 2003; Haug, 2013; van Deth, 2007) children in the study 
showed attentiveness to several prominent political themes. However, certain topics frequently 
emphasized before– such as unemployment (Haug, 2013) – were largely absent. This likely reflects the 
socio-political context in which the children are situated. Unemployment has not been a major issue in 
Norway, and although war is highly visible globally, it was not very prominent in the news context in 
Norway at the present time. The data was collected during the COVID-19 pandemic, dominating both 
media and daily life, and thus likely captured a substantial proportion of the children’s attention. 
Interestingly, the wolf-hunting debate emerged as a theme, despite its absence in prior research on 
children’s political interest. This suggests a context-specific form of political attentiveness, possibly rooted 
in children’s concerns for animal welfare.  

Significant gender differences were observed – both in attentiveness and engagement. Girls were 
more socially and collectively oriented, whereas boys were more inclined to promote individual wishes or 
aspirations. These findings can be attributed to variations in orientations, self-confidence, as well as 
measurement (definition of politics applied in the present study). Previous research has identified a gender 
gap in political self-efficacy emerging between the ages of 11 and 16 (Fox & Lawless, 2014; García-Albacete 
& Hoskins, 2024); however, the findings of the present study suggest that the gendered tendencies in 
political orientation may already be visible at a younger age. This early difference in political self-efficacy 
may also help to explain the persistent gender gap in political interest, orientation, and knowledge  
documented in adolescence and adulthood (Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1993; Fraile & Sánchez‐Vítores, 2020). 

The findings underscore the importance of recognizing children’s early political orientations – 
particularly emerging gendered differences. The observed early differences potentially shape how young 
citizens understand their society, and how they may eventually engage and participate in democratic life. 
This highlights the need for future research to explore how early orientations develop over time and across 
different socio-political contexts, as well as adopting definitions of politics that also capture girls and 
women’s interests. The concept of political attentiveness—including collective attentiveness—offers an 
interesting analytical lens for capturing children’s early political interest and engagement beyond 
conventional measures. Further theoretical and empirical exploration of this concept may therefore 
contribute to a more nuanced understanding of early political socialization.  

Limitations 

The study is based on a small, geographically limited sample. A larger and more diverse sample 
might have revealed greater variation within children’s attentiveness. Local issues, such as wolf-hunting, 
may have appeared differently in other regions of the country. The analysis relies on my interpretation of 
the children’s drawings and descriptions, and other analytical or theoretical frameworks might yield 
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different conclusions. It is also important to question how genuinely engaged the children really were, or 
how they actually interpreted the drawing task. One objection could be that some of the children expressed 
what can be described as more “general” wishes (e.g., not going to school, or less homework). If the study 
had been designed differently – i.e., with room to follow each individual child in the drawing process - 
more detailed explanation for this could have been obtained. The study’s operationalization of political 
attentiveness may also shape the findings, and other measures should be explored in future research. 
Although this study includes a diverse sample, factors such as ethnicity or class were not controlled for. 
Future studies should examine whether and how ethnicity and class influence emphasis on themes/issues. 
The children in the present study stated identifying as either “boy” or “girl”. Consequently, gender was 
treated primarily as binary, although one child raised gender-neutral issues. With the awareness that 
young people may identify beyond the duality of male/female, future studies should also be aware of the 
limit perspective of gender duality, especially to further investigations of gendered political socialization.  

Implications  

Gender differences in political attentiveness emerge in the early primary school years. Recognizing 
early differences is important for reducing potential gender gaps in political knowledge and engagement, 
with clear implications for school practice and educational policy. Citizenship and democracy education 
should be introduced early, in age-appropriate ways, using diverse pedagogical approaches to ensure that 
all children, regardless of gender or communicative preferences, have equal opportunities to engage with 
political and civic issues. Teaching should build on broad and inclusive understandings of politics as 
something that takes place in everyday life and in interactions between people.  

The broader significance of this study lies in its potential contribution to understanding how early 
differences between genders in political attentiveness may shape later political engagement, attitudes, and 
participation. If such differences remain unaddressed, they may contribute to persistent gender gaps in 
political interest and involvement later in life. Future research should examine the stability of these 
differences and their origins, as well as how classroom practices, peer dynamics and teacher expectations 
shape these developments.   

Recognizing multiple ways of demonstrating political attentiveness can help counteract early 
gendered patterns. “Political attentiveness” – including “collective attentiveness” – offers an interesting 
conceptual and theoretical lens for examining children’s political interest, engagement, and for 
understanding early political socialization, and should be explored further. It shifts focus from formal 
knowledge to how children notice, interpret and emotionally engage with political issues in everyday life 
and within collectives. Further investigations of “collective awareness” may help to further identify when  
and how children’s awareness of politics as a collective affair emerges, and age and gender differences in 
individual versus collective orientations, and may help explain early differences in political self-efficacy.  

Drawing proved a fruitful methodological approach for studying early political socialization. While 
interviews alone were possible, drawing allowed inclusion of children who struggelede verbally, or 
children needing individual support. Drawing also enabled a larger sample than would have been possible 
with interviews, although a smaller sample could allowed deeper insights. Analysis showed that drawings 
without children’s explanations were insufficient, while verbal descriptions alone could not capture the 
emotional expressions, priorities, and knowledge conveyed visually. Combined, drawings and verbal data 
produced a more robust dataset. Future studies should apply drawings, but be aware that it requires careful 
planning, ethical consideration, methodological rigor, and analytical resources, ensuring that children’s 
descriptions guide interpretation. Analytical tools that go beyond cognitive or motor skills, should be 
developed, emphasizing procedures that contextualize both visual and verbal data. 
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Appendix 1 

The Drawing Sheet 
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